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Abstract 

 

 

This thesis examines the development of Arthur as a hero. The primary focus of this discussion 

is how Geoffrey of Monmouth and Wace present Arthur’s virtues in the Historia Regum 

Britanniae and Roman de Brut and how he is framed as a legendary ancestor for the Anglo-

Norman elite. Arthur will be looked at in comparison to both his forbears in these texts, as well 

as contemporary men from the twelfth century. Although Geoffrey conforms to the heroic ideals 

of contemporary literature, he differs from other twelfth-century authors through his use of 

historical, or pseudo-historical events to not only discuss certain figures, but to use them as a 

means to craft a legendary hero for the Anglo-Normans.   

This thesis argues that to be considered a hero, a man must surpass the baseline of virtue 

in the context of his own culture. These virtues include having prestigious ancestors possessing 

physical prowess, Christian piety, and maintaining relationships with magnates through 

generosity. In possessing each of these characteristics to an exceptional degree a king can be 

considered a hero. An emerging tradition of historiography in the early-to-mid twelfth century 

that draws upon contemporary events, classical literature, and the writing of the Church Fathers 

enables the exploration of heroic virtues in Geoffrey and Wace’s texts.  

 Although there has been previous scholarship on Arthur’s heroism in early medieval 

texts, this thesis seeks to look specifically at how Geoffrey and Wace construct Arthur as a hero 

in the context of twelfth-century events. The purpose of this exploration is to show how the 

development of the Arthurian legend and Arthur’s heroism was impacted by the events of the 

1135 succession crisis and subsequent civil war. In looking at the characteristics, both as 

individuals and leaders, of the pre-Arthurian kings in the Historia, this thesis aims to use these 

figures as a measurement for Arthur’s heroism, whether they lead by positive example or they 

are foils to demonstrate vices. In examining each notable king, it becomes evident that Arthur is 

the superior leader and thus is able to become a hero by superseding each of his predecessors. 

Following the discussion of the pre-Arthurian kings, Arthur himself will be looked at as an 

exemplary model of heroic kingship as an individual and, in Wace’s text, as an emerging leader 

of a wider heroic tradition. In discussing Arthur’s heroism in the Historia and the Brut, this 

thesis aims to bring original scholarship to Arthur’s place in early medieval literature. 



	 iii	

Acknowledgments  

 

 

 

This thesis would not have been possible without the support of my family, especially my dad. 

Thank you, Dad, for always being there for me, no matter how many times that week I had 

already called in tears. Thank you to my sisters for the laughter and for only ever being a phone 

call away. Also, thank you to Lauren for the proofreading. I’m sorry that I don’t know how to 

use commas. And thank you to Christine for giving me your library sign-in information. It was 

used responsibily. Thank you to Papa Ed for never doubting that I could actually do this. Thank 

you to my English family for being a safe haven during a terrifying time.  

 I would also like to express my sincere gratitude to my supervisor, Raluca Radulescu. 

Thank you for all the help and encouragement over the years, and for never giving up on me, 

even though I’m sure it was tempting at times. Thank you to Mark Hagger for the guidance and 

for agreeing to jump on the project even after it had already began. Thank you to Sue Johns for 

the early guidance. I am also extremely grateful to University College Dublin and Trinity 

College Dublin for letting a stray graduate student into your libraries, and to University College 

London for having such a spectacular digital library.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 iv	

Yr wyf drwy hyn yn datgan mai canlyniad fy ymchwil fy hun yw’r thesis hwn, ac eithrio lle 

nodir yn wahanol. Caiff ffynonellau eraill eu cydnabod gan droednodiadau yn rhoi cyfeiriadau 

eglur. Nid yw sylwedd y gwaith hwn wedi cael ei dderbyn o’r blaen ar gyfer unrhyw radd, ac nid 

yw’n cael ei gyflwyno ar yr un pryd mewn ymgeisiaeth am unrhyw radd oni bai ei fod, fel y 

cytunwyd gan yBrifysgol, am gymwysterau deuol cymeradwy. 

 

 

 

 

I hereby declare that this thesis is the results of my own investigations, except where otherwise 

stated. All other sources are acknowledged by bibliographic references. This work has not 

previouslybeen accepted in substance for any degree and is not being concurrently submitted in 

candidature for any degree unless, as agreed by the University, for approved dual awards. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 v	

Table of Contents 

 

 

 

Abstract……………………………………………………………………………………....ii 

Acknowledgements…………………………………………………………………………..iii 

Declaration and Consent………………………………………………………………….....iv 

Introduction: Medieval Historiography as a Reflection on Heroic Virtue…………….....1 

   I.1 The Corpus of Twelfth-Century Historiography………………………………………....3  

   I.2 Source Material for the Historia Regum Britanniae……………………………………...24  

   I.3. Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Motivations When Writing the Historia Regum Britanniae....32 

   I.4 Defining Heroism………………………………………………………………………...37 

  I.4.1 Twelfth-Century Reflections on Virtues………………………………………….39  

   I.5 Conclusion………………………………………………………………………………...48  

Chapter One: The Historical and Cultural Context of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia 

Regum Britanniae……………………………………………………………………………...50  

   1.1 Dedications………………………………………………………………………………..51  

   1.2 The Succession Crisis……………………………………………………………………..58   

   1.3 Conclusion………………………………………………………………………………...81  

Chapter Two: The Pre-Arthurian Kings of the Historia Regum Britanniae and Roman de 

Brut……………………………………………………………………………………………..83 

   2.1 The Pagan Kings………………………………………………………………………….88  

  2.1.1 The Founding of Britain…………………………………………………………..88 

  2.1.2 The Descendants of Brutus……………………………………………………….104 

  2.1.3 A New Lineage…………………………………………………………………...115 

  2.1.4 The Roman Conflict……………………………………………………………...129 

   2.2 The Christian Kings………………………………………………………………………140 

 2.2.1 The Continuation of the Conflict with Rome…………………………………….140  

   2.3 Arthur’s Family…………………………………………………………………………..149  

 2.3.1 The Reign of Vortigern…………………………………………………………..149 

   2.4 Conclusion……………………………………………………………………………….169  



	 vi	

Chapter Three: King Arthur as a Hero……………………………………………………..171 

   3.1 The Introduction of Arthur……………………………………………………………….173 

   3.2 Arthur’s Generosity…………………………………………………………………........181 

 3.2.1 Marriage and Female Agency……………………………………………………181 

 3.2.2 Arthur’s Household………………………………………………………………188 

   3.3 Arthur’s Prowess…………………………………………………………………………203  

  3.3.1 The Domestic Battles…………………………………………………………….203 

  3.3.2 The Battle against Frollo…………………………………………………………217 

  3.3.3 The Start of the Roman Campaign……………………………………………….221 

  3.3.4 Arthur and the Giant……………………………………………………………....227 

  3.3.5 The War with Rome………………………………………………………………231 

  3.3.6 Arthur’s Death…………………………………………………………………….241 

   3.4 Conclusion………………………………………………………………………………..248 

Conclusion……………………………………………………………………………………..246  

Bibliography…………………………………………………………………………………...251 
	
 

 

 



	 1	

Introduction: Medieval Historiography as a Reflection on Heroic Virtue  

  

 

The portrayal of heroic virtue in the twelfth century, as viewed primarily through Geoffrey of 

Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae (c. 1139) and Wace’s Roman de Brut (c. 1155), is the 

main focus of this thesis.1 Both of these formative texts can be historically contextualised 

through the 1135 succession crisis and civil conflict arising from King Henry I’s (c. 1068–1135) 

death. Geoffrey and Wace can also be seen as participating in the well-established tradition of 

lauding great men through an exploration of their personal virtues. Given the prevalence of the 

biographical genre in medieval historiography, and how the Arthuriad in the Historia functions 

as a pseudo-biography for King Arthur, Geoffrey is able to create Arthur not only as the greatest 

hero within the context of the Historia but also as a model of virtuous behaviour for men in the 

twelfth century. To create the character of Arthur, Geoffrey draws upon both contemporary and 

classical texts, as well as the philosophy of the Church Fathers. He also finds inspiration from 

significant events and cultural moments in the twelfth century. By using Geoffrey’s various 

sources as context, this study traces the development of Arthur’s character so as to examine how 

the Historia and the Brut contribute to his literary status as a great hero.   

This thesis proposes to enter a dialogue with the past as well as the literature and 

historical context of the authors’ present.2 My study adheres to Michael Warner’s definition of 

New Historicism:  

 

New Historicism has a motto: "The text is historical; and history is textual." The first part 

means that meaning does not transcend context but is produced within it; the second part 

means that human actions and institutions and relations, while certainly hard facts, are 

not hard facts as distinguished from language. They are themselves symbolic 

																																																																				
1 Henceforth, these texts will be referred to as ‘the Historia’ and ‘the Brut’. Unless otherwise noted, the 
editions used throughout this thesis are Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, ed. 
by Michael D. Reeve, trans. by Neil Wright (Oxford: Woodbridge, 2007) and Wace, Roman de Brut (A 
History of the British), ed. by Judith Weiss (Exeter: University of Exeter, reprinted 2010). These texts 
will be referenced within parentheses in the chapters. 
2 As Catherine Gallagher and Stephen Greenblatt say, ‘new historicism is not a coherent, close-knit 
school in which one might be enrolled or from which one might be expelled. The term has been applied to 
an extraordinary assortment of critical practices’. Catherine Gallagher and Stephen Greenblatt, Practicing 
New Historicism (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2000), p. 2. 
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representations, though this is not to say, as many old historicists might conclude, that 

they are not real.3 

  

As Warner suggests, history and literature are interconnected, where one inevitably influences 

the other. The Historia, and to a certain extent, the Brut, will be examined as products of their 

time through looking at the events that took place during their production, but also as bodies of 

literature capable of influencing history through their use of kings as models for behaviour. 

Geoffrey’s Arthur sets a new standard for regnal virtue that subsequent kings can use to increase 

their own standing. Christopher Michael Berard engages with this topic by reminding us that 

‘high and late medieval kings and noblemen fashion[ed] themselves after the figure of Arthur 

and engage[ed] in chivalric and dramatic enactments of episodes from Arthurian literature.’4 In 

imitating Arthur and Arthurian literature, these kings and noblemen were also imitating their 

more recent ancestors, given that early Arthurian literature was inspired by events and figures 

from the twelfth century.5 

 The interplay of history and literature will inform the contents of this thesis, which 

explores how Geoffrey portrays Arthur as a figure who conforms to the ideals of twelfth-century 

kingly heroism. This thesis does recognise that literature can impact contemporary ideals, but in 

exploring how Geoffrey and Wace create the figure of Arthur, the focus will be on how Arthur 

conforms to a heroic standard that is already in place and how the events described in the texts 

relate to the time period in which the texts were written. I have chosen to focus primarily on how 

history impacts literature, due to the Historia and the Brut serving as foundational texts for the 

later dissemination of the Arthurian legend. Berard’s discussion of men modelling themselves 

after Arthur is useful when analysing the impact that Geoffrey’s text and character had after the 

Historia and later texts began circulation; however, for the purposes of this thesis, the focus will 

be on how Arthur becomes a king who inspires such imitation. Arthur’s historical status is, in 

part, achieved because Geoffrey uses the events surrounding Henry I’s death and the subsequent 

succession crisis as material for his narrative. Therefore, for the purposes of this thesis, there will 

be a focus on how contemporary occurrences impacted the material Geoffrey chose to include in 
																																																																				
3 Michael Warner, ‘Literary Studies and the History of the Book’, The Book: Newsletter of the Program 
of the History of the Book in American Culture, 12, 2-9 (1987), p. 5. 
4 Christopher Michael Berard, Arthurianism in Early Plantagenet England: From Henry II to Edward I 
(Woodbridge: Boydell, 2019), p. 1. 
5 Ibid., p. 1. 
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his text.   

 The contents of the Historia, however, are not solely dependent on contemporary events. 

Like other twelfth-century authors, Geoffrey drew from a rich classical and Biblical literary 

tradition to inform his writing, as well as Welsh sources. The majority of the criticism of 

Geoffrey’s Historia focuses on his source material without looking at the broader implications of 

the use of these texts on the later dissemination of the Arthurian legend. In drawing inspiration 

from figures like Julius Caesar and Charlemagne, and utilising such texts as Saint Augustine’s 

fifth-century City of God, Geoffrey creates a hero that possesses the heroic qualities that have 

been established as virtues from Antiquity into the mid twelfth century and beyond. Therefore, 

this study aims to explore the ways in which Geoffrey crafted Arthur as a hero by drawing 

inspiration from source material and the events of the 1135 succession crisis. Through the 

discussion of how Geoffrey creates Arthur’s character, this thesis seeks to make an original 

contribution to the discourse on Arthur’s status as a legendary hero.     

 

 

I.1 The Corpus of Twelfth-Century Historiography  

 

 

The twelfth century was a period of extensive historiography,6 and despite the recognition that 

the writing of this period was not a monolith there are nevertheless similarities between the 

various texts produced in Anglo-Norman society. In looking at several of the most prominent 

texts written in the early-to-mid twelfth century, it is possible to discern how Geoffrey 

conformed to contemporary practices of historiography in the Historia, and how his text differed 

from those of his contemporaries, several of whom will be discussed further on in the 

Introduction. The differences found in the texts of twelfth-century historiographers largely stem 

from authorial bias. As Laura Ashe articulates, chroniclers were ‘interpreters of the facts’,7 and 

included embellishments in the subject matter that originated from political allegiance, 

commissions, occupation, and personal opinions. Siân Echard concurs with the analysis of 

																																																																				
6 This period of historiography has been referred to as a twelfth-century Renaissance. Charles Homer 
Haskins, The Renaissance of the Twelfth Century (Cambridge: Harvard University, 1955). 
7 Laura Ashe, Fiction and History in England, 1066-1200 (Cambridge University: Cambridge, 2007), p. 
19. 
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chroniclers as ‘interpreters’, and states that, ‘history was a didactic and revelatory mode, and its 

“truth” was not always understood to reside in such things as accuracy of numbers or dates.’8 

Understanding historiography as didactic contributes to the development of heroic virtue that is 

prevalent in Geoffrey’s text, particularly through the figure of Arthur. In writing about prominent 

men, chroniclers embed their texts with either their praise or condemnation, which then shapes 

how virtues and vices are established in the twelfth century. Thereby, chroniclers become 

instructors in virtue.  

  Although some writers, Geoffrey included, wrote for primarily secular audiences, many 

chroniclers worked in monasteries.9 Thus, there was, as Gabrielle Spiegel reminds us, often a 

religious element in the writing that some in modern times would consider to be fiction but to 

contemporaries was considered truthful, such as ‘miracles, resurrections, saints, myths, and 

visions inter alia’.10 The merging of fiction and history, however, was not exclusive to 

ecclesiastical writing. Nancy Partner discusses historiography and says that ‘the chief events of 

historia were to be received or observed, not invented, but in every other respect of verbal play 

and elaboration history had to resemble fiction if it aspired to dignity.’11 This combination of 

observations and embellishments allowed for a text to be considered worthy of belonging to the 

body of great works of literature. Furthermore, chroniclers often incorporated sources that were 

not meant to be used as a basis for historical writing, which suggests that not only was the 

perspective and agenda of the author incorporated into the text but that it also included the 

opinions of those whose work the author drew from.12 However, it is necessary to remember that 

‘the study of classics and the liberal arts in the Middle Ages did not take place in isolation, but in 

conjunction with a comprehensive curriculum of biblical and exegetical study.’13 Therefore, 

while authors did study history through the lens of classical writing, there was a Biblical element 
																																																																				
8 Siân Echard, ‘Geoffrey of Monmouth’, in The Arthur of Medieval Latin Literature: The Development 
and Dissemination of the Arthurian Legend in Medieval Latin, 45-66, ed. by Siân Echard (Cardiff: 
University of Wales, 2011), pp. 46-47. 
9 Monika Otter, Inventiones: Fiction and Referentiality in Twelfth-Century English Historical Writing 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 1996), p. 2. 
10 Gabrielle M. Spiegel, ‘Theory into Practice: Reading Medieval Chronicles’, in The Medieval 
Chronicle, 1-12, ed. by Erik Kooper (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1999), pp. 1-2. 
11 Nancy F. Partner, Serious Entertainments: The Writing of History in Twelfth-Century England 
(Chicago: University of Chicago, 1977), p. 185 and p. 3.  
12 Robert M. Stein, ‘Literary criticism and the evidence for history’, in Writing Medieval History, 67-87, 
ed. by Nancy Partner (London: Hodder Education, 2005), p. 69. 
13 Irene O’Daly, ‘The Classical Revival’, in The European Book in the Twelfth Century, 240-58, ed. by 
Erik Kwakkel and Rodney Thomson (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2018), p. 242. 
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that coloured all contemporary interpretations of literature. According to Justin Lake, to ascertain 

why a twelfth-century author was writing, it is necessary to look at him both as someone who 

had to fulfil obligations to those he wrote for and as a person who had his own opinions and 

motivations.14 This becomes particularly relevant when looking at the 1135 succession crisis and 

civil war, as most chroniclers expressed allegiance to either King Stephen or Robert of 

Gloucester, which provides an indication of how the political agenda of the author shaped the 

facts presented in the text.15  

  Despite the differences in political opinion, the chronicles did share certain features. For 

example, Georgia Henley discusses the similarities between the Historia, William of 

Malmesbury’s Deeds of the English Kings (early twelfth century), and Henry of Huntington’s 

Historia Anglorum (c. 1133-1155). She says, ‘the structure is longform narrative rather than 

annalistic, with attention to moral lessons, particularly the virtues of good rulers and the 

counterexamples of bad ones, as well as courtly entertainment, miracles and marvels, and 

concordance with international events.’16 Henley details the content that can be expected from a 

twelfth-century Anglo-Norman chronicle, and while she specifically references William of 

Malmesbury’s Deeds of the English Kings, her summary can also apply to his Historia Novella 

(c.1140-1143) and the works of other contemporary chroniclers. The purpose of discussing 

several of Geoffrey’s contemporaries is to see how the Historia conforms to the historiography 

of the twelfth century and where Geoffrey differs in his account of the deeds of great men. While 

not a comprehensive account of contemporary chroniclers, this discussion serves to establish 

Geoffrey’s text, and specifically the character of Arthur, as a product of its time, while also 

showing how Geoffrey used twelfth-century conventions to create a heroic ancestor for the 

Anglo-Normans. Throughout the thesis, I will be referring back to the chroniclers discussed in 

the Introduction to compare them with Geoffrey and Wace’s works; therefore, giving a brief 

overview of these texts, as well as modern scholarship, provides further depth when looking at 

them in tandem with the Historia and the Brut.   

																																																																				
14 Justin Lake, ‘Authorial Intention in Medieval Historiography’, History Compass, 12.4, 344-60 (2014) 
<onlinelibrary.wiley.com.ezproxy.bangor.ac.uk> [Accessed 11 April 2017] p. 344. 
15 It should be noted that while the Angevin cause centred around Matilda, the written support was often 
for Robert of Gloucester, who fought on her behalf. 
16 Georgia Henley, ‘Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Conventions of History Writing in Early 12th-Century 
England’, in A Companion to Geoffrey of Monmouth, 291-314, ed. by Georgia Henley and Joshua Byron 
Smith (Leiden: Brill, 2020), p. 294. 
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 To begin with, William of Malmesbury’s Historia Novella is an invaluable text for 

understanding the events following Henry’s I’s death. The work was dedicated to Robert of 

Gloucester, and support of the earl is prevalent throughout the narrative. Earl Robert 

commissioned the Historia Novella, and William likely began writing the text in 1140-1141, 

possibly continuing his work as late as 1143. Given the earl’s patronage, William was required to 

write the events to Robert’s specifications.17 The abbey of Malmesbury was twenty-four miles 

from Bristol,18 which was the centre of Robert of Gloucester’s power. William’s proximity to 

Robert suggests an awareness that the monks needed to ensure the earl’s goodwill.19 However, 

Robert was not the only influence over the monks at the abbey. Malmesbury was under the 

control of Roger of Salisbury (1065-1139),20 who was one of the bishops Stephen arrested in 

1139.21 However, the bishop of Salisbury was initially a supporter of King Stephen and ‘was on 

very bad terms with the monks because he usurped the abbey’s liberties from 1118 until his 

death in 1139’.22 Additionally, according to Edmund King, Henry of Winchester (c. 1096-1171), 

brother of the king, introduced William of Malmesbury to the court, and William was present at 

the 1139 and 1141 legatine councils, thereby gaining first-hand information regarding the 

government and politics.23 William’s knowledge was then incorporated into his texts.   

Many scholars discuss how William of Malmesbury was one of the greatest English 

historians.24 His works not only provide insight into the events of the twelfth-century succession 

crisis and subsequent civil war, but also of the history pre-dating the Norman arrival in Britain. 

In contrast, Robert B. Patterson argues that William of Malmesbury should not be considered a 

historian because of his ‘gross distortion’ of Robert of Gloucester’s involvement in the 

																																																																				
17 Edmund King, ‘Introduction’, in Historia Novella, xvii-cix, ed. by Edmund King, trans. by K.R. Potter 
(Oxford: Clarendon, 2006), p. xxiii. 
18 Ibid., p. xxx and p. xxi. 
19 Donald Matthew, King Stephen (London: Hambledon and London, 2002), p. 80. 
20 King, ‘Introduction’, p. xxvii. 
21 David Crouch, The Reign of King Stephen, 1135-1154 (Harlow, Pearson Education, 2000), p. 96. 
22 Antonia Gransden, Historical Writing in England c. 550 to c. 1307 (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1974), p. 180. 
23 King, ‘Introduction’, pp. xxiii-xxiv. 
24 Rodney M. Thomson, William of Malmesbury (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2003); John Gillingham, The 
English in the Twelfth Century: Imperialism, National Identity and Political Values (Woodbridge: 
Boydell, 2000), p. 5; Emily A. Winkler and Emily Dolmans, ‘Discovering William of Malmesbury: The 
Man and his Works’, in Discovering William of Malmesbury, 1-11, ed. by Rodney M. Thomson, Emily 
Dolmans and Emily A. Winkler (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2017), p. 1.  
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Anarchy.25 However, as Edward Donald Kennedy reminds us, chroniclers in the twelfth century 

often manipulated history to serve their own purposes, or that of their patron.26 Therefore, 

William’s method of incorporating Robert’s character and opinions into the text of the Historia 

Novella was a normal and accepted aspect of historiography. Indeed, although William’s writing 

of the Historia Novella has been described as including ‘omission of damaging details, use of 

false data and argument perhaps out of deference to, or trustingly accepted from, his patron, and 

distortion in several forms’, these are all devices used in other twelfth-century historiographical 

texts.27 Furthermore, although the veracity of William’s texts are in question, as Sigbjørn 

Sønnesyn discusses in his seminal work on William’s texts, he was an author largely concerned 

with ethics.28 Therefore, when discussing virtues, which is one aspect of the larger subject of 

ethics, using William of Malmesbury’s writing as a standard for twelfth-century thoughts on the 

subject of virtue becomes a relevant way to ascertain how Geoffrey conformed to contemporary 

literary practices and how he then diverged from such practices for his own purposes.  

 A close contemporary of the Brut, the Gesta Stephani was written circa 1148 and finished 

after 1153, during which time the author changed his allegiance and no longer supported 

Stephen.29 This serves as one indication of the mistakes Stephen made as monarch, even as the 

beginning of the text gives insight into the king’s virtues. That the author changed allegiance is 

indicative of the turmoil of the period following Henry I’s death, which is the context in which 

readers first encountered Geoffrey’s Historia. King brings attention to the problems of labelling 

the Gesta Stephani as a biography, instead referring to it as a ‘political history.’30 This 

																																																																				
25 Robert B. Patterson, ‘William of Malmesbury’s Robert of Gloucester: A Re-evaluation of the Historia 
Novella’, The American Historical Review, 70.4 (1965), 983-997, <http://www.jstor.org/stable/1846899> 
[Accessed 2 December 2016], p. 996; C. Warren Hollister also poins out William of Malmesbury’s 
failings as a historian, one example of which is that Malmesbury does not record the fighting between 
Geoffrey of Anjou and Henry I at the time of Henry’s death. C. Warren Hollister, Henry I (New Haven: 
Yale, 2001), p. 482.  
26 Edward Donald Kennedy, ‘Romancing the Past: A Medieval English Perspective’, in The Medieval 
Chronicle, Volume 120, 13-39, ed. by Erik Kooper (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1999), p. 23. 
27 Patterson, The Earl, the Kings, and the Chronicler: Robert Earl of Gloucester and the Reigns of Henry 
I and Stephen (Oxford: Oxford University, 2019), pp. 194-95. 
28	Sigbjørn Olsen Sønnesyn, William of Malmesbury and the Ethics of History (Woodbridge: Boydell, 
2012). 
29 R.H.C. Davis, ‘Introduction’, in Gesta Stephani, xi-xl, ed. and trans. by K.R. Potter (Oxford University: 
Oxford, 1976), pp. xx-xxi. 
30 Edmund King, ‘The Gesta Stephani’, in Writing Medieval Biography, 750-1250: Essays in Honour of 
Frank Barlow, 195-206, ed. by David Bates, Julia Crick, and Sarah Hamilton (Woodbridge: Boydell, 
2006), p. 198. 
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classification allows for an understanding of the events of the 1135 succession crisis and civil 

war as they pertain to King Stephen. Although the Gesta Stephani is anonymous, R. H. C. Davis 

believes the author was Robert of Lewes, bishop of Bath (d. 1166), ‘who was renowned as a 

staunch supporter of the king and the first of Henry of Blois’ protégés.’31 Although Robert of 

Lewes as the author is not universally accepted, for the purposes of this thesis, he will be referred 

to as such. That the author was a protégé of the bishop of Winchester suggests allegiance to the 

brother of the king, who was instrumental in Stephen’s coronation.32 This is another example of 

how the contents of a chronicle were influenced by the author’s own interpersonal connections.  

 Personal relationships also influenced the work of Henry of Huntington, a chronicler and 

canon of Lincoln cathedral. He claims to have written the Historia Anglorum at the command of 

Bishop Alexander of Lincoln,33 who was one of the bishops Stephen arrested.34 This fact alone 

suggests where Henry’s bias might be, given that the king arrested his patron. Additionally, 

Diana Greenway points out that, ‘Henry was often at the centre of political life, in attendance at 

the royal court and present at ecclesiastical gatherings. He possessed the kind of knowledge of 

royal government that would have been familiar only to those close to the seat of power.’35 

However, Henry was not writing only for the upper class but also for the literate people who 

were not magnates. Therefore, while he likely possessed knowledge of the workings of the 

government, there is reason to believe that he had to simplify events, purposefully distorting 

facts, for the understanding of his audience.36 He was also an archdeacon whose job ‘involved 

the scrutiny and correction of every sort of conduct of clerks and laymen directly at the parish 

level.’37  Given the nature of his work, it is probable that his agenda was not to glorify the 

aristocracy, such as King Stephen, Empress Matilda, or Earl Robert, but rather to instruct the 

poorer readers on subjects like Christian virtue and morals. Sønnesyn says, ‘historical figures 

could thus function as moral examples in an additional way to the elucidation of specific points 

																																																																				
31 Davis, ‘Introduction’, p. xxxiv. 
32 See Chapter 1.2 in this thesis.  
33 Diana Greenway, ‘Introduction’, in Historia Anglorum: The History of the English People, Henry, 
Archdeacon of Huntington, xxiii-clxxii, ed. and trans. by Diana Greenway (Oxford: Clarendon, 1996), p. 
xlviii and p. lvii. 
34 Crouch, The Reign of King Stephen, p. 96. 
35 Greenway, ‘Introduction’, p. lvi. 
36 Ibid., p. lviii. 
37 Partner, Serious Entertainments, p. 13. 
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of moral doctrine.’38 Although Sønnesyn makes this point in relation to the writing of Seneca, it 

is nevertheless applicable to twelfth-century chroniclers, such as Henry of Huntington, who used 

the subject matter of the civil war for the purpose of lessons on morality. Geoffrey then can be 

seen to participate in this trend through his incorporation of virtues into the king list of the 

Historia. Additionally, Greenway says, ‘he [Henry of Huntington] was a good writer, but no 

reporter.’ 39 Again, there is a reminder that medieval chronicles should not be considered factual 

by today’s standards, but rather should be viewed as texts with agendas, such as moral 

edification.    

Orderic Vitalis is another relevant chronicler, who was active in 1136 and 1137, and thus 

is a contemporary of Geoffrey.40 Orderic accepted Stephen as king and thus his chronicle was 

written with a clear opinion on the war over succession.41 According to Chibnall, he witnessed 

several of the events in his chronicle, or had the opportunity of speaking with those who were 

witnesses soon after the event occurred.42 Chibnall also claims that he wrote for the purpose of 

remaining occupied, thereby indicating that his chronicle was more for his own amusement than 

anything else.43 Lake, however, argues that the Ecclesiastical History was written for the monks 

at Orderic’s abbey.44 It is possible he wrote for his own amusement, while also taking his 

intended audience into consideration, but he nevertheless wove his opinions into the text and 

wrote from an ecclesiastical viewpoint. Monks’ reading was often a spiritual practice,45 but that 

does not mean that a Biblical understanding of events was the only aspect incorporated into the 

writing. Chibnall also points out that historians integrated their education and books they had 

read, as well as what was of value in their society, into their works, which is equally true of 

Orderic as it is Geoffrey.46 Chibnall argues that because of his religious training Orderic wrote 

																																																																				
38 Sønnesyn, William of Malmesbury and the Ethics of History, p. 75.	
39 Greenway, ‘Introduction’, p. lxii. 
40 Marjorie Chibnall, ‘Introduction’, in The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis: Volume VI, by 
Orderic Vitalis, xvii-xxvii, ed. and trans. by Marjorie Chibnall (Oxford: Oxford University, 1978), p. xvii 
and xix. 
41 Ibid., p. xxv. 
42 Ibid., p. xix. 
43 Chibnall, Marjorie, The World of Orderic Vitalis (Oxford: Oxford University, 1984), p. 74. 
44 Lake, ‘Authorial Intention in Medieval Historiography’, p. 348. 
45 Teresa Webber, ‘Monastic and cathedral book collections in the late eleventh and twelfth centuries’, in 
The Cambridge History of Libraries in Britain and Ireland: Volume 1 to 1640, 109-125, ed. by Elisabeth 
Leedham-Green and Teresa Webber (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2006), p. 121. 
46 Chibnall, The World of Orderic Vitalis, p. 175. 
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both to record history and for moral edification.47 This interpretation of Orderic’s work is 

consistent with the understanding of medieval historiography as a means to communicate not 

only events, but also such aspects of culture like what qualities are considered virtues. William 

M. Aird asserts that in Orderic’s text, ‘the intimate connection between personal morality and 

effective government is made clear.’48 This is also true of Geoffrey’s text, where the virtues of 

the king directly impact the success of his reign.49 Craig M. Nakashian suggests that Orderic 

wrote primarily for an audience of knights and therefore ‘was constructing an idealized 

exemplary of Christian behavior for knights to follow—serve God by serving your king on Earth 

with loyalty, then serve God directly once the weapons of the world were put aside.’50 Again, 

there is an understanding that writing of this period was intended to be instructional, with 

particular emphasis on how a man was supposed to behave. This is a common theme in twelfth-

century chronicles, and is an aspect of writing that Geoffrey embraces in the Historia.   

 The incorporation of virtues into historiography was not exclusive to Geoffrey’s 

immediate contemporaries. Dudo of Saint Quentin (c. 965-1026) was a predecessor to Geoffrey 

and wrote about the virtues of contemporary men. Again, it is possible to see that chroniclers 

often used the subject of their writing as models of behaviour to inspire others and thereby set a 

heroic standard. For example, Dudo praises his patron by calling him magnanimous, pious, 

moderate, God-fearing, magnificent, upright, kindly, miraculous, just, a peace-maker, offspring 

of God, munificent, holy, moderate, merciful, prudent, famous, comely, justiciar, and mild.51 His 

text also served as a portrait of Norman dukes who became models for behaviour. This suggests 

that discussing virtues and using certain individuals as models for behaviour was an established 

practice by the time Geoffrey wrote the Historia. Furthermore, similarly to Geoffrey’s purpose in 

writing his text, Dudo also wrote with a specific agenda. In the words of Benjamin Pohl:   

 
																																																																				
47 Chibnall, The World of Orderic Vitalis, p. 181. 
48 William M. Aird, ‘Orderic’s Secular Rulers and Representations of Personality and Power in the 
Historia ecclesiastica,’ in Orderic Vitalis: Life, Works and Interpretations, 189-216, ed. by Charles C. 
Rozier, Daniel Roach, Giles E. M. Gasper, and Elisabeth van Houts (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2016), p. 205. 
49 The subject of how virtues impact a king’s reign will be discussed throughout Chapters Two and Three.  
50 Craig M. Nakashian, ‘Orderic Vitalis and Henry of Huntington: Views of Clerical Warfare from Inside 
and Outside the Cloister’, in Between Sword and Prayer: Warfare and Medieval Clergy in Cultural 
Perspective, 159-181, ed. by Radoslaw Kotecki, Jacek Maciejewski, and John S. Ott (Leiden: Brill, 
2018), p. 162. 
51 Dudo of Saint Quentin, History of the Normans, trans by Eric Christiansen (Woodbridge: Boydell, 
1998), p. 8. 
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Dudo’s assignment was to re-contextualize the past in such a way as suited the dukes’ 

self-image as legitimate Christian rulers, while at the same time doing away with their 

negative reputation as duces pyratarum. This evolution of the Norman gens from pagan 

pirates to pious princes had to be achieved in a narrative which spanned merely three 

generations (that is, approximately 90–100 years), beginning with Rollo and reaching its 

climax in Richard I.52 

 

Dudo’s text served to legitimise rulership of the Norman dukes, just as the Historia did for the 

Anglo-Normans in England. When writing about the dukes, Dudo emphasises their heroism as 

well as their piety, to the extent where they are depicted as saintly.53 Although this is not a 

historically accurate account of these dukes by today’s standard, it does provide an understanding 

of the virtues that were written about in the early medieval period, as well as a model of Norman 

historiography that continues into the twelfth century when Geoffrey wrote the Historia. 

   John of Salisbury (1115-1180) is another author who wrote extensively on what 

constituted both virtues and vices. He is a closer contemporary to Wace than Geoffrey, but his 

work, specifically Policraticus (c. 1159), provides valuable insight into twelfth-century opinions 

on virtue, and can be considered a mirror for princes.54 For example, he says:  

 

For justice is one matter, piety is another affair, yet both are so necessary to the prince 

that anyone without them claiming not only princely power but even magistracy ridicules 

himself to no avail, and yet others are also provoked to laughter, contempt and hatred 

towards him.55  

 

In the above passage John of Salisbury clearly articulates that a prince, or king, must embody the 

																																																																				
52 Benjamin Pohl, Dudo of Saint-Quentin’s Historia Normannorum: Tradition, Innovation and Memory 
(York: York Medieval, 2015), pp. 117-18. 
53 Leah Shopkow, ‘The Carolingian World of Dudo of Saint-Quentin’ Journal of Medieval History, 15.1. 
19-37 < https://www-sciencedirect-com.libproxy.ucl.ac.uk/science/article/pii/0304418189900316>  
[Accessed 18 February 2022], p. 20. 
54 Charles F. Briggs and Cary J. Nederman, ‘Western Medieval Specula, c. 1150—c. 1450’, in A Critical 
Companion to the ‘Mirror for Princes’ Literature, 160-96, ed. by Noëlle-Laetitia Perret and Stéphane 
Péquignot (Leiden: Brill, 2022), p. 161. 
55 John of Salisbury, Policraticus (Cambridge Texts in the History of Political Thought) 
<https://archive.org/stream/JohnOfSalisburyPolicraticus > [Accessed 14 November 2019], p. 52. 
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virtues of justice and piety in order for him to be seen as a good ruler. His statement confirms the 

importance of virtue in a ruler at the time during which Geoffrey and Wace wrote, thereby 

allowing for further understanding of how the two authors conformed to twelfth-century literary 

and cultural customs in their works. John also outlines what counts as tyranny, that a prince is a 

divine representative on earth, that ‘humility of moral character’ is important for those in power, 

and that ‘justice is the queen of virtues.’56 His writing, therefore, provides a brief outline of what 

was considered a virtue in the twelfth century, which allows for a deeper understanding of how 

Geoffrey and Wace use contemporary standards of heroism to create the character of Arthur.57  

 Although it postdates both the Historia and the Brut, De Instructione Principis by Gerald 

of Wales (c. 1146-1223) is another text that serves to establish what qualities were valued in the 

twelfth century, particularly regarding leaders. He opens Book One by saying that rulers ‘ought 

to govern and mould others by example as well as by power.’58 This statement returns to the idea 

of rulers as models for behaviour, which is further reinforced when Gerald says, ‘and hence, 

correspondingly, greater virtue is apparent in great men, and the more he illuminates many with 

the rays of his light, so much the more renowned and dearer and more precious he is.’59 The 

concept of ‘illuminating’ others with virtues suggests that if a man is a good king, his people 

become better by association. That a king needs virtuous men under his command is a theme in 

the Historia and the Brut, particularly during Arthur’s reign, as the king’s virtues are cyclical 

and, in part, dependant on his people. In looking at Geoffrey and Wace’s texts in tandem with 

others from the same time period, like Gerald’s, it is possible to deduce the extent to which they 

conformed to the standards of contemporary historiography and how this impacted the formation 

of the Arthurian legend.60  

 When looking at Geoffrey and Wace’s texts in the context of other twelfth-century 

writing, the Historia and the Brut do not neatly fit into any one category. Geoffrey’s Historia 

was written as the romance genre was developing, and so both the Historia and the Brut can be 

viewed as transitional texts between chronicle and romance. This transition can be seen more 

																																																																				
56 John of Salisbury, Policraticus.  
57 See Chapter Two for more on the scholarship that has been completed on John of Salisbury. 
58 Gerald of Wales, De Principis Instructione, ed. by Robert Bartlett (Oxford: Oxford University, online 
2020) < https://www-oxfordscholarlyeditions> [Accessed online 3 December 2021], p. 35. 
59 Ibid., p. 343. 
60 Geoffrey’s similarities and differences in relation to twelfth-century historiography will be discussed in 
greater detail in Chapters Two and Three.  
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overtly in the Brut, given that it is written in Norman verse, and because Wace provides greater 

insights into Arthur’s internal world and initiates the shift from Arthur as an individual to Arthur 

as the leader of a wider heroic community. This thesis, in part, examines the textual culture in 

which Geoffrey and Wace wrote, which then allows for an exploration as to how Geoffrey 

conformed to the standards of twelfth-century historiography in order to create a unique 

character in Arthur.  

 Due to Geoffrey’s text being a transitional one between chronicle and romance, there is 

dissent among modern scholars about how to categorise the Historia, particularly in regard to 

whether it would have been considered history or, as John Burrow labels it, pseudo-history.61 

Helen Fulton defines history ‘in the classical Latin sense of historia’ as ‘a chronological account 

of the deeds of great men whose military and political achievements deserve to be 

commemorated’; therefore, she argues that Geoffrey’s Historia was considered history.62 Given 

that the work is, in large part, a king list that chronicles the lives of rulers in successive order, 

Fulton’s definition is useful when ascertaining the medieval understanding of the parameters of 

the genre Geoffrey ascribed to his text. Furthermore, Lister Matheson argues that Arthur 

specifically was considered a historical figure by chroniclers and readers.63 Matheson’s idea is 

congruent with the interpretation of the Historia as a part of the tradition of historiography. Ad 

Putter notes that ‘medieval readers generally regarded Geoffrey’s Historia as genuine national 

history’, with the notable exception of William of Newburgh.64 The reaction of chroniclers, like 

Newburgh, call into question whether contemporaries accepted the Historia as history. Elisabeth 

van Houts creates a distinction between those who read the Historia: ‘If the Latin language was 

to give the History a semblance of authority that its stories did not deserve, Geoffrey failed in the 

eyes of his learned colleagues, even though aristocratic audiences loved it, particularly in the 

																																																																				
61 John Burrow, A History of Histories: Epics, Chronicles, Romances and Inquiries from Herodotus and 
Thucydites to the Twentieth Century (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2008), p. 220. 
62 Helen Fulton, ‘History and Myth: Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae’, in A 
Companion to Arthurian Literature, 44-57, ed. by Helen Fulton (Oxford: Blackwell, 2009), p. 47. 
63 Lister M. Matheson, ‘The Chronicle Tradition’, in A Companion to Arthurian Literature, 58-69, ed. by 
Helen Fulton (Oxford: Blackwell, 2009), p. 58. 
64 Ad Putter, ‘Latin Historiography after Geoffrey of Monmouth’, in The Arthur of Medieval Latin 
Literature: The Development and Dissemination of the Arthurian Legend in Medieval Latin, 85-108, ed. 
by Siân Echard (Cardiff: University of Wales, 2011), p. 85; William of Newburgh’s commentary on the 
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vernacular translations.’65 Among these learned colleagues were Gerald of Wales and William of 

Newburgh, with William of Malmesbury, Alfred of Beverley, and Henry of Huntingdon 

displaying varying levels of caution in regard to the story of Arthur.66 While the Historia did 

encounter some criticism, it was nevertheless popular, as evidenced by the approximately two 

hundred extant texts.67 In fact, Faletra suggests that the popularity of the Historia is due to its 

fusion of fact and fiction because ‘it offers readers a chronicle with an epic valence as well as a 

fictional narrative with all the trappings of historical verisimilitude.’68 While the duality of 

Geoffrey’s text might account for its popularity, it also makes it difficult to accurately categorise 

the Historia as a chronicle. While the work shares similarities with other chronicles of the time—

such as its use of the Latin language to indicate the seriousness of the subject matter—it also 

departs from contemporary norms in the scope of the time period written about, as well as 

character motivations.69      

  A distinguishing feature of the Historia, in addition the narrative of Arthur’s reign, is the 

origins of the British kings. As Echard notes, ‘Geoffrey is also responsible for promulgating 

several other highly popular and influential myths, of interest to both Latinate and vernacular 

readers in the Middle Ages and beyond.’70 Although the Arthurian section of the Historia is the 

most widely studied, the pre-Arthurian kings, with Brutus being a notable example, are 

fundamental aspects in the development of the Arthurian legend. The study of the pre-Arthurian 

kings are necessary to the argument in this thesis because repetition is the most powerful 

rhetorical device used in the Historia to substantiate Arthur’s primacy in the text; Geoffrey uses 

																																																																				
65 Elisabeth van Houts, ‘Historical Writing’, in A Companion to the Anglo-Norman World, 103-121, ed. 
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67 Neil Wright, ‘Introduction’, in The History of the Kings of Britain, by Geoffrey of Monmouth, vii-
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repetition not only to outline Arthur’s individual virtues, but also through establishing Britain as 

a powerful nation due to its long line of strong kings. In establishing a genealogy of kings, 

Geoffrey creates a prestigious country for Arthur to inherit, as well as virtuous kings who can be 

used as models for behaviour. Geoffrey achieves this exalted genealogy by continuously 

repeating the virtues of the pre-Arthurian kings. He also uses repetition to emphasise Arthur’s 

individual virtues, because he does not create a heroic king using only one example of prowess 

or piety, but rather develops Arthur’s virtue through the entirety of his reign. Wace also engages 

with repetition as a rhetorical device to substantiate Arthur’s virtue as king. However, given that 

Wace wrote in verse rather than prose, there are instances where repetition becomes a visual 

device to remind readers of Arthur’s virtue; one such example is with the word ‘duna’, which 

occurs during the episode where Arthur is bestowing gifts upon his followers. In this instance, 

the visual repetition reinforces Arthur’s generosity, which will be further discussed in Chapter 

Three.  

  The list of pre-Arthurian kings is also significant to Arthur’s reign because of the way in 

which Geoffrey draws upon early literature and mythos to create what will later become Arthur’s 

kingdom. The founder of Britain is a Trojan, who then propagates the island with those who can 

claim ancestry from the heroic Trojan Empire.71 As Geoffrey’s history was also a king list, the 

inclusion of a prestigious ancestor, like Brutus, lends legitimacy to any descendants, such as 

Arthur. Georges Duby discusses this subject and states:  

 

The interpolation of legends and the adulteration of genealogies by material written to 

entertain, with the consequent escape into the world of imagination, were responsible for 

one of the most remarkable chances in genealogical writings in the twelfth century. This 

was the appearance of the mythical ancestor.72 

 

Although the ‘mythical ancestor’ was not necessarily unique to the twelfth century, it is present 

in the texts of Geoffrey’s contemporaries, as well as in the Historia.73 The creation of such an 

ancestor is often indicative of contemporary needs, which, in the twelfth century, is reflected in 

																																																																				
71 See Chapter 2.2.1 in this thesis for further discussion on the popularity Trojan origin myth.   
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Geoffrey’s account of Arthur as a response to the turmoil of Stephen’s crowning and reign.74 

Spiegel discusses this type of ancestry in relation to the crowning of a new king:  

 

Consecration established only the legitimacy of rulership; it provided medieval kings 

with few guides to action and little in the way of explicit programs of political policy. 

These were drawn, instead from the record of the past. Just as custom reigned supreme in 

social life, so history, the record of political tradition, determined the parameters of 

political activity. Along with divine right, medieval governments justified their dominion 

on the grounds of what Max Weber called “the authority of the eternal yesterday”.75 

 

Here, Spiegel brings attention to kingship as an activity that must be learned, in part from 

utilising examples from the past. This idea not only ties into the use of literature as a tool for 

edification, but also how rulers in the twelfth century appropriated figures of Antiquity to 

function as models of behaviours and ancestors for contemporary kings. The dual function of 

these heroic men from the past meant that contemporary kings could become, if not literal 

descendants of these heroes then at least symbolic ones, embodying the virtues of their 

predecessors in such a way that legitimised their status as virtuous rulers. In utilising this pseudo-

historical literary device, Geoffrey participates in an established tradition that places his text and, 

consequently, Arthur within the parameters of legitimate and virtuous kingship.   

  One example of a great man from Antiquity being used in the twelfth century as a model 

for behaviour is Alexander the Great; he was a prevalent figure in the medieval imagination, 

which accounts for how Geoffrey used him as inspiration for Arthur’s character. The 

Alexandreis, for example, was likely written between 1171 and 1181, and was seen by 

contemporaries, as well as later readers as ‘a work of undisputed preeminence.’76 Emily Rebekah 

Huber has compiled an annotated bibliography of all the medieval Alexander sources,77 while 
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George Cary has created a thorough account of all the medieval Alexander texts, some of which 

date from the twelfth century. He claims that one of the earliest Latin translations of the Greek 

stories dates from c. 320-30 and would have been known in the medieval period, particularly by 

the authors of the Roman d’Alexandre, which was ‘the most important medieval Alexander 

poem’, though likely written several decades after the Historia.78 Additionally, as J. S. P. Tatlock 

claims, many medieval authors compared the subjects of their writing to Alexander.79 For 

example, Florence of Worcester, a chronicler who died in the early twelfth century, says: 

 
King Edgar the Pacific, imperial monarch of the English world, the flower and glory of a 

race of kings, not less famous among the English than Romulus among the Romans, 

Cyrus among the Persians, Alexander among the Macedonians, Arsaces among the 

Parthians, or Charles the Great among the Franks…80 

 

In the above passage Florence uses several famous kings and leaders, including Alexander, from 

the past to emphasise King Edgar’s prominence in England. In using heroic figures of Antiquity, 

Florence quickly substantiates Edgar’s virtue as a king. Similarly, William of Malmesbury states 

that William II is ‘equal to Alexander the Great in glory; who, through admiration of his courage, 

preserved, unhurt, a Persian soldier, who had attempted to strike him from behind, but was 

frustrated in his design by the treachery of his sword.’81 Again, Alexander is used as a means to 

quickly establish a ruler’s virtue. The texts by Florence of Worcester and William of 

Malmesbury, both written near to the same time as the Historia, use Alexander as a favourable 

comparison to contemporary kings. This type of comparison is also true within the Historia, as 

there are parallels between the lives of Alexander and Arthur.82 According to Brian Foster, ‘as in 

the Continental “Roman d’Alexandre” the general theme is that of the excellence of Alexander 
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as a model for chivalrous behaviour; he is well-versed in the arts, and is a good horseman and 

formidable warrior, though generous in victory.’83 The fact that Alexander was frequently used 

in comparison to contemporary men, as well as an ideal to strive for, not only demonstrates his 

prominence in the early medieval period, but also gives a clear indication of what was valued—

bravery and generosity, for example—in the society in which the texts were produced. In using 

Alexander as inspiration for Arthur’s character, Geoffrey capitalised on the former’s status as a 

model for behaviour to legitimise Arthur’s primacy in the Historia. Through this act of textual 

transmission, Geoffrey is able to establish Arthur as a hero equal to Alexander. 

 Another figure used as a model for behaviour and a powerful ancestor in a similar way to 

Alexander was Charlemagne. He was a prominent character in medieval literature with stories 

about him originating in the twelfth century in the form of French chansons de geste.84 He is 

described as a ‘colossal figure’, who ‘loomed over the twelfth-century historical imagination,’85 

as is evidenced by his presence in the medieval period. For example, several of Geoffrey’s 

contemporaries were descendants of Charlemagne, such as Geoffrey of Anjou, Empress 

Matilda’s husband,86 and Waleran of Meulan, who was, according to Crouch one of the 

‘principal courtiers of the day’, and was included in several of the dedications of the Historia.87 

The genealogical connections suggest that Charlemagne was still a prominent figure at the 

beginning of the twelfth century and considered a prestigious ancestor. Furthermore, Gordon 

Hall Gerould points out that Geoffrey modelled Arthur after Charlemagne.88 Similarly, Maureen 

Fries says, ‘Geoffrey […] appropriated tropes already associated with the supposed […] “lives” 
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of two equally eminent figures from the medievalized past, Alexander the Great and 

Charlemagne—already pertinent prototypes even if two centuries away from jointure with 

Arthur on Fortune’s Wheel as three of the Nine Worthies.’89 Charlemagne was the greatest hero 

for the Franks, and Geoffrey creates Arthur as the greatest hero for the Anglo-Normans. Fries’ 

discussion of tropes brings attention to the fact that such things such virtues were not limited to 

Alexander and Charlemagne but rather a standard that had been present in texts detailing the 

lives of heroes, continuously utilised for new purposes across various cultures. Thus, Geoffrey 

does not appropriate tropes, but rather engages in the literary tradition of writing about heroic 

men, where Arthur becomes a peer of figures like Charlemagne through a shared heroic standard. 

In addition to discussing how Geoffrey’s use of twelfth-century literary tropes influences 

the characterisation of Arthur, studying the intended audience of the Historia can contribute to 

our understanding of how Geoffrey develops the Arthuriad. The Historia was meant for an 

aristocratic audience, indicated by the fact that Geoffrey dedicated his text to Robert of 

Gloucester, Waleran of Meulan, and King Stephen, and wrote in Latin, the language of history 

and of learning.90 Geoffrey’s aristocratic audience then informs the content of the text, 

particularly regarding the development of Arthur’s character. As will be discussed throughout the 

thesis, Geoffrey incorporated warnings and messages to the Anglo-Norman magnates regarding 

the perils of civil war and familial conflict, the most notable of which is Arthur’s battle with 

Modred.91 Furthermore, Arthur himself is created as a means of communicating with the 

magnates because he is constructed as a legendary ancestor that gives legitimacy to the Anglo-

Norman claim on England. One of the ways Geoffrey achieves this legitimacy is through the 

Prophecies of Merlin, which will be discussed in further detail in Chapter Two. Furthermore, 

Latin was the ‘language of authority’ during the time in which Geoffrey wrote the Historia, thus 

adding legitimacy to his narrative.92 Geoffrey’s messages to the Anglo-Norman magnates and his 

use of Latin influence the way that he creates the character of Arthur, thereby shaping the 

development of the Arthurian literary tradition, as will be discussed throughout this thesis.  
																																																																				
89 Maureen Fries, ‘The Arthurian Moment: History and Geoffrey of Monmouth’s “Historia regum 
Britannie”, Arthuriana, 8.4 (1998), 88-99 <http://www.jstor.org/stable/27869401> [Accessed 28 April 
2016], p. 88.	
90 See Chapter 1.1 for a discussion of the Historia’s dedications. 
91 See Chapter 3.3.6 for a discussion on Arthur’s battle with Modred.    
92 Siân Echard, ‘Introduction: The Arthur of Medieval Latin Literature’, in The Arthur of Medieval Latin 
Literature: The Development and Dissemination of the Arthurian Legend in Medieval Latin’, 1-6, ed. by 
Siân Echard (Cardiff: University of Wales, 2011), p. 1. 
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  Wace continues the Arthurian literary tradition in his Roman de Brut, which he finished in 

1155 and presented it to Eleanor of Aquitaine, wife of Henry II.93 As mentioned above, both 

Geoffrey and Wace wrote their texts as the romance genre began to emerge, and this period of 

transition between popular genres can be seen more overtly in the Brut through the choice of 

language as well as in the literary devices, such as the formation of the Round Table as a 

unifying image and the initial explorations of Arthur’s inner world.94 Similarly to the Historia, 

the dedication suggests that the Brut was written specifically for an aristocratic audience that 

could use Arthur as both an ancestor and a model for behaviour. However, the choice of language 

complicates the discussion of the intended audience. Wace achieves success with his text in part 

because, unlike Geoffrey, he does not write in Latin, but rather in vernacular French; he is the 

first author to write about Arthur in this language.95 As Matilda Tomaryn Bruckner aptly notes, 

‘from its inception, romance is an art of reshaping through rewriting. The term designates first an 

act of linguistic and cultural transposition: the translation of Latin epics into French (romanz), 

made between 1150 and 1165 to give lay audiences access to the matter of Antiquity.’96 

Therefore, in writing the Brut in French but presenting it to Eleanor of Aquitaine, Wace allows a 

broader audience to have access to the Arthurian narrative.97 This change in language, in part, 

accounts for the continued dissemination of the Arthurian legend because translating the 

narrative from Latin to the vernacular made the story more accessible to a larger readership.   

  Throught this thesis I have worked with the texts in translation, as the focus of my 

research is not on the Latin literary tradition of the twelfth century but rather on the developing 

Arthurian literary tradition that originated with Geoffrey’s work. Therefore, translations enabled 

a deeper exploration of how both these authors develop the character of Arthur in a heroic 

context, and how this development allowed for later authors, such as Chrétien de Troyes, who 
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wrote in Old French, and Layamon, who wrote in Middle English, to continue expanding 

Arthur’s heroism. Moreover, by working with translations of Geoffrey’s Latin text and Wace’s 

Norman French text, I can form a more comprehensive understanding of the textual culture in 

which the manuscripts were produced, how the authors conformed or diverged from 

contemporary genre conventions, and, ultimately, how the character of Arthur was created as a 

heroic king.  

However, using texts in translation comes with its own complications, given that the 

analysis of such texts is dependent on the linguistic choices of the translators rather than the 

original authors. Consequently, there is a greater margin of error when discussing how Geoffrey 

and Wace create Arthur as a hero because the examination of their texts is dependent on the 

trustworthiness of their translators, particularly when specific linguistic elements of the text, such 

as syntax, are to be examined. Therefore, in order to mitigate the errors or biases potentially 

introduced by a translator, multiple translations of a text were consulted along with a Latin 

dictionary when exploring how a word might influence a king’s character development in the 

selected texts.  

Primarily, Neil Wright’s translation of the Historia was used for this thesis, due to the 

quality and knowledge of the translator, as well as the fact that it is accompanied by a parallel 

edition of the Latin text. Michael A. Faletra’s and Lewis Thorpe’s translations serve as 

supplementary sources in order to compare different interpretations of specific words of 

meanings of passages. Although these three editions are largely cohesive in their translation of 

the Historia, any significant divergence related to the topic of this thesis has been noted and 

critically examined to best determine Geoffrey’s intended meaning as it relates to the subject of 

heroism. As regards Wace’s Roman de Brut, only Judith Weiss’ translation was used because 

this project approached the Brut as a translation and interpretation of Geoffrey’s text.  

Throughout the thesis there are several places where the divergence in translations, or 

criticism from contemporary scholars, necessitates an examination of a specific Latin word in 

order to fully understand Geoffrey’s meaning in relation to his characterization of a specific 

king. In order to analyse the word and passage in question, I compare the different editions to see 

how the translators approach the specific word and then cross-reference the word in the Perseus 

Digital Library or R. E. Latham’s Revised Medieval Latin Word List. Using the dictionary 

definition alongside the translations allows for a critical analysis of Geoffrey’s intended meaning 
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and enables increased specificity when looking at how he creates virtue or vice in a character. 

Through an exploration of the Latin words, I am able to form a more comprehensive 

understanding of the development of heroism, either through virtue or through contrasting vices, 

by using the nuance of the original language in comparison to the various translations. This 

approach then allows for me to form a well-rounded understanding of how Geoffrey created 

Arthur as the ultimate hero. 

  Although the early texts in French were not a substitute for those in Latin, as the twelfth 

century progressed towards the thirteenth century, French became the primary ‘language of 

literary patronage’.98 This transition allows for the development of literature without negating the 

significance of the Latin texts. As Charity Urbanski notes:   

 

Post-Conquest England was unique in that it had both a newly established aristocracy 

with a pressing need to project its own legitimacy and integrate itself into insular culture 

and a native tradition of vernacular history writing in Old English that the new Norman 

elite could draw upon. By the turn of the twelfth century, when the first histories written 

in Old French began to appear, the foreign Norman and native Anglo-Saxon nobilities 

had largely merged into a single Anglo-Norman aristocracy through intermarriage. It was 

these Anglo-Norman nobles who patronized the earliest Old French histories, histories 

that almost invariably focused on the various inhabitants (and conquests) of Britain.99 

 

Urbanski’s assessment of literature produced in the Anglo-Norman world can be applied to 

Wace’s Brut, given that it was presented to the queen and spoke of both the inhabitants and 

conquests of Britain. Again, there is emphasis on using literature to create legitimacy for the 

ruling class that is present in Geoffrey’s text, as well as Wace’s. In perpetuating Arthur as a 

powerful ruler in Britain’s history, Wace allows for the new king to claim Arthur as his own 

ancestor.   

  Of course, it is apparent that Geoffrey was the main source for the Brut, and that Wace 
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drew from both the Vulgate and Variant versions.100 Weiss also argues that Wace used William of 

Malmesbury’s De Gestis Regum and Gesta Pontificum, Henry of Huntington’s text, Geffrei 

Gaimar’s work, and oral traditions, such as the adventures of St Augustine.101 Additionally, 

Caldwell suggests that Wace might have drawn upon the Aeneid and the work of Landolfus 

Sagax when writing the Brut.102 However, proving that he used these sources becomes 

complicated because, with the exception of the oral traditions and the work of Landolfus Sagax, 

the other texts are contemporaries of Geoffrey or direct sources he used as inspiration for the 

contents of the Historia. Therefore, while it is worthwhile mentioning that Wace might have had 

multiple sources, for the purposes of this thesis, the primary focus will be on how the Brut builds 

upon the narrative established in the Historia, and how Wace’s development of Geoffrey’s 

material impacted Arthur’s journey to becoming a hero.  

  Despite the similarities between the Historia and the Brut, Wace’s text is not a direct 

facsimile of Geoffrey’s; rather, it is both a translation and interpretation of Geoffrey’s narrative.  

Peter Damian-Grint touches on this subject in relation to medieval literature and says: 

 

While the conflation of translation and interpretation (with translation presented as a form 

of interpretation) was used by the vernacular historians to provide authorisation for their 

own project, it also appears to have led to a confusion between the two concepts, with 

interpretation being seen as a necessary part of interlingual transfer. There is some 

uncertainty as to how the writers of the twelfth century saw the process of translation.103 

 

Although it might be difficult to understand how the medieval audience would have understood 

the difference between translation and interpretation, the changes that Wace made to Geoffrey’s 

narrative—particularly the Arthurian story—through his translation from Latin into French 

signify the development of the Arthurian legend. In creating an Arthurian text that is not in Latin, 

Wace allows for a continuation of the interpretation of the materials that paves the way for 
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further dissemination of the legends by authors like Chrétien de Troyes and Layamon, among 

others.   

  Although Wace does draw upon Geoffrey’s work in his writing of the Brut, the text must 

still be placed within a historical context to fully understand Wace’s contribution to the Arthurian 

legend. Henry II was king when Wace wrote, having been crowned in 1154. Therefore, if Wace 

finished his text in 1155, little of Henry II’s reign could be reflected in the narrative. However, 

the timing of Wace’s writing places the Brut at an interesting junction when examined as a model 

for virtuous rulers because it was written at the end of a civil war that lasted close to two 

decades. Consequently, it is possible to view Wace’s text as a guide to how to avoid such turmoil 

by outlining the qualities that make a good king. His development of Arthur’s character provides 

a beacon of hope to an audience who lived through the civil war and witnessed the transfer of 

power from Stephen to the Empress’ son. Wace’s Arthur is a man who embodies many of the 

virtues of the day and is already a well-known figure that the writer only elevates in terms of 

virtue and power. As a result, Wace’s Arthur plays two roles: a steadying presence after a 

tumultuous time and a model for virtue.   

 

 

I.2 Source Material for the Historia Regum Britanniae  

 

 

When discussing Geoffrey’s sources, the Historia’s genre is brought into question, as has already 

been touched upon, due to the wide array of literature and history he used as inspiration. As 

Joshua Byron Smith points out, the Historia can be studied in the fields of ‘folklore, history, 

romance, manuscript studies, Celtic studies, classical reception, and medieval Latin’104. While 

these are not genres, per se, the fact remains that Geoffrey’s text is not easily defined or 

categorised. This section aims to explore Geoffrey’s sources, which span a multitude of genres, 

cultures, and times, in order to understand how he constructed his list of kings, particularly 

Arthur, and how Arthur’s character engages with the wider literary tradition of the portrayal of 

heroic virtue.     
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A vast amount of scholarship has been completed on Geoffrey’s possible sources, and 

one of the purposes of this section is to give an overview to provide insight into how this thesis 

builds upon previous work and contributes original content. To begin with, Lewis Thorpe 

believes that Geoffrey had access to Nennius’ Historia Brittonum, Welsh king’s lists and 

genealogies, Taliesin’s panegyrics, as well as knowledge of Culhwch and Olwen and the Life of 

Saint David.105 Thorpe also argues that Geoffrey was familiar with Cicero, Juvenal, Lucan, 

Apuleius, Bede, King Alfred, Livy, Orosius, and Virgil.106 Faletra agrees with Thorpe’s list of 

classical authors, and adds Caesar, Martial, and Statius. Additionally, Faletra says that these 

authors would have been part of a standard education during Geoffrey’s life, and he claims that 

‘Virgil’s Aeneid and Livy’s Ab Urbe Condita provide less tangible but deeper and more 

pervasive classical influences.’107 Authors such as Cicero, Lucan, Juvenal, Persius, Terence, 

Horace, Virgil, and Ovid were popular in the twelfth century.108 Faletra also claims that Geoffrey 

was familiar with Welsh genealogies, the Annales Cambriae, Caradoc of Llancarvan’s Life of 

Saint Gildas, William of Malmesbury’s Deeds of English Bishops and The Deeds of the Kings of 

the English, Gormont et Isembard, and prophecies from either Welsh, Cornish, or Anglo-Latin 

literature about Merlin’s prophecies.109  

However, to argue that Geoffrey was inspired by classical and Biblical texts necessitates 

a discussion about the texts cited as his sources that he might have had access to. In order to 

achieve this, I have used the texts listed by the above scholars and cross-referenced them in 

library catalogues to see if there is evidence of their survival in the catalogues. This approach 

does have its limitations, as interlibrary loans was a practice in the Middle Ages, with books 

travelling from as far as Austria or Greece,110 but consulting the library catalogues can provide 

an indication of the texts Geoffrey plausibly had access to.   
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To begin with, Apuleius is mentioned in the British Medieval Library Catalogue, 

specifically De Deo Socratis; however, it does not appear to be in the catalogue around the time 

Geoffrey was writing, either prior to or just after the Historia was written and circulated.111 The 

earliest it appears in the catalogue is in the beginning of the thirteenth century.112 There was a 

copy of Juvenal’s Satires in Reading in 1192,113 as well as Isidore’s Etymologies.114 A copy of 

Lucan’s De bello ciuili existed in Worcester in the twelfth century. There were copies of 

Gregory’s Dialogues in Burton (1175), Reading (1192), and Worcester (twelfth century).115 

Several copies of City of God circulated in the medieval period, and two that Geoffrey might 

have had access to were in Abingdon (1100-1117)116 and Rochester (1123).117 There was a copy 

of Nennius’ Historia Brittonum in Rochester in 1123,118 but not one by Gildas.119 Geoffrey, 

however, does reference Gildas, (‘Since their argument as been discussed at length by the 

historian Gildas, I have chosen to omit it, lest my poor style should appear to spoil what a great 

author has described so well’120) which suggests he might have had access to Gildas’ work. 

Furthermore, there were copies of Bede’s Historia Anglorum in Burton (1175), Reading (1192), 

Rochester (1123), and Worcester (twelfth century).121 There was a copy of Cicero’s work, De 

ratione dicendi ad Herennium, in Glastonbury (1126-27).122 There was also a copy of Orosius’ 

Historia aduersus paganos, in Rochester (1123) and Worcester (twelfth century).123 Although it 

is difficult to prove whether or not Geoffrey actually read these texts, or if he engaged in heavier 

literary transmission for the inspiration behind the Historia, this list provides examples of what 

texts and sources he may have had access to.   
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 However, there is a notable omission from the source material listed above, namely the 

absence of material that recount the events of the Trojan War, whether by Virgil or Homer. This 

absence requires further investigation, given Geoffrey’s obvious knowledge of the fall of Troy 

evident by the fact that Troy is the foundation upon which Britain and Arthur’s regnal power are 

built in the Historia. According to the catalogues, there was no copy of the Aeneid at this time in 

Britain,124 or any of Homer’s works.125 Paul Russell says that Geoffrey’s text continues the story 

of Dares Phrygius’ De Excidio Troiae, which tells of the entirety of the fall of Troy.126 De 

Excidio Troiae could be found at Rochester as of 1123.127 It is therefore possible that Geoffrey 

learned of Troy from Phrygius’ text. There is also evidence that Orosius was familiar with 

Virgil’s text, as pointed out by Matthew Kempshall,128 and with specific examples in the 

footnotes of Andrew T. Fear’s translation of the Seven Books of History against the Pagans.129 

Geoffrey was not the only twelfth-century author to engage with Virgil, however. John of 

Salisbury references Virgil frequently in his Policraticus and this suggests a certain level of 

familiarity with Virgil’s work. Although John might not have had direct access to the Aeneid, he, 

like Geoffrey, at least had access to it in some form, which suggests that Virgil’s work was 

known to twelfth-century audiences.  

Geoffrey’s use of classical texts is instrumental in understanding not only the origins of 

his inspiration, but also how virtues remained relatively unchanged throughout time. This is 

significant to the characterisation of Arthur as a great hero because the uniformity of virtue 

provides a standard for him to meet, generated by generations of great men, and then allows him 

to join the ranks of the most lauded heroes when he supersedes those standards. R. W. Southern 

points out that, ‘early medieval scholars, who were educated in the rhetorical tradition of the 

ancient world, understood instinctively the liberties that ancient historians had taken, and they 
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followed their example with enthusiasm.’130 This understanding of the way in which medieval 

chroniclers used classical sources is congruent with the discussion of how twelfth-century writers 

sometimes embellished facts. Specifically, this point of view can be applied to the Historia 

because contemporaries questioned Geoffrey’s historicity and he used classical texts as sources.   

In his text, Geoffrey mentions Homer twice (‘When he had ravaged almost all Aquitaine 

in this way, he came to the future site of the city of Tours, which, according to Homer, Brutus 

himself later built on that spot;’ and ‘at that time the prophet Samuel was ruling in Judea, Silvius 

Aeneas was still alive and Homer was a famous writer and poet’);131 Lucan once (‘It was in 

praise of them that the poet Lucan described how Caesar “in terror turned his back upon the 

Britons he had attacked”’);132 Juvenal once (‘Juvenal in his satires tells how a blind man said to 

Nero, while discussing a newly caught turbot: “You will capture a king or Arviragus shall fall 

from his British chariot”’ );133 Apuleius once (‘“As Apuleius records in De deo Socratis, between 

the moon and the earth there live spirits whom we call incubi”’);134 and Cicero once (‘“Your 

arguments, soaked in Cicero’s honey, have made ample provision for us, and we ought to offer 

unceasing praise for your feelings as a man of resolve, for steeling your wise mind and revealing 

an excellent plan”’).135 Of course, both Isidore of Seville and St Augustine discuss these authors 

to some degree in their respective texts. Isidore of Seville mentions Homer at least nine times;136 

Lucan at least twice ;137 Juvenal at least twice;138 Apuleius twice;139 and Cicero eleven times.140 

Furthermore, Augustine references the same book Geoffrey mentions by Apuleius.141 Augustine 
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gives a fairly thorough summary of Apuleius’ discussion of demons ,142 and says, ‘Though 

demons belong more to the air than we do, they are not superior to us just because the air is 

higher than the earth.’ 143 He also emphasises that demons inhabit space ‘midway between the 

ethereal heaven and the earth.’ 144 Augustine’s depiction of demons is similar to Geoffrey’s 

description of the demons’ location, though Geoffrey says that they dwell between the moon and 

earth. Augustine also mentions Cicero multiple times.145 While these authors and references do 

not explicitly focus on virtue, it is important to note who and what Geoffrey was familiar with to 

begin building the foundation of heroic requirements for Arthur to meet and supersede.       

Furthermore, although the Historia is unquestionably a secular text, Geoffrey was 

influenced by the Bible, particularly the Old Testament, and Christian theology in general. He 

himself had a religious background; he became a canon at St George’s College in Oxford and 

was made a bishop in 1151. Although he died before he could take his place in the diocese, it 

nevertheless suggests a certain level of Christian devotion and knowledge, the presence of which 

is apparent in the contents of the Historia. Emily Albu discusses how writers in the Middle Ages 

used Biblical stories: 

 

Medieval writers rarely knew those Roman histories [Sallust and Tacitus for example] but 

found their own ethical models in the Old and New Testaments, which present patterns of 

a fortunate human condition devolving into betrayal through sin, followed by 

‘punishment, exile, and the hope of restoration’.146 

 

Geoffrey uses the Bible, as well as classical history to mark time in the Historia, beginning with 

Aeneas fleeing Troy after the Trojan War,147 and later using Samuel, Saul, David, and Solomon, 

as well as Homer, Silvius Aeneas, Euristeus of Sparta, Silvius Latinus, and Silvius Alba to date 
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the reigns of kings in the Historia.148 That Geoffrey uses Biblical and classical figures to mark 

time during the reigns of various kings in the Historia suggests both a religious and martial focus 

to the text. While many men in the Bible were warriors, and many classical figures worshipped 

gods, the Bible is primarily known for piety, whilst classical texts are known for warfare. These 

are the two pillars of heroic virtue in the Historia. In using these traditions as markers of time in 

his text, Geoffrey situates his own kings in the same timeline, thereby legitimising his work in a 

literary context. 

 In his chapter on Geoffrey’s Biblical and classical sources, Russell points out many of 

Geoffrey’s classical allusions but adds that when Brutus arrives in Britain and the location is 

described as ‘the promised isle’, it is impossible to ignore the Biblical undertones.149 Russell 

goes on to outline Geoffrey’s classical and Biblical inspiration, citing specific authors and 

episodes, and engaging in three case studies that follow the travels of Brutus, the death of kings 

and how the Old Testament was used as models for ‘regime change’, and giant killing. Russell 

ends his chapter by saying, ‘Geoffrey’s debt to his classical and biblical sources in the DGB is 

pervasive and multifarious: not only did he inter alia snatch a club from Hercules, but he also 

stole a sling from David, a shield from Aeneas, and the ideas of kingship from Solomon and of 

civil war from Lucan.’150 There is little doubt that Geoffrey utilised many texts to create the 

Historia, and Russell’s work is invaluable for pointing out specific areas and texts that Geoffrey 

drew on. However, Russell does not address why Geoffrey incorporated so many sources into the 

Historia, and this thesis aims to explore that question, with the objective of outlining how 

Geoffrey drew upon other cultures and literary traditions to elevate Britain, but more specifically 

Arthur, to a level equal to other empires and heroes in the western world.    

 Geoffrey, however, was not the first author to write about Arthur in the Latin literary 

tradition. One such text was Historia Brittonum by Nennius.151 Both Faletra and Thorpe point 

out Geoffrey’s familiarity with Nennius,152 and of the three main precursors to Geoffrey’s 

account of Arthur’s reign—Gildas, Bede, and Nennius—the latter is the only one to mention 
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Arthur by name.153 He says, ‘Then it was, that the magnanimous Arthur, with all the kings and 

military force of Britain, fought against the Saxons. And though there were many more noble 

than himself, yet he was twelve times chosen their commander, and was as often conqueror.’154 

Here Nennius elaborates on Arthur’s virtues: he is magnanimous, he is chosen by his people 

because of his military prowess, and while he did not have the most high-ranking bloodline, he is 

chosen as leader because of his virtues. These are themes that will be echoed throughout the 

Historia.  

  Although the two precursors to Nennius do not include a character named Arthur, there 

are nevertheless similarities between the figure of Arthur in later texts and a man named 

Ambrosius Aurelianus in Gildas’ work: 

 

A modest man, who of all the Roman nation was then alone in the confusion of this 

troubled period by chance left alive. His parents, who for their merit were adorned with 

the purple, had been slain in these same broils, and now his progeny in these our day, 

although shamefully degenerated from the worthiness of their ancestors, provoke to battle 

their cruel conquerors, and by the goodness of our Lord obtain victory.155  

 

Similarly, Bede describes Ambrosius Aurelianus as follows: 

  

They [the Britons] had at that time for their leader, Ambrosius Aurelianus, a man of 

worth, who alone, by  chance, of the Roman nation had survived the storm, in which his 

parents, who were of the royal race, had perished. Under him the Britons revived, and 

offering battle to the victors, by the help of God, gained the victory. From that day, 

sometimes the natives, and sometimes their enemies, prevailed, till the year of the siege 
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of Badon-Hill, when they made no small slaughter of those enemies, about forty-four 

years after their arrival in England.156      

                                                                                                                                 

While it is unclear if Ambrosius Aurelianus and Arthur are the same, there is an evolution of this 

character, from the restrained praise of Gildas, to the elaboration by Bede, to Nennius’ account 

where it is Arthur who fights at Badon. Regardless of the differences in the name of the 

protagonist in these two earlier texts, similarities can be drawn between Geoffrey’s Arthur and 

Ambrosius Aurelianus. These three texts are examples of how Geoffrey used earlier sources as 

inspiration for the character of Arthur and the Historia as a whole. He drew upon a rich literary 

tradition, utilising classical texts, Biblical references, and writings by the Church Fathers to 

create his story.   

 

 

I.3. Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Motivations When Writing the Historia Regum Britanniae 

 

 

Despite the popularity of the Historia in the twelfth century and Geoffrey’s enduring legacy, 

little is known about his life.157 He likely lived in Oxford for a time, as the canon of a secular 

college, and in 1151 he became a bishop elect of St Asaph in North Wales, was made a priest in 

1152, but died in 1155 before he had the opportunity to visit his see.158 The lack of clarity on the 

subject of Geoffrey’s life is evident in the discussion around his motivations in writing the 

Historia. John Gillingham, for example, has argued that Geoffrey himself was Welsh and, 

through the Historia, was attempting to grant ‘cultural respectability’ to his country.159 In 

contrast, C. Warren Hollister describes the Historia as a ‘notable Breton historical flight of 
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fancy’.160 However, there is evidence that Geoffrey wrote for a predominantly Anglo-Norman 

audience, the primary example of which is his various dedications, to Robert of Gloucester, to 

Robert and Waleran of Meulan, and to King Stephen.161  

 However, the discussion of Geoffrey’s allegiances as informed by his sources is a 

complex one. This is due, in part, to the disservice that scholars do Geoffrey when analysing his 

text with unwarranted gravitas. This approach is often seen in the discussion of Geoffrey’s 

heritage and allegiance, whether Welsh, Breton, or Anglo-Norman. While I do not agree that the 

Historia should be counted as satire, or even possessing satirical elements, as is suggested by 

Carol A. N. Martin162 and Valerie Flint,163 it is, nevertheless, a work of fiction masquerading as 

history. Geoffrey took creative liberty with his source material (what William of Newburgh 

would later describe as an ‘uncontrolled passion for lying’164) by utilising common tropes, the 

most prominent of which is that of the hero. The heroic ideal, which will be discussed throughout 

this thesis, is not unique to Geoffrey or the time period. The Greeks and Romans had Hector, 

Achilles, Odysseus, and Aeneas. The Saxons had Beowulf, and the Franks had Charlemagne. 

History and literature are ripe with heroic leaders, many of whom share similarities to Geoffrey’s 

depiction of Arthur. This prevalence accounts for Arthur’s popularity after the Historia came 

into circulation, above any other text of the time, and the enduring literary tradition around him 

propagated by Wace, and followed by Layamon, Chrétien de Troyes, and others. To discuss 

Geoffrey’s text with overt seriousness is to discredit the creativity of his characterisation of 

Arthur. It is likely that he did not borrow from such bodies of mythos and history belonging to 

the Welsh or Bretons because of any personal or political allegiance, but rather used them as 

inspiration for his ultimate purpose: the creation of a hero.   

 Literature in the twelfth century often served a political function. As Patricia Clare 
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Ingham reminds us, ‘Sovereigns and bishops need aesthetic creation (and linguistic techniques) 

to display their power.’165 This can be achieved through literature, and Geoffrey engages in this 

practice with the Historia, particularly through the formation of a character who is the literal and 

metaphorical descendant of a heroic line of kings. In the words of D. H. Green:  

 

Geoffrey’s work was meant to serve very real political purposes of the Anglo-Norman 

dynasty, to assist their image-boosting vis-à-vis the French royal house, so that we may 

ask how this aim would have been served (and how his work would have been received) 

if he had made it clear that he was presenting not a history (however bowdlerised), but a 

fiction to which no factual credence need be attached. He did not mean his “history” to be 

seen through as a fiction by those whose interests it was to serve.166 

 

That Geoffrey’s text was presented as history serves to legitimise the Anglo-Norman presence in 

England so that they can claim ancestry from the heroic kings of the Historia. One of the ways in 

which Geoffrey achieves this is through the continued references to the earl of Gloucester. In 

addition to the flattery of the dedication,167 allusions to Robert are found throughout the Historia. 

Robert was a Marcher lord, and gained control of Glamorgan through his wife.168 Tatlock 

reminds us that that Caerleon, in Robert of Gloucester’s territory, ‘appears oftener than any other 

British town but London, York and Winchester, and almost always as a religious center’, which 

indicates Geoffrey’s desire to give prominence to Robert’s land.169 Caerleon is a location used by 

King Arthur to hold his court, which given Arthur’s status as the greatest king in the Historia, 

creates a connection between him and Robert. Additionally, Fiona Tolhurst argues, ‘although his 

description of Britain suggests Geoffrey’s desire to flatter the Norman elite as a group, the 

prominence Geoffrey gives to Robert of Gloucester’s territories in his history suggests a more 

specific desire: to flatter Earl Robert’, specifically through the depictions of Monmouthshire, 
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Gloucestershire, and Cornwall, all of which were included in Robert’s territory.170 This argument 

is consistent with Geoffrey’s Prologue and his attempts to adulate Robert.171 Furthermore, 

Victoria Flood claims, ‘Robert is often understood to be the model behind the British counts and 

dukes of Gloucester of the Historia.’172 This is a logical assumption given that Robert was made 

the first earl of Gloucester after being given a wealthy heiress in marriage in 1122, well after the 

time in which the earls of Gloucester in the Historia would have lived.173 Although Robert did 

have Welsh connections, as he employed Welsh men in battle, 174 given his prominence in the 

Anglo-Norman world, not only as the earl of Gloucester, but as the eldest son of Henry I and 

leader of the Angevin cause in the civil war, it is unlikely that he would have been considered 

more Welsh than Anglo-Norman. Therefore, it is improbable that Geoffrey presented a pro-

Welsh text to the upper echelons of Anglo-Norman society.  

 However, this does not indicate that there are no Welsh influences in the Historia. In fact, 

the Historia was well received in Wales as late as the fifteenth century.175 When writing, 

Geoffrey used a wide variety of texts in his work, including Welsh literature. Ben Guy has 

expertly extrapolated Geoffrey’s Welsh sources, which are substantial, while also iterating that 

language would likely not have been a barrier for Geoffrey when reading texts not in his native 

tongue if he was Breton not Welsh.176 Smith concurs with this idea, and says that Geoffrey is 

best understood as ‘multicultural and multilingual.’177 He presents the possibility that Geoffrey 

was attempting to be both Welsh and Anglo-Norman.178 This idea reconciles the opposing 

interpretations of Geoffrey’s life, text, and sources. Owain Wyn Jones also speaks on the subject 

of Geoffrey’s evident Welsh influences: ‘Geoffrey described himself as a Briton and a man of 
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Monmouth, and he can be considered a Welsh author in the sense that his origins lay in Wales 

and his historical writing drew on and developed pre-existing themes in Welsh ideas of the 

past.’179 While it is undeniable that Geoffrey used Welsh sources and had some attachment to 

Wales given the moniker ‘of Monmouth’, the content of his text suggests an Anglo-Norman bias, 

as was discussed previously in relation to the dedication. As Faletra aptly notes:     

   

Despite the occasionally pro-Briton and indeed pro-Celtic implication of Geoffrey’s text, 

and despite the fact that he seems to glorify the kings and heroes of the ancient Britons, 

the Historia Regum Britanniae, though appearing to embrace the contradictions of 

competing histories, finally supports the Normans in their tenure of an imperium over all 

of Britain.180 

 

This interpretation of Geoffrey’s motivations is the most logical given that he was writing a 

history of the island, which was then presented, in various forms, to two Anglo-Norman 

magnates and the Anglo-Norman king. Hugh A. MacDougal also argues that Geoffrey’s text was 

written with the Anglo-Norman magnates in mind: ‘By portraying the British as a once great 

people with extensive dominions he could at once raise their status in the eyes of the new 

Norman overlords and suggest a precedent to the Norman kings in their imperialistic 

ambitions.’181 That Geoffrey drew upon other sources, like Welsh texts, does not mean that he 

felt any allegiance to Wales, but rather that he was creative in crafting the Historia and was 

widely read to the extent that there were many influences upon his work.  

 While there has been debate about Geoffrey’s motivation from a nationalistic approach, 

there are broader interpretations to his work. For example, Paul Dalton argues that certain 
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episodes in the Historia were attempts to show the benefits of peace during a civil war,182 and 

Flint suggests it was a story designed to praise certain virtues and ways of life.183 Both of these 

ideas originate from the contents of the Historia, rather than Geoffrey’s life or sources, and 

correlate with the examination of the Historia as a means to create a heroic ancestor for the 

Anglo-Norman elite. There is no one correct answer when examining Geoffrey’s motivations. 

The Historia is a complex text written at a tumultuous time. Geoffrey had multiple motivations, 

such as creating a history for the Anglo-Normans, advising against civil discord, and praising 

virtues. All of these led to the formation of a great hero both within the text as well as in Anglo-

Norman culture.  

 

 

I.4 Defining Heroism   

 

 

The primary objective of this thesis is to examine how and why Arthur was created as a hero in 

the twelfth century, which will be achieved by analysing the development of his character in 

Geoffrey’s Historia and Wace’s Brut. These texts were chosen for the purpose of examining 

Arthur’s heroic development because the Historia is the first substantial Arthurian text we have 

where Arthur is the central focus, while the Brut is the first substantial adaptation and translation 

of the Historia. Therefore, to accurately understand the creation of Arthur as a hero, this thesis 

explores the origins of his character; this will be accomplished by contextualising Geoffrey and 

Wace’s texts in the twelfth century and exploring the earlier kings in the Historia and Brut as 

well as Arthur himself, to ascertain how he was framed as a hero. To do so I will analyse Arthur 

and his predecessors through the lens of virtues and vices to establish how Geoffrey and Wace 

frame each king as either heroic or villainous.  

  However, the word hero is not without complications. Hero, defined as ‘a man (or 

occasionally a woman) distinguished by the performance of courageous or noble actions, esp. in 
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battle; a brave or illustrious warrior, soldier, etc.’, is first used in 1578.184 Neil Cartlidge iterates 

this point and draws attention to the fact that ‘hero’ was not a term used in the medieval 

period.185 As Jacques Le Goff points out: 

 

The term ‘hero’, which in ancient times referred to a figure who was outstanding on 

accounts of his courage and victories, while not belonging to the higher realm of gods 

and demi-gods, disappeared from Western culture and language with the Middle Ages 

and Christianity. The men who were then considered heroes, without the word itself 

being spoken, were a new type of man, the saint, and a type of administrator promoted in 

the foreground, the king.186 

 

This thesis will follow Le Goff’s anachronistic use of the word ‘hero’ because of the way in 

which the twelfth-century virtuous man is framed as courageous and capable of achieving 

victories, particularly in battle, while remaining mortal. Furthermore, heroes, in the context of 

the Historia and the Brut, are almost exclusively kings. The anachronistic liberty also extends to 

the uses of ‘heroism’ and ‘heroic’ as well. However, the use of these terms is not interchangeable 

throughout the thesis: for example, a man can possess heroic qualities whilst not being a hero. A 

hero is someone who has embodied a continual cycle of virtues to the extent that he is without 

peer in his time and culture. In the assessment of who qualifies as a hero in Geoffrey and Wace’s 

texts, I will only examine male heroes of high social class.  

 When discussing heroic virtue, there are many qualities that can be examined from the 

multitude of facets found in the dictionary definition of ‘hero’. Erik Elliason attributes the 

development of heroic virtue to Aristotle, and says that the philosopher’s logic is as follows: 

‘beyond vice there is bestiality, and so beyond virtue there must be something too, such as 

heroic, superhuman virtue, simply for the sake of harmony or symmetry in his account.’187 The 
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distinction of a hero as someone who possesses superhuman virtue has been modified in this 

thesis because such a qualifier suggests the presence of gods or demi-gods, as can be found in 

classical literature, which is notably absent in the twelfth century. Here, I define a hero as 

someone who embodies a multitude of virtues to such a degree that he is without peer. This 

thesis includes various examples of rhetoric employed by contemporary authors—as well as their 

earlier counterparts—to discuss and praise heroic men in the twelfth century to provide context 

for how Geoffrey creates Arthur as a hero. Although there are many virtues discussed in these 

works, three have been singled out—generosity, prowess, and piety188—not only because of how 

intrinsic they are to a man’s ability to become a hero, but also because they function as broader 

categories under which other minor virtues are subsumed. Furthermore, I use these three virtues 

primarily because of the way they are framed in Geoffrey’s text; Geoffrey uses generosity, 

prowess, and piety to establish Arthur’s primacy in the Historia, and while Arthur and his 

predecessors do possess other virtues that are lauded in the twelfth century, such as prudence, 

they are not given the same importance as the aforementioned qualities.    

 These three virtues are consistent with the characteristics extolled by contemporary 

writers, as well as earlier authors. However, Geoffrey differs from his contemporaries in that he 

uses commonly accepted virtues in the twelfth century to create a legendary ancestor for the 

Anglo-Normans; through his writing, Arthur becomes a hero by meeting the baseline of virtue 

required in the Anglo-Norman world and then superseding it. In doing so, Geoffrey elevates him, 

albeit metaphorically in relation to the Anglo-Normans, above both his predecessors in the 

Historia, as well as contemporary men, like Robert of Gloucester and King Stephen.189   

 

 

 I.4.1 Twelfth-Century Writing on Virtues  

 

 

Although chivalry was only established after 1170, in terms of the definition of a mounted 
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knight,190 the origins of the status of knight are found in late eleventh century treatises. 191 By the 

beginning of the twelfth century, martial behaviour by knights ‘was becoming influenced by 

various Germanic, feudal, and ecclesiastical concepts.’192 The development of chivalric 

behaviour can be seen in the figure of the preudomme; these men were supposed to possess 

‘reliability, loyalty, good judgement, reticence, generosity, modesty, hardiness, and above all 

intelligence and restraint in making war.’193 These characteristics are similar to the definition that 

Michael Prestwich attributes to the concept of chivalry: ‘The chivalric values that were stressed 

were those of largesse, or liberality, courtoisie, or courtesy, prouesse, or prowess, and loyauté, or 

loyalty.’194A preudomme’s most important quality was loyalty, which was crucial to how a man 

judged himself, as well as how his peers viewed him.195 Relationships, particularly between lord 

and vassal, made up the foundation of society and ‘once fealty had been sworn to a lord, this 

became the most binding tie in secular society, […] and disloyalty was the worst form of 

treachery.’ As Dalton aptly notes, there are differences between such concepts as homage, fealty, 

and friendship, and those who lived during the Middle Ages often possessed different 

understandings of these terms than we do today.196 In this thesis, the most important relationship 

considered is the one that a king must maintain with his magnates to be able to effectively rule. 

Additionally, there were severe consequences when loyalty was betrayed, such as mutilation or a 

life sentence in prison.197 Treason was, as Maurice Keen says, ‘one of the darkest of all the 

crimes with which a knight or warrior could be charged.’198 Betraying a lord resulted in a loss of 

honour, which ‘was a disaster worse than death’.199 In fact, loyalty was of such vital importance 

that the men who received the most praise were those who were willing to die for their lord, 
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providing proof of extreme devotion.200 This is an attribute of a gift culture, the characteristics of 

which are ‘to give, to receive, and to give in return.’201 Using the Song of Roland as an example, 

Marianne Ailes suggests that ‘it seems rather that material giving is of far less value than the 

giving of oneself,’202 which includes the willingness to die in service of one’s lord.  

Loyalty unto death brings attention to another characteristic of heroism: the possession of 

martial abilities. Matthew Strickland claims that a man’s reputation relied on his prowess when 

engaged in combat.203 Warfare was indeed critical for a man’s status as virtuous; this will be 

discussed in further detail in Chapters Two and Three. Stephen Jaeger notes that a warrior was 

supposed to be ‘an efficient engine of death and destruction in combat.’204 Although Jaeger is 

referring to a man in the latter half of the twelfth century who was supposed to be courteous as 

well as focused on a military career, his characterisation of a man’s prowess is applicable to the 

first half of the twelfth century as well, as is evident in Geoffrey’s text.205  

Although this thesis focuses primarily on secular virtues, because Geoffrey’s Historia is a 

secular text, it is difficult to entirely separate the temporal from the religious in the twelfth 

century. While there is a distinct difference between the morality of Christian doctrine and heroic 

virtue, Christian thought was a dominant aspect of literature—and therefore virtue—in the 

twelfth century. Church officials wrote on the subject and influenced how such qualities were 

perceived during the time in which Geoffrey wrote the Historia. As D. E. Luscombe reminds us:  

 

The best organized centres for the study of classical, Biblical and Patristic writing were 

the monasteries and abbeys of canons such as Clairvaux under St. Bernard, Cluny under 

Peter the Venerable, Mont-Saint-Michel under Robert of Torigny, Saint-Denis under 
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Suger or Saint-Victor under Hugh.206  

 

That Christian figures are concerned with secular matters is evident from the chronicles 

discussed earlier in this Introduction. Furthermore, monastic libraries were the safest places to 

preserve manuscripts, which means that there is likely a Christian influence on our interpretation 

of chivalry and heroism.207  

The intertwined nature of Christian theology and secular virtue originates prior to the 

Middle Ages with the Church Fathers. As István P. Bejczy says, ‘Ambrose, Jerome, and 

Augustine redefined the cardinal virtues [prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance] as divine 

gifts, and hence as the exclusive property of Christian believers.’208 While the difference 

between Christian and pagan virtues is not always a strict distinction, evident by the praise of 

such figures as Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar,209 there is nevertheless a preference given 

to Christians. Bejczy addresses this discrepancy through the figure of John of Salisbury; he 

suggests that John viewed virtue as not dependant on faith, but rather an inherent aspect of a 

person’s character, while also making clear that John knew that divine grace was essential for 

morality and that while virtue was dependant on a man’s will, that will needed God’s aid to 

become virtuous.210 This ideology is employed, for example, in texts where God is credited for 

victory in battle.211 The merging of religious thought and secular practicality is a defining feature 

of the portrayal of virtue in the twelfth century, which will be discussed later in this thesis, 

particularly in regard to Augustine’s ‘just war theory’.212  

However, as discussed earlier in the Introduction, the abundance of references to cultures 

that predate the birth of Christ proves that Christianity was not the only influence on medieval 

historiography. Weiler points out that a multitude of medieval cultures created links between 

themselves and the empires of Troy and Rome, as well as through Biblical stories and heroes 
																																																																				
206 D. E. Luscombe, ‘Introduction’, in Peter Abelard’s Ethics, xiii-lxi, ed. and trans. by D. E. Luscombe 
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1971), p. xiii. 
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from Antiquity; some examples include works by Rodrigo Jiménez de Rada, who wrote the 

history of Spain, the German vernacular text, Kaiserchronik, and Saxo Grammaticus (Danish), 

among others.213 The use of pre-Christian cultures and heroes was also prevalent in the writings 

of Geoffrey and Wace’s contemporaries.214 Gerald of Wales provides specific examples of virtue 

using such figures as Caesar, Alexander the Great, Charles the Great, and King David, to name a 

few; one such instance is when he uses Caesar and Augustus to demonstrate the necessity of a 

ruler being generous of spirit,215 and Caesar again as an example of clemency. 216  He also 

expresses how patience is a virtue, through the figure of David,217 and says that King David has 

the ‘most evident examples of almost all the virtues [that] are to be found.’218 John of Salisbury 

also mentions Caesar, Alexander, and David throughout his text in the context of discussing 

virtues,219 while Peter Abelard uses the figure of David when speaking on the subject of carnal 

pleasure.220 These three examples indicate the prevalence of such figures in twelfth-century 

writing. As Spiegel says:  

 

When the chroniclers drew analogies between their rules and David, Alexander, 

Constantine, or Charlemagne, they were not merely ascribing a particular list of attributes 

to their subject. They were affirming a positive, virtually casual relationship between 

what a David or a Constantine had done and the deeds of the “new David”.221 

 

Spiegel’s assessment can be applied to the Historia and how Geoffrey creates a connection 

between Troy and Britain through the figure of Brutus. This allows for the Britons, and therefore 

Arthur, to claim Trojan ancestry, whether literally or symbolically. These connections—or 

relationships, as Spiegel says—are possible because these figures, regardless of their religion, all 
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share similar characteristics, such as prowess and generosity. Geoffrey’s text is largely focused 

on military oriented virtue, which is consistent with the way heroes are depicted by both his 

contemporaries and predecessors, including those who wrote in the genre of epics.  

 Several of the most well-known pieces of epic literature were produced in Antiquity, such 

as Homer’s Iliad and Virgil’s Aeneid,222 although the French chanson de geste, such as the Song 

of Roland, was a medieval equivalent.223 Although epics were often longform poems, it was 

possible to appropriate aspects of the genre in different forms of literature, which Geoffrey does 

with the Historia. Richard P. Martin reminds us that the epic is difficult to define, but that it 

should create a channel of communication between reader and author, and that it should convey 

cultural information.224 However, Isobel Hurst defines the epic tradition as follows: ‘The genre 

was traditionally associated with heroism and masculine strength, mythology, and the shaping of 

national identity, religion, and war, and with the poet’s own desire to compete with and surpass 

his predecessors much as epic heroes seek to prove their own supremacy.’225 Geoffrey’s text 

addresses heroism, masculine strength, religion, and war, as will be discussed in more depth in 

Chapters Two and Three. He also positions Arthur as superior to his predecessors and peers. 

These aspects of the epic tradition are consistent with the qualities that a preudomme was 

expected to possess.226 Furthermore, Colin Burrow notes that a fundamental feature of two of the 

most well-known epics, the Iliad and the Odyssey, are ‘concerned with the nature of sympathy, 

and its relation to complex social rituals such as guest-friendship and supplication.’227 Although 

Geoffrey does not overtly address the idea of sympathy, the idea of friendship and social rituals 

are a fundamental aspect of the construction of kingly virtue, both in the twelfth century, as well 

as in the Historia, which will be discussed in further detail throughout this thesis. However, the 

most obvious example of how Geoffrey drew inspiration from the epic tradition is his use of 
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Troy. Geoffrey continues the Trojan royal line that originated with figures like Hector and 

Aeneas through Brutus, who founds Britain, and uses the Trojans as a heroic standard.228 

Although Stephen G. Nichols reminds us that ‘even when the medieval artists or writers sought 

to borrow from classical sources, they transformed radically what they borrowed’, there are still 

commonalities between the source and the new material.229 Geoffrey drew inspiration from the 

epic tradition; however, he adapted his source material to conform to twelfth-century ideals 

regarding heroic virtue.  

As mentioned earlier in this section, the Historia prioritises martial virtue, and the focus 

on military oriented actions is also a feature in the epic tradition. One example of this can be 

seen in the figure of Hector of Troy in the Iliad and the Aeneid. Hector’s story begins in the Iliad, 

where he is established as a prince of Troy and the leader of the Trojan forces against the Greeks. 

His skill as a warrior is occasionally attributed to divine forces, which occurs in the Middle Ages 

as well, one example being Geoffrey’s Arthur carrying an image of the Virgin Mary into battle.230 

This idea is articulated in the Iliad as follows: ‘“How can we wonder that Hector wields the 

spear so well? Some god is ever by his side to protect him, and now Mars is with him in the 

likeness of mortal man. Keep your faces therefore towards the Trojans, but give ground 

backwards, for we dare not fight with gods”.’231 Hector’s own prowess is accentuated by the 

divine presence of Mars, who aids the warrior in warding off his enemies. As a result, Hector’s 

ability to demonstrate heroism through martial capabilities is increased, which then elevates him 

above his peers. 

Virgil’s Aeneid reinforces the portrayal of Hector as a powerful warrior, a fact 

acknowledged even after his death:     

       

How changed from the Hector who had thrown Trojan fire on to the ships of the Greeks 

or come back clad in the spoils of Achilles. […] In my dream I spoke to him first, forcing 

out my words, and I too was weeping and full of sorrow: ‘O light of Troy, best hope and 
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trust of all Trojans, what has kept you so long from us?’232  

 

The above passage reminds readers of Hector’s heroism by recounting acts of bravery and 

placing him in comparison to Achilles. Aeneas is also shown to still believe Hector to be heroic, 

as evidenced by the last line where he describes Hector as the ‘best hope’ for the Trojans even 

though he is dead. Hector is mentioned again in a heroic context when his widowed wife asks, 

‘“Does the old courage and manliness ever rise in him [Ascanius] at the thought of his father 

Aeneas and his uncle Hector?”’233 This question suggests that ‘courage and manliness’ are prized 

qualities in a man, and that Hector, by possessing these virtues, serves as a model. These two 

passages provide insight into what were considered virtues in this society, as well as giving 

evidence as to why Hector was considered a hero. His virtues are primarily martial in nature and 

indicate the importance of warfare in a man’s life. Hector’s character in the Iliad and the Aeneid 

provides examples of how a virtuous man was depicted in epic poetry. In the Historia, Geoffrey 

provides Arthur will similar traits, so that Arthur’s Britain is not only a descendant of Troy, but 

Arthur himself is a figurative descendant of the Trojan hero by way of their shared virtues.234 

Using Troy and Trojan heroes as predecessors to Britain and the Britons is one of the primary 

ways in which Geoffrey was influenced by the epic tradition.  

 Similarly, the figure of Charlemagne in the Song of Roland can provide insight into how a 

warrior was portrayed in the epic tradition. Although Charlemagne was not a flawless figure (Le 

Goff reminds us of his weakness, a primary example of which is his supposedly incestuous 

relationship with his sister—a literary device that will also later feature in Arthurian stories235) he 

is nevertheless a symbol of heroism. As Robert Latouche says, legend ‘transformed and idealized 

him.’236 The Song of Roland, for example, was a piece of literature that mythologised 

Charlemagne and was popular when it was composed in the late eleventh to early twelfth 

centuries.237 In The Song of Roland Charlemagne is described as follows: 
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“There is no one who sees him and gets to know him well 

Who does not say that the emperor is brave. 

I cannot praise and recommend him to you enough 

To do justice to his integrity and goodness. 

Who could describe adequately his great worth? 

He shines with such God-given courage 

That he would rather die than abandon his barons.”238  

 

Although this is spoken by Ganelon to a Saracen as they plot to kill Roland, it demonstrates the 

emperor’s virtues: bravery, goodness, and loyalty, as well as being favoured by God. This 

description provides a general overview of Charlemagne’s character, but his prowess is described 

in detail when he begins fighting after Roland’s death: 

 

The emir is exceptionally powerful and strong; 

He strikes Charlemagne on his helmet of burnished steel 

And has broken and split it right down to his head. 

His sword reaches Charles’s thick curly hair, 

Removing a huge handful of flesh and more. 

In this spot his bone is completely exposed. 

Charles falters, he has very nearly fallen, 

Yet God does not wish him to die or be vanquished. 

[…] 

His strength and consciousness return to him. 

He strikes the emir with the sword of France, 

Smashing his helmet with its glittering gems. 

He slices through his head, spilling his brains, 

And through his face right down to his white beard.’239  

 

While at first it appears as though Charlemagne is defeated, he is then able to overcome a 
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powerful enemy even with a head injury. This feat suggests almost superhuman prowess, 

establishing him as a capable warrior. In the Historia Arthur is described several times in a 

similar way, where he is almost defeated but then is able to triumph, as will be discussed 

throughout Chapter Three. The above passage also suggests that Charlemagne is blessed by God, 

thereby alluding to the emperor’s piety. These passages provide a broad understanding of 

Charlemagne’s virtues, notably that he was a powerful warrior, which is consistent with the 

primary theme of the epic tradition. In using the figures of Hector and Charlemagne as examples, 

it is possible to see how Geoffrey conformed to certain standards of epics that were written by 

classical authors, as well as close contemporaries.  

However, while there are commonalities between virtues in that each society and the 

writers who lived in them valued such characteristics as prowess and generosity, how each of 

these qualities is embodied differentiates the heroes based on their time and culture; for example, 

Charlemagne’s method of expressing generosity differs from how Arthur does so, though there is 

still the underlying theme of rewarding followers to ensure loyalty. Thus, these heroes are linked 

through their virtues, whilst retaining the individualism of embodying the ideals of heroism 

within their own society. As a result, Arthur, through the writings of Geoffrey and Wace, is an 

Anglo-Norman hero, but shares similarities with great men from other times and cultures. This 

allows him to be viewed in a heroic context.  

 

  

I.5 Conclusion  

 

 

The character of Arthur was not created in isolation, but rather was composed of a multitude of 

sources and influences that range from the classical period to the twelfth century. Geoffrey’s 

various influences contribute to the complexity of Arthur’s character and enable him to be 

framed as a king without equal in his own culture. He transcends the limitations of his own time 

due to the multitude of sources Geoffrey drew upon in his creation. He is not merely a Briton: he 

also has Trojan, Roman, and Hebrew origins. However, he is still undeniably a product of the 

time in which he was written, evident by references to contemporary events throughout the 

Historia, like the betrayal by a nephew, which is likely a reference to King Stephen, as will be 
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discussed in the following chapter. The relevance to a contemporary audience, as well as how he 

is framed to legitimise the Norman rule, is a contributing factor to Arthur’s popularity and the 

enduring success of his legend.  

 Wace is the author primarily responsible for Arthur’s enduring legacy, as he is the first to 

translate and adapt Geoffrey’s text, which initiates the Arthurian literary tradition. Wace’s Brut is 

a transitional text, which still exalts Arthur but also instigates the shift towards framing Arthur as 

the leader of a wider chivalric community that becomes more prominent in later texts by 

Layamon and Chrétien de Troyes. The refocusing from Arthur as an individual to Arthur as a 

heroic leader becomes significant because it allows for an infinite expansion of Arthur’s regnal 

power.240 While Geoffrey creates the character of Arthur, Wace’s text is pivotal in ensuring his 

lasting success.  

 My thesis purposefully does not look at the Welsh sources or the Welsh Arthurian 

tradition. This decision is due, in part, to the enormity of that undertaking which is best left to a 

separate study. Although this thesis does acknowledge Geoffrey’s use of Welsh sources, the 

primary focus is on the Anglo-Norman world and the development of heroes that exist outside 

the Welsh pantheon. This is particularly relevant when discussing Wace’s text, as his primary 

source was the Historia and he wrote in French during the reign of Henry II. Although there is 

evidence that the subsequent romance tradition did have Welsh influences, this thesis does not 

look specifically at Chrétien’s work or any of his contemporaries, but rather focuses on the origin 

of the legend and how the texts of Geoffrey and Wace play a significant role in Arthur’s enduring 

legacy as a great hero.  

 This thesis is divided into three chapters. The first chapter will focus on the time period 

in which Geoffrey and Wace wrote their texts, in order to better understand how and why the 

authors created Arthur’s character as a hero. The second chapter will look at Arthur’s 

predecessors, both the virtuous kings as well as those who display vices. This allows for an 

exploration of how Arthur is framed as the greatest king in the genealogical line that both authors 

write about, by comparing his character to that of earlier kings. The third and final chapter will 

look at Arthur himself. This allows for an analysis of his virtues and how Wace expands Arthur’s 

virtue to continue developing his heroic status. 
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Chapter One: The Historical and Cultural Context of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia 

Regum Britanniae  

 

 

The 1135 Anglo-Norman succession crisis and subsequent civil war was a tumultuous time with 

shifting allegiances, ample bloodshed, and uncertainty regarding the rightful ruler of England. 

Contemporary accounts reflect the chaos of this civil unrest, where virtues are extolled as much 

as flaws are exposed, primarily through figures such as Earl Robert of Gloucester and King 

Stephen. While there are other people from this time who embody the common virtues, such as 

Brien fitz Count and Henry of Winchester, for the purposes of this chapter, the focus will be on 

the two opposing leaders of the civil war, due to the extent to which their deeds and characters 

are recorded. The purpose of Chapter One is to contextualise the Historia in the twelfth century, 

with particular emphasis on the influential events of the 1135 succession crisis, and 

contemporary views on virtues and vices within this context. This chapter will then allow for an 

examination of how Geoffrey uses the figure of Arthur to provide a hero for his readers during a 

time where there were no unambiguously virtuous figures, which can be seen when reading the 

Historia alongside chronicles by William of Malmesbury, Henry of Huntingdon, and Orderic 

Vitalis, to name a few.  

 When looking at the Historia in the context of the literary tradition of the twelfth century, 

Geoffrey’s contemporaries and predecessors create criteria that a man must meet before being 

deemed a hero. Geoffrey then writes about Arthur within an established baseline for heroic 

virtue, and ensures that Arthur supersedes it, thereby becoming a great hero. Although many of 

the qualities written about are rather generic, with little to distinguish twelfth-century views on 

heroism from those of other times and cultures, the differences occur in how each author chooses 

to bestow those qualities on the subject of their discourse. Every twelfth-century author wrote 

according to his own agenda, or that of his patron, resulting in a variety of accounts of the same 

people and occurrences. The events of the succession crisis and characterisations of individuals 

then become muddled as each author sought to be an authority on the subject.241 This contributes 
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to the uncertainty of the civil war but also provides an opportunity for Geoffrey to create an 

unambiguously heroic king whose reign is stable and whose virtues are unquestioned.   

 This chapter will be divided into two sections, with the overall aim of providing context 

for Geoffrey’s use of virtues, particularly in regard to the character of Arthur, as well as how 

Arthur might conform to the standards of heroism in a broader literary sphere. Part One will 

discuss the dedications of the Historia and other contemporary texts to explore how they were 

constructed in relation to the magnates of the time during a period of civil unrest. This will 

provide insight into how virtues were discussed in relation to prominent men, which will allow 

for a further investigation into how Geoffrey appropriated contemporary opinions on virtues to 

construct the figure of Arthur as the pinnacle of virtue in the Historia. Part Two will look at the 

events of the 1135 succession crisis and following civil war, using the figures of Robert, earl of 

Gloucester and King Stephen as case studies for virtues and vices during the time in which 

Geoffrey wrote. This approach will demonstrate that there was a need for an unambiguous hero, 

and through the figure of Arthur, Geoffrey fulfils that need. This section will end after the 

account of the Battle of Lincoln to show the context during which Geoffrey wrote the Historia 

and the Anglo-Normans first read it after circulation began.  

 

 

1.1 Dedications  

 

 

The dedications of various pieces of literature produced in the twelfth century, including the 

Historia, provide insight into authorial motivation, as well as the cultural moment in which the 

text was written. It has been suggested that in the medieval period, the books dedicated to certain 

figures were viewed as letters to that individual.242 Although this interpretation does not 

specifically apply to the Historia, there was nevertheless contemporary precedent for 

incorporating messages to the dedicatee into the narrative of text. In the Historia, the thematic 

repetition of the benefits of peace and the perils of civil conflict is direct commentary on the 

1135 succession crisis and the subsequent turmoil.  
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The relationship between author and patron was intended to be reciprocal. In exchange 

for the text produced, the author received monetary compensation, a courtly position, gifts, or the 

patron’s influence.243 Many of these dedications were to the magnates of Anglo-Norman society 

or Church officials. As Jaakko Tahkokallio notes: 

 

All of the dedicatees involved in our cases – bishops, counts, kings, and an empress – 

were leading members of the Anglo-Norman aristocracy and this elite provided one social 

network that these authors utilised in promoting their works. Identity makes history 

relevant and twelfth-century England was no exception. This particular burst of historical 

writing has been interpreted, no doubt correctly, as ultimately reflecting the reconfiguring 

of elite identity following the rupture of the Norman Conquest.244 

 

The aristocrats in question often commissioned the texts or were the subjects of the author’s 

desire for patronage. Therefore, the identity that Tahkokallio speaks of is created in part through 

the flattery and praise of the dedications preceding these texts. Consequently, we can ascertain 

the qualities that are considered virtues based on the extent to which the author uses such 

characteristics to describe the character of his dedicatee.  

 Geoffrey participates in the practice of seeking patronage and dedicates the Historia to 

Robert of Gloucester. This dedication is recounted as follows:   

 

Therefore, Earl Robert of Gloucester, look favourably on my little work; let it be 

corrected by your instruction and advice so that it does not seem to have arisen from 

Geoffrey of Monmouth’s slight stream but, duly seasoned with the genius of your wit, is 

called the product of the illustrious king Henry’s son, whom philosophy has nurtured in 

the liberal arts, and whose natural valour has made him a commander of knights in battle; 

hence the island of Britain now congratulates herself on gaining in you a Henry reborn 

for our time.245 
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Although Robert of Gloucester was not the Historia’s patron, it was clearly written for him and 

with the hopes of entering such an arrangement. The flattery of the prologue is clear, mentioning 

both Robert’s intellect and prowess, and referring to him as another Henry, which was high 

praise compared to how other twelfth-century chroniclers depicted Henry I. For example, 

Orderic Vitalis refers to Henry I as ‘the glorious father of his country.’246 Furthermore, Geffrei 

Gaimar, whose L’Estoire des Engleis ‘is the earliest known historiographical work in Anglo-

Norman’ that nevertheless draws from the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle,247 says about Henry: ‘that 

[true] Christian of blessed memory, ranks as the best king that ever was.’248 We can take two 

important points from this dedication: that wit and valour were important qualities in a man, and 

the fact that Robert had a prestigious ancestor in Henry I. While flattery is prominent in this 

passage, given that Geoffrey sought Robert’s patronage, the veracity of his statement is 

insignificant in the context of heroic virtues. Geoffrey’s dedication expresses the values of the 

time—intellectual learning, valour to lead men, and powerful ancestors, further highlighting 

twelfth century opinions on virtue and providing insight into what qualities the kings in the 

Historia will possess.  

There is another dedication in the Historia, however, to one of Robert’s greatest rivals. 

Geoffrey says:    

 

You too, count Waleran of Meulan, twin pillar of our kingdom, lend your assistance to 

my book so that, promoted by the concerted efforts of you both, it may shine forth more 

brightly for its readers. You can trace your ancestry back to the renowned emperor 

Charlemagne; wisdom clasped you to her maternal bosom, imbued you with her subtle 

knowledge and then sent you to gain military fame in the camp of kings, where you 

surpassed your comrades in boldness, and you learned, like your father before you, to 

support your vassals. Since you are a trusty supporter of such men, extend your 

protection to me, your poet, and to my book, written for your delight, so that I may rest 
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beneath the shade of your spreading branches and my muse can play her melody on my 

rustic pipe, safe from envious critics.249 

 

With this passage, Geoffrey emphasises the virtues of wisdom, prowess, the ability to maintain 

relationships, and the possession of prestigious ancestry. He achieves the last point by stating 

that Waleran is a descendant of Charlemagne, thereby indicating that the emperor can positively 

contribute to a man’s status in the twelfth century. In using Charlemagne to emphasise Waleran’s 

virtue, as well as by stating that Waleran supports his vassals like ‘your father before you’, 

Geoffrey demonstrates the importance of prestigious ancestors for a man’s embodiment of heroic 

qualities. By possessing powerful forbears and using them as models of behaviour, a man is able 

to increase his virtue. Geoffrey also stresses the importance of relationships, as he states that 

Waleran supports his men, and asks for support for himself. This is in part flattery, by referring to 

Waleran’s greatness through comparing him to a tree, but also an indication of how reciprocal 

relationships function. In exchange for protection, Geoffrey will speak of Waleran in a positive 

way, which then leads to the magnate being seen in a heroic context. Regardless of when this 

second dedication was written or what Geoffrey’s motivations were in its composition, he clearly 

outlines several virtues that will flatter these great men, thereby providing insight into what 

qualities were the most valued at the time, as it is likely he would have chosen the most 

important virtues to secure patronage.250  

 Similarly, William of Malmesbury dedicates the Gesta Regum Anglorum to Robert of 

Gloucester, which again elucidates the qualities that were considered virtues in the twelfth 

century. William says:  

 

The virtue of celebrated men holds forth as its great excellence, its tendency to excite the 

low of  persons even far removed from it: hence the lower class make the virtues of their 

superiors their own, by venerating those great actions, to the practice of which they 

cannot themselves aspire. Moreover, it redounds altogether to the glory of exalted 

characters, both that they do good, and that they gain the affection of their inferiors. To 

you, Princes, therefore, it is owing, that we act well; to you, indeed, that we compose 
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anything worthy of remembrance; your exertions incite us to make you live for ever in 

our writings, in return for the dangers you undergo to secure our tranquillity.251  

 

This passage gives insight into how the writing of virtue was used in the mirror for princes 

tradition—to inspire others to be virtuous. William particularly stresses that the virtues of the 

great can inspire virtue in the humble, which then allows for the country as a whole to be 

elevated in status.252 William’s writing also continues to bring attention to the importance of 

reciprocal relationships, by saying that the more exalted a man is, the more he is able to gain the 

affection of his inferiors, which then inspires those people to write in praise of their superiors. 

Virtues, therefore, can multiply through the inspiration of others. William’s acknowledgment of 

the role that princes, or ‘celebrated men’, play in society also can be applied to the ways in which 

they are described in literature. As will be discussed in Chapter Three in relation to the 

characterisation of Arthur, virtues are cyclical. Arthur, in acting as a model for behaviour, then 

benefits from the actions of his men, as he is their sovereign and their virtues further his 

militaristic ambitions. As can be seen through William’s praise of Robert, Geoffrey participates 

in a twelfth-century literary practice for the purposes of creating a legendary ancestor for the 

Anglo-Normans in using Arthur as a model for behaviour.    

William of Malmesbury goes on to list several of Robert’s qualities, which are 

magnanimity, munificence, circumspection, and a devotion to learning,253 which provides a 

succinct summary of qualities that are considered virtues in the twelfth century. Furthermore, he 

says in the Conclusion to Earl Robert:  

 

For when I had finished this work, after contemplating many characters, I determined that 

I ought more especially to be dedicated to you: as when I examine others, I observe 

nobility in one; in another military science; in a third learning; justice in a fourth, but 

munificence in few indeed. Thus, I admire some things in one, some in another; but in 

you the aggregate of all. For, if ever any man was truly noble, you certainly excel in that 

quality; being descended from the most glorious kings and earls, and resembling them in 
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your disposition. From the Normans, therefore, you derive your military skill; from the 

Flemings your personal elegance; from the French your surpassing munificence. Of your 

activity in war, who can doubt, when your most excellent father himself looks up to it? 

For whenever any tumults are reported in Normandy, he despatches you before him, in 

order that, what is suspicious may be dispelled by your valour, and peace may be restored 

by your sagacity. When he returns to his kingdom, he brings you with him, as a safeguard 

to him abroad, a delight at home, and an ornament everywhere.254  

 

In praising Robert of Gloucester, William highlights the characteristics that were deemed 

necessary for a man to possess: nobility, military capabilities, learning, justice, munificence, 

elegance, valour, wisdom, and prestigious ancestry.255 His writing to Earl Robert suggests it was 

common for great men to be used as models for behaviour, and that ancestry is a critical factor to 

one’s virtues, as it is implied that virtue can be inherited.256 This can be seen through each of the 

qualities that the various nationalities are known for and how Robert inherited them. The fact 

that a contemporary of Geoffrey’s suggests that virtues can be inherited, even if only 

symbolically, lends importance to the king list in the Historia that serves as a precursor to 

Arthur’s reign. If virtue can be inherited, then Arthur’s predecessors, from Brutus to Uther, can 

contribute to Arthur’s supremacy as king, which will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 

Two. Furthermore, this passage also suggests that to be a hero one must meet criteria by 

embodying characteristics like those William outlines. However, it also suggests that it was not 

enough to possess one virtue; to become truly great, one must possess many virtues, or at least 

embody them to such a degree that one is elevated beyond the status of all one’s peers. If 

William is to be believed, then Robert meets the requirements to become a hero, and can be used 

as a model for behaviour for those wishing to become heroes themselves. This then sets a 

precedent for other authors using virtue to distinguish a particular man by imbuing him with 

virtue to such a degree that he has no contemporary equal. I will argue that Geoffrey does this 
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with Arthur.  

 William also dedicates the Historia Novella to Robert of Gloucester and speaks more on 

the subject of great men serving as models of behaviour. He says, ‘what is more pleasant than 

consigning to historical record the deeds of brave men, so that following their example the others 

may cast off cowardice and arm themselves to defend their country?’257 Here, William both 

flatters the earl by inferring that he is someone who will inspire virtues in others, and provides 

his reasoning for writing the text, which is to record virtuous actions for the edification of 

readers. This sentiment is also recorded by a contemporary of William’s, Henry of Huntington: 

‘Where does the grandeur of valiant men shine more brightly, or the wisdom of the prudent, or 

the discretion of the righteous, or the moderation of the temperate, than in the context of 

history.’258 Through the writings of William and Henry, we can deduce that in the twelfth century 

history was viewed as a means to showcase virtue and, in some instances, as a model for 

behaviour. Therefore, when studying the literature produced during the twelfth century, 

knowledge of the historical events of the time provides a cohesive and in-depth understanding of 

qualities that were valued when the Historia was written and circulated.259 This thesis proposes 

to follow the example of the chroniclers in using the events of the succession crisis and civil war 

to discuss how Geoffrey utilised valued attributes of the day to shape Arthur through the 

Arthuriad itself, as well as the pre-Arthurian kings, to create a hero for the Anglo-Norman world.   

 However, while the dedications provide insight into contemporary opinions on certain 

figures and virtues, this study does not claim that they are historically truthful representations of 

the people who are featured. Therefore, this discussion does not propose to claim that William of 

Malmesbury accurately portrayed the earl, but rather that through his writing he provides insight 

into twelfth-century thought on what virtues are, how they are inherited, and the consequences of 

possessing these qualities on those around them. The likely exaggerations of a person’s positive 
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characteristics must be remembered, particularly in regard to an author’s desire for patronage and 

other motivations he had for writing.260 That William’s account of Robert’s character might not 

be entirely factual becomes evident when looking at how other authors portray the earl of 

Gloucester, which will be discussed later in this chapter. Given the civil discord occurring in 

England at the time in which Geoffrey wrote the Historia, there are no unambiguous heroes, and 

this, in part, accounts for Arthur’s popularity. Whereas figures like Robert of Gloucester, 

Empress Matilda, and King Stephen are all described in different ways, whether positively or 

negatively, Arthur is only ever described in positive terms. Although some contemporaries of 

Geoffrey did doubt the veracity of the Arthuriad narrative, there was never a question of the 

heroism of Arthur’s character.261 Thus, Arthur enters the cultural narrative at a time of chaos and 

bloodshed and becomes a hero for the Anglo-Normans whose virtues are never in question. The 

context in which Arthur was written becomes critical for his popularity and enduring presence in 

medieval literature. His character fills an emotional hole for the Anglo-Normans reading 

Geoffrey’s text. While other heroes were popular at the time, such as Charlemagne and 

Alexander the Great, in large part, the Anglo-Norman magnates could not claim to be descended 

from them. Even if some did share blood with Charlemagne, like Waleran of Meulan, the Anglo-

Norman presence in England was, in 1139, only on its third generation of rulers, meaning there is 

little to no legitimacy or prestige to their rule in England. Arthur’s presence then, not only 

provides an unambiguous hero in a time of civil strife but also serves as a direct ancestor for the 

Anglo-Norman magnates to legitimise their presence in England.       

 

 

1.2 The Succession Crisis   

 

 

The primary objective of this section is to outline the cultural and historical context in which the 

Historia and the Brut were written. This will be achieved by looking at the events leading up to 

the succession crisis in 1135 and the consequences of Stephen ascending the throne. Although 

Geoffrey’s text likely began circulation before January 1139 and Wace’s Brut is more a response 
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to the Historia than to contemporary events, it is nevertheless beneficial to understand how 

Anglo-Norman readers might have received the texts. Geoffrey was, of course, unable to foresee 

the exact events that would unfold when Robert and Matilda landed at Arundel, but there were 

unintended consequences in how the readers might have understood the Historia’s contents as 

the civil war began and progressed.  

 The events leading to the civil war began on 25 November 1120, when the White Ship 

sank, killing the heir to the throne and Henry I’s only legitimate son, William.262 As a result, 

Henry was left with one legitimate child, a daughter, Matilda, wife to the emperor of Germany. 

Although primogeniture was not an established tradition, Henry had always intended for William 

to inherit the kingdom.263 He was now left with a married and yet childless daughter. However, 

when Matilda’s first husband, Emperor Henry V, died in May 1125, she returned to her father’s 

court.264 In January of 1127, Henry ensured that the magnates and bishops swore to be loyal to 

Matilda, should Henry die before her and leave no legitimate sons.265 In June 1128, Matilda was 

married to Geoffrey of Anjou.266 Matilda and Geoffrey were separated for a time at the 

beginning of their marriage, but in September 1131 a council was held, restoring Matilda to 

Geoffrey and obtaining oaths of fealty from those who had not previously sworn, and renewals 

of oaths from those who had.267 This council suggests Henry I’s continued attempts to secure the 

succession, reuniting Matilda with her husband in the hopes of her producing a son, as well as 

reinforcing the oaths to honour her as the ruler after his death. In 1133 Matilda gave birth to her 

first child,268 but despite Henry living to meet two of his grandsons, it was not enough to 

alleviate the succession crisis that was to commence after his death. Jim Bradbury is one scholar 

who points out that ‘the political turmoil of Stephen’s reign was a legacy left by Henry I.’269 
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Bradbury arrives at this conclusion because when Henry died, on 1 December 1135,270 he left no 

legitimate sons, two infant grandsons, and a daughter married to an Angevin who had been 

fighting against his father-in-law at the time of death.271 Although Henry I had not specified what 

Geoffrey of Anjou’s role would be after he married Matilda, and apparently excluded him from 

succession on his deathbed, there was doubt over whether or not Geoffrey would be king if 

Matilda became the ruler.272  

There is a claim that Henry I decided to nominate Stephen as his successor on his 

deathbed, although there is little definitive proof of this.273 Even the Gesta Stephani depicts 

Stephen as elected by an assembly, rather than made Henry’s heir by the king himself.274 George 

Garnett discusses Henry’s deathbed decision, and says: 

 

Indeed, a king’s wishes were so paramount that Henry’s alleged decision, in his dying 

agony, to repent of his designation of his daughter Matilda, and to nominate his nephew 

Stephen in her stead, constituted Stephen’s sole claim to the throne. It was no wonder that 

succession remained least secure right at the top of Anglo-Norman society, disorder 

within the ducal family engendering and exacerbating disorder lower down.275 

 

As Garnett articulates, the uncertainty regarding succession is one of the primary reasons that the 

civil war began, and a reaction to this uncertainty is a prominent theme throughout the Historia, 

mainly through establishing blood relations between king and heir so that the successor is always 

clear. R. H. C. Davis also comments on the matter of succession upon Henry’s death, and says: 

 

If Henry had changed his mind, he would have only made a bad situation worse. When he 

had given his daughter in marriage to Geoffrey of Anjou, he had promised that unless he 
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had another child by his lawful wife the inheritance would be his. If he now went back on 

his word, Geoffrey would be bound to fight.276   

 

Although it is true that Geoffrey of Anjou had claim to some inheritance, it is still uncertain 

whether Henry intended him to be king, thereby making the matter of succession more difficult. 

The confusion around Henry’s successor suggests that regardless of the outcome, there would be 

conflict. There is, however, a belief that Henry intended Robert of Gloucester to play some role 

in the future government. When writing about the events following Henry I’s death, Robert of 

Lewes says of Robert of Gloucester:  

 

when he [Robert of Gloucester] was advised, as the story went, to claim the throne on his 

father’s death, deterred by sounder advice he by no means assented, saying it was fairer 

to yield it to his sister’s son, to whom it more justly belonged, than presumptuously to 

arrogate it to himself.’277  

 

The fact that a supporter of Stephen would say Robert was a serious candidate for the throne 

suggests both Robert’s high standing at court and his ability for affairs of state.278 As Judith 

Green aptly notes, Henry might have envisaged, until his eldest grandson came of age, a regency 

council that included Robert.279 However, it was eventually agreed that Count Theobald should 

be king, and David Crouch reminds us that Robert of Gloucester supported Theobald over the 

Empress Matilda or her son, Henry.280 The uncertainty surrounding the succession, evident by 

the lack of clarity over who should succeed Henry, is the backdrop to Geoffrey’s composition of 

the Historia and a contributing factor in Arthur’s popularity in Anglo-Norman culture. Through 

the figure of Arthur, Geoffrey creates not only a powerful sovereign who possesses the required 

characteristics of a good king, but also a monarch who establishes a stable reign and is the 

rightful king without question.  
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 The stability of Arthur’s reign contrasts with the upheaval following Henry I’s death, 

which are, in part, due to Stephen’s actions. Before the magnates could send for Count Theobald, 

they received a message from England saying that Stephen, Theobald’s younger brother, had 

already been crowned king.281 Donald Matthew argues that Stephen and his brother Henry, 

bishop of Winchester, had been planning this as grandsons of the Conqueror so as to continue his 

legacy.282 Henry of Winchester, who had held the title of bishop since 1129, was in a position to 

influence the events of the succession because the treasury was located at Winchester.283 There 

was a precedent for utilising the treasury to control the kingdom, which is evident by the actions 

of Henry I after the death of William Rufus.284As a result of his ability to capitalise on his 

relationship with his brother, Stephen became king. The necessity of a king’s ability to maintain 

interpersonal bonds is a theme throughout Stephen’s reign; however, while he successfully 

utilised his relationship with the bishop of Winchester, he was unable to maintain this standard 

through his reign, which contributed to his ineffectiveness as monarch.285 A king’s ability to use 

relationships to his advantage is a prominent theme in contemporary writing and is particularly 

evident in the Arthurian literature produced in the twelfth century. Arthur is depicted as making 

use of relationships to further his imperial ambitions, first in the Historia and then in the Brut, 

where the focus shifts to portray Arthur as the leader of a chivalric community, emphasised by 

the formation of the Round Table.286 In looking at how Geoffrey and Wace portray a king’s 

relationship-building skills in tandem with Stephen’s inability to capitalise on interpersonal 

bonds, it is possible to ascertain how Geoffrey used contemporary events to create a legendary 

hero for the Anglo-Normans. The character of Arthur is a direct contrast to Stephen, and so the 

former becomes even greater by embodying the virtues of kingship that the latter does not. 

Stephen’s relationships, or lack thereof, will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter.    
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 Although Stephen was successfully crowned king, there was still the matter of the oath he 

swore to support Matilda’s ascendancy to the throne. Stephen reneging on his oath to Matilda 

would be considered a serious crime. Treason was the worst crime a man could commit,287 and it 

resulted in the loss of honour,288 while disloyalty had consequences like mutilation or life 

imprisonment.289 Yet any immediate repercussions of Stephen’s ascension to the throne were 

mitigated by the papal approval to rule he received in 1136, which eradicated all doubt over the 

legitimacy of his kingship.290 The papacy was the institution with the most power at this time in 

Europe, 291 thereby establishing, at least to the clergy, that Stephen had not broken his oath to 

Matilda.292 The pope’s legitimisation of Stephen’s rule did not, however, entirely negate the 

problems of the oaths sworn to Matilda. Following Stephen’s coronation, Robert of Gloucester 

had to decide whether to honour his original oath to Matilda or swear a new oath to the king. 

According to William of Malmesbury, Robert:  

 

had wearied his mind with much reflection, while he was in Normandy, on what he 

thought he should decide to do in this matter. He could see that if he submitted to King 

Stephen it would be contrary to the oath he had taken to his sister. If he were to resist, it 

would bring no advantage to his sister or nephews, and would certainly do enormous 

harm to himself.293  

 

The internal conflict that Robert is recorded as feeling is central to the moral ambiguity that 

prominent figures faced during and after Stephen’s ascent to the throne. To break an oath was 

considered a moral failing; however, honouring the original oath would bring hardship to himself 

and his family. Therefore, Robert decided to make a conditional oath, agreeing to pay homage to 

the king as long as Stephen maintained his rank, believing it was unlikely that Stephen would 
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allow him to retain the power he had held during Henry I’s reign.294 This solution then shifted 

the blame for the dilemma to Stephen. The implication was that if Stephen had maintained the 

rank and power Robert held under Henry I, Robert would have remained loyal to Stephen. Thus, 

Robert was exonerated of any guilt over potential oath breaking, and Stephen’s poor judgment 

was highlighted.            

 If Robert indeed had the foresight to know that Stephen would break his word and 

minimise the power the earl possessed, it did not take long for the first incident to arise, given 

Stephen’s handling of the Welsh Marches.295 Much of Robert of Gloucester’s power derived 

from his Welsh holdings, which meant that if he lost territory to the local people, his power 

would be diminished.296 Possessing land was a critical factor in how much power an Anglo-

Norman held.297 As Hollister notes, in relation to the establishment of the landed aristocracy in 

England after 1066, a man’s landholding was intrinsic to his identity.298 Stephen’s inactivity in 

Wales, as well keeping the Marcher lords at Exeter during a time when their lands were at risk, 

jeopardized the standing of the men who had amassed substantial power during the reign of 

Henry I.299 This then damaged the relationship between the king and several of his magnates, 

including Robert of Gloucester.     

 In May 1138, Robert formally renounced his homage to Stephen.300 Contemporary belief 

dictated that renouncing homage and changing loyalty, even when done properly, should only 

happen when a grave wrong occurs.301 Robert claimed that the renunciation of Stephen was due 
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to an attempted assassination by Flemish mercenaries.302 If true, this would be an adequate 

reason for breaking an oath. Even if false, it still provided justification for Robert reneging on the 

oath he swore to Stephen. As Edmund King points out, Robert ‘followed the proper form’ when 

he broke ties with the king.303 He supposedly received a letter from the Pope that allowed him to 

honour his original oath to his sister, thereby bestowing the Church’s blessing for his 

abandonment of Stephen. However, the Pope had already granted approval to Stephen’s 

kingship, which brings into question the veracity of Robert’s claim.304 Nevertheless, Robert’s 

care to justify his support of Matilda through religious consultation and by circulating the rumour 

that he had taken a conditional oath, which Stephen had subsequently broke, indicates the severe 

of the consequences of oath breaking. Apart from being considered a traitor, a crime punishable 

by death, Robert also did not want to tarnish his reputation. Crouch, however, contends with the 

positive portrayal of Robert of Gloucester’s character. Crouch lists several actions that Robert’s 

supporters, particularly William of Malmesbury, neglect to mention, such as Robert’s plundering 

of church property, or his poor strategy for winning the overall war. Crouch adds: 

 

Robert of Gloucester was not a paragon, or an idealist—and how could a man who had 

grown old in the curia of Henry I ever have developed such unlikely qualities? He was 

brave, stubborn and strong; there are grounds for thinking him also a warm man, loyal to 

his friends and with a high regard for what was cultured and good. […] What the monk-

historian chose to ignore was the earl’s brutal practicality in dealing with those outside 

his circle who stood in his way.305  

 

Yet all these traits could also be true of Henry I, who was, judging by the accounts of 

contemporary critics, considered a good king. William of Malmesbury gives an account of 

Henry’s actions upon being elected king, which helps to substantiate the claim that Henry is an 

example of a strong king: 

 

He immediately promulgated an edict throughout England, annulling the illegal 
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ordinances of his brother, and of Ranulph; he remitted taxes; released prisoners; drove the 

flagitious from court; restored the nightly use of lights within the palace, which had been 

omitted in his brother’s time; and renewed the operation of the ancient laws, confirming 

them with his own oath, and that of the nobility, that they might not be eluded. A joyful 

day then seemed to dawn on the people, when the light of fair promise shone forth after 

such repeated clouds of distress.306    

 

William depicts Henry as bringing order to the kingdom after the tumult of his brother’s reign, 

enhancing his argument that Henry was considered a good king. Henry’s strength as king is also 

discussed by Orderic Vitalis, who says that after Henry ascends the throne, he carefully punished 

traitors through fines, disinheritance, and exile.307 These are just two examples of how Henry 

was lauded by contemporary chroniclers. The account of Henry’s reign provides a contrast with 

how Stephen’s is portrayed, which further reinforces that Stephen was a weak and ineffectual 

king.  

 One such account of Stephen’s weak character can be found in the Historia Novella. 

William of Malmesbury provides a comprehensive character description of Stephen when he is 

first crowned. While William’s account might not be an entirely factual portrayal, given that he 

wrote under the patronage of Robert of Gloucester, his writing gives insight into contemporary 

ideas of virtue and vice, particularly how the tumult of Stephen’s reign was a result of poor 

judgment from the king. William says:  

 

He was a man of energy but lacking in judgement, active in war, of extraordinary spirit in 

undertaking difficult tasks, lenient to his enemies and easily appeased, courteous to all: 

though you admired his kindness in promising, still you felt his words lacked truth and 

his promises fulfilment.308 

 

William does not describe Stephen in a wholly negative way, but rather gives insight into both 

virtues and vices that the king possesses. However, the positive is qualified by the negative, 

which results in a characterisation of someone who occupies the middle ground of morality and 
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virtue. William continues on to describe Stephen as generous but a spendthrift, and notes how 

the followers Stephen gave generously to were responsible for destruction, particularly of the 

Church.309 Generosity was a fundamental virtue in a man, especially in a king, but generosity 

towards followers was only perceived as positive depending on who those followers were. It was 

not enough to be generous; a king must be generous to the right people. This suggests that a 

king’s judgment informs his generosity and how such generosity is perceived, and those two 

traits coupled together leads to virtue. Therefore, a king’s followers must be virtuous as well, 

using the king’s generosity for the good of the whole, rather than for selfish, destructive 

purposes. William attributes much of the catastrophe of Stephen’s reign to his followers, saying 

that Stephen was a kind man, and that if he had acquired the kingdom in a lawful way, would 

have made a good king, but that he listened to the wrong people.310 In fact, William specifies that 

‘these things should not be attributed to him so much as his counsellors, who used to urge upon 

him that he should never lack money while the monasteries were full of treasure.’311 While the 

fault does not lie entirely with Stephen, according to William, the ineffectiveness of Stephen’s 

reign still highlights his poor judgment, as he followed the advice of his counsellors and allowed 

his followers to plunder holy institutions.312 Stephen’s lack of judgment then serves as a catalyst 

for his tumultuous and war-ridden kingship.  

 Regardless of opinions of Stephen’s character, his coronation legitimised his rule. As 

Robin Frame notes, ‘the king was crowned in a great church by the archbishop of Canterbury, 

the embodiment of the ecclesiastical integrity of the kingdom. With the coronation ceremony 

was the deepest symbol of Christian kingship.’313 The priest performing the coronation ceremony 

was thought to be the mediator between the king and the divine so as to invest the ruler with 

temporal power.314 An anonymous Norman author circa 1100 postulated that a king was a twin 

person—both a spiritual and secular figure.315 Contemporary thought on the nature of a king’s 
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coronation in terms of divine investiture leaves little doubt of the king’s power once he is 

crowned. However, twelfth-century chroniclers differed in their opinions of Stephen’s coronation 

and expressed such differences through the description of portents. Robert of Lewes says that 

‘Stephen was able to land in England after Henry’s death because of a ‘favourable wind.’316 

William of Malmesbury, on the contrary, claims that ‘on the day when Stephen landed in 

England, at dawn, there was, contrary to the nature of winter in out part of the world, a terrible 

sound of thunder accompanied by fearful lightning, so that it was almost thought to be the end of 

the world.’317 These two books were written after the events occurred, with Historia Novella 

most likely being written in 1140 or later,318 and the Gesta Stephani started about 1148, with the 

last few years of Stephen’s reign recorded after 1153.319 Therefore, the distinct accounts, while 

perhaps not factual, serve as metaphors for Stephen’s reign, which reiterates the division of 

opinion on his reign, as well as the partisanship of the authors involved in recording these events.  

Even with the coronation ceremony bestowing legitimacy upon him, Stephen still needed 

both secular and ecclesiastical support for his reign to be successful; but with his poor treatment 

of magnates and church officials, he alienated many powerful men. His neglect of such men 

weakened not only his kingdom, but also his own person, which provides a new avenue for his 

vices to be displayed. These vices are portrayed as the cause of the subsequent civil conflict. 

On 30 September 1139, Robert of Gloucester and the Empress Matilda landed at Arundel 

in England and were given refuge by Henry I’s second wife, Adeliza.320 Several contemporary 

authors devote attention to their arrival, though with differing focus. Robert of Lewes says about 

Stephen: ‘However, in all the misfortunes of war and strife that befell him, the king never lost 

hope or was broken in spirit,’ portraying Stephen as a brave and stalwart ruler.321 In this 

description, Stephen is not a villain, but someone able to triumph over adversity. Robert of 

Lewes continues to depict Stephen as a victim, while suggesting that Robert of Gloucester is the 

aggressor, responsible for Stephen’s suffering:  

 

Then, while the king was intent on other matters and ordering the closing of the harbours 
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by a very close watch, Robert Earl of Gloucester, with his sister the Countess of Anjou, 

landed at the castle of Arundel, as though he were merely to be a guest there, and was 

admitted with a strong body of troops. England at once was shaken and quivered with 

intense fear, affected in different ways, because all who secretly or openly favoured the 

earl were keener than usual and more eager to trouble the king, while those who obeyed 

the king were brought low as though cowering beneath a dreadful thunderclap. […] He 

allowed no time for delay, but with the ready and well-tried body of troops that he had 

with him he made a very bold forced march and appeared unexpectedly right before the 

castle, and on learning from trusty scouts that the earl had stolen away with his men and 

made for Bristol in the silence of night, and that his sister, with the Angevins she had 

brought with her, had remained lurking in the castle where she landed, he left part of his 

army there to see that she did not break out and himself bent all his efforts to capturing 

the earl.322 

 

The rhetoric used in this passage is significant. The author vilifies Robert of Gloucester by 

describing how England ‘quivered with intense fear’ and the people were ‘cowering [as though] 

beneath a dreadful thunderclap’, when he arrived. The storm imagery signals the author’s 

attribution of blame to Robert for any discord that followed his return to England. This depiction 

also implies that most people were opposed to the earl, as he is portrayed as the villain of the 

narrative. However, the author also establishes Robert as the biggest threat against King Stephen 

in the civil war, instead of Matilda, as Stephen must pursue Robert rather than fight the 

‘Countess of Anjou’. Regardless of the author’s opinions on Robert of Gloucester, he is depicted 

as powerful. The fear sparked by his arrival means he is capable of opposing the king and 

causing great damage. This atmosphere of uncertainty and fear was the political backdrop against 

which readers first encountered the Historia; therefore, we can safely assume that these events 

impacted how they read the text and responded to the figure of Arthur, given that he was the 

antithesis of the figures currently causing confusion.    

 Orderic Vitalis is another author who uses negative language to express clear opinions on 

Robert’s arrival at Arundel. However, he also criticises Stephen so that neither man, in this 

instance, is depicted virtuously. Orderic Vitalis was a contemporary of Geoffrey, whose aim in 
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the Ecclesiastical History of England and Normandy was to ‘speak frankly of the great men of 

this perverse age, whether good or bad…’ with the overall goal of praising God.323 Of course 

Orderic’s motives were different than Geoffrey’s, but they share the commonality of both 

recording history as well as discuss virtues. Orderic says of Stephen and Robert:   

 

He [Stephen] could easily have stamped out the flames of terrible evil that were being 

kindled if he had acted with the foresight characteristic of wise men and had immediately 

driven off the wolf from the entrance of the sheep-fold; and if, after saving the sheep, he 

had nipped the malevolence of trouble-makers in the bud and had struck them down with 

the sword of justice, after the fashion of his ancestors, the pestilential strength of those 

who desired rapine and slaughter and the devastation of their country, and so brought 

down destruction on their heads.324   

 

Orderic does not isolate Robert specifically, but as Robert was the leader of Matilda’s cause, he 

is no doubt writing primarily about the earl. The descriptions of ‘flames of terrible evil’, ‘a wolf’, 

‘the malevolence of trouble-makers’, and ‘the pestilential strength of those who desired rapine 

and slaughter and the devastation of their country’ makes it clear that in Orderic’s opinion Robert 

is an evil predator who wants to kill the innocent ‘sheep’ merely for the sake of chaos, and 

actively desires theft and bloodshed.325 Robert’s arrival at Arundel effectively began of the civil 

war, and, remembering Orderic as someone interested in morality and who viewed Stephen as 

the rightful king because he was crowned, Orderic would hold to the common twelfth-century 

belief that the Devil was responsible for violence, thereby making Robert a servant of the 

Devil.326 However, physical prowess and the engagement in warfare were also understood to be 

virtues at this time, evident by both the descriptions of contemporary men, like William the 
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Conqueror and Henry I, as well as fictional men, like Arthur. Regardless of the connotations of 

Orderic’s depiction of Robert, he still alludes to Robert’s power; while Orderic’s depiction of 

him is not complimentary, Robert is still capable of causing widespread destruction. Yet 

according to Orderic, the fault does not lie entirely with Robert, because Stephen could have 

prevented the destruction. Orderic criticises Stephen’s wisdom and suggests that he does not 

have the same virtues as his ancestors, who would have eradicated the threat to their reign and 

country. While Robert is more clearly a villain, Stephen is depicted as an ineffectual king who 

allows a civil war to begin.   

In contrast, Orderic’s opinions on virtue, rather than vices, become apparent when he 

writes about William the Conqueror. Orderic’s account of the Conqueror provides further 

evidence on twelfth-century thoughts on the qualities that a king should possess, which then can 

be viewed in tandem with the virtues and vices that are present in the characterisation of the 

kings in the Historia. Orderic says:   

 

William his [Robert’s] son, who was then only eight years old, was invested in the duchy 

of Normandy, which he governed firmly fifty-three years, notwithstanding the 

machinations of his jealous enemies. He devoted himself to follow the example of his 

ancestors in all that related to the worship of God, and be his favour surpassed them all in 

wealth and power.327  

 

Orderic then goes on to say, ‘The barons of Normandy, moved by the zeal for holy religion 

which they observed in their princes, were eager to imitate them, and animated themselves and 

their friends to similar undertakings for the good of their souls.’ 328 While these two passages 

give insight into Orderic’s religious biases in regard to virtue, they also emphasise that virtue 

was a learned behaviour and that great men serve as inspiration for others to also be great. The 

idea of using people as models feeds into the construction of criteria for heroic virtue, which 

Geoffrey utilises when creating the character of Arthur. Geoffrey builds upon the virtues of 

previous kings to establish Arthur as superior to all his predecessors by using their reigns as 
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examples.329    

 Contrary to the depictions of violence and turmoil in the chronicles of Robert of Lewes 

and Orderic Vitalis, William of Malmesbury wrote positively about Robert and Matilda’s return 

to England, thereby providing examples of virtue. He says: 

 

On 30 September Earl Robert, escaping at last from hampering delays, landed in England 

with his sister the empress, relying on the mercy of God and his fidelity to a lawful oath. 

He came, however, with a far smaller military force than that with which anyone else 

would have ventured on so hazardous a war, for he brought with him at that time no more 

than 140 knights. My statement is based on the authority of trustworthy informants. Did it 

not seem flattery, I would say that he was not unequal, at any rate in spirit, to Julius 

Caesar, of whom Titus Livius tells us that he had only five cohorts when he began the 

civil war, with which, says Livy, he assailed the world. Julius, having no part in the true 

faith rested his hopes on his luck, as he said, and the valour of his legions. Robert, 

distinguished for his Christian piety, entirely relied on the aid of the Holy Spirit and Our 

Blessed Lady, Mary.330    

   

Two points can be derived from this passage—the first that Robert is a Christian, and the second 

that he is an equal of Julius Caesar. To begin with, William of Malmesbury stresses that Robert is 

a devout Christian, placing his trust in God, the Holy Spirit, and the Virgin Mary. The idea of a 

secular man possessing piety is a common narrative throughout the eleventh and twelfth 

centuries. For example, in the Life of St Anselm, Eadmer, a monk at Canterbury in the late 

eleventh century, recounts a story of a knight who is harassed by a devil, and after approaching 

Anselm for advice, renounces the world and becomes a monk. Eadmer also points out the vices 

of secular men, such as those of William Rufus, who succumbs to the devil.331 Therefore, 

William of Malmesbury can be seen to be participating in a contemporary tendency to praise 

temporal figures by describing their religious devotion. William’s description of Robert’s piety 

serves to elevate him above Stephen in regard to who possesses more virtues. Secondly, there is 
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the description of Robert as superior to the pagan Julius Caesar, given that Robert is a Christian. 

This serves to connect Robert to the Roman past, not only comparing him to Caesar, a powerful 

leader, but also including him in a line of heroes and rulers with which twelfth-century readers 

were familiar. In the words of Patrick J. Geary:  

 

Whatever other political, religious, or literary agenda they may have been following, 

authors of what are loosely termed Origines gentium from the sixth to the twelfth 

centuries routinely brought their peoples onto the stage of Greco-Roman history as early 

as possible, drawing for this purpose on ancient ethnography and Roman history, when 

they did not make their peoples themselves descend directly from Trojan heroes.332 

 

Geary provides a reminder of how authors in the Middle Ages, such as William of Malmesbury, 

use the classical past to connect contemporary figures with those who were regarded as heroes in 

Rome or Troy. William of Malmesbury participates in this practice with his portrayal of Robert 

of Gloucester, just as Geoffrey situates his primary hero in an empire that is a descendant of Troy 

but also a superior to the Roman Empire through martial conquest.333 In addition, Philippa Byrne 

notes that Roman rulers served as a mirror for princes in the Middle Ages,334 which is indicative 

of the cyclical nature of virtues. This mirroring not only occurs within one character arc,335 but 

also across time and culture. The transtextuality of Caesar’s character allows for the 

appropriation of virtue on an individual and cultural level. As will be discussed in Chapter Two, 

Caesar is a character in the Historia, a text dedicated to Robert of Gloucester, and functions as a 

foil against which the Britons and their king, Cassibellaunus, may test their strength. William of 

Malmesbury then compares the earl to Caesar in a text that was written after the Historia began 

circulation. Although it is impossible to know if William made this comparison with awareness 
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of Geoffrey’s use of Caesar, when looking at the two texts in tandem, Geoffrey’s development of 

Britain as superior to Rome in his attempt to build a prestigious ancestry for the Anglo-Normans, 

and William’s insistence that Robert of Gloucester is superior to Caesar, integrates Robert into 

the lineage that Geoffrey creates.336 

 Another author to draw such comparisons between contemporary figures and those of 

Antiquity is Robert of Lewes. His use of classical and Biblical allusions serves to promote 

Stephen’s cause and emphasise his virtues. For example, he compares Stephen to Saul:   

 

So this great man [Stephen], as soon as he heard by report that King Henry had breathed 

his last, forming a mighty design like the famous Saul, made for the coast, since he was 

the other side of the Channel, and happening to gain a favourable wind turned his mind 

and his ship towards England.337  

 

Saul was a king chosen by God, suggesting that the author wanted to convey that Stephen’s rule 

was preordained.338 Robert of Lewes also compares Stephen to Hercules: 

 

That is precisely what we must feel about King Stephen’s labours, because when one was 

finished others, more burdensome, kept on taking its place without end and like another 

Hercules he always girded himself bravely and unconquerably to endure each. I have read 

of Saul’s battles and labours of many kinds, also countless struggles and toils of other 

kings, but they are not even to be compared with Stephen’s heavy burden.339 

 

Robert of Lewes uses Hercules to emphasise Stephen’s virtues, such as bravery and endurance, 

but also to demonstrate the extent of Stephen’s struggles, perhaps in an effort to garner sympathy 

for the king. This point is further reinforced when the author says:  
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I have read of very many anxieties of the Maccabees in restoring peace to their country, I 

have heard of Alexander’s wondrous battles against foreigners and diverse contests and 

sorrows of other kings too in protecting their subjects, but you will find King Stephen’s 

afflictions and struggles many times as great and far heavier to bear, and of course all the 

more grievous in that they were brought on him by servants from his own country and 

vassals bound to him by oath.340  

 

Here he uses classical and Biblical examples to describe Stephen’s struggles to inform the 

readers of the full extent of Stephen’s suffering as king. Robert of Lewes, like William of 

Malmesbury, draws comparisons between classical or Biblical times and the twelfth century to 

praise or emphasise the virtues of contemporary figures, which again demonstrates their 

continued relevance to twelfth-century literature. As a result, Geoffrey can be seen to be 

participating in this practice by incorporating such figures as Caesar into the narrative of the 

Historia. Where he differs from his contemporaries, however, is that he uses these characters 

from Antiquity to create his own legendary hero, rather than to merely extol the virtues of 

twelfth-century kings.    

However, regardless of Robert of Lewes’ Biblical references, Stephen failed to maintain 

peace with the Church officials.341 It was believed at this time that power came from God, thus 

keeping the Church and those who ruled the church happy was of vital importance.342 Yet in the 

spring of 1139, Stephen arrested Bishop Roger of Salisbury343 and his nephew, Bishop 

Alexander, and attempted to capture Bishop Nigel of Ely.344 According to Crouch the arrest of 

the bishops is considered by contemporary scholars to be what propelled the kingdom into 
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anarchy.345 Indeed, this, alongside the arrival of Robert and Matilda in England, was a cause of 

increasing tension in the country. Hollister points out that during the reign of Henry I, Roger of 

Salisbury was one of the three wealthiest magnates, along with Stephen of Blois and Robert of 

Gloucester.346 Additionally, Roger was involved in running the kingdom, with control of the 

treasury, chancery, exchequer, and sheriffs.347 The other high-ranking members of the church 

were displeased with Stephen, due to the fact that his actions indicated a breach of trust between 

the king and Church officials, which meant that other ecclesiastical figures might be arrested as 

well.348 While there was historical precedent for arresting a bishop, because Stephen’s 

grandfather, William the Conqueror, arrested Bishop Odo, the later was apprehended as the earl 

of Kent, not as a bishop, which did not disrupt peace with the church.349 Stephen’s decision to 

make these arrests also impacted his relationship with Henry, bishop of Winchester, who, while 

not persecuted personally, was wary of Stephen’s actions and used this incident to justify his 

later support of Matilda.350 Stephen’s treatment of church officials incited uncertainty about his 

trustworthiness as king. This then contributed to the instability that England experienced during 

his reign, and allowed for an opportunity to create a hero, and ancestor, who was the antithesis of 

the current king. Therefore, Geoffrey’s Arthur fulfilled a need for an unambiguous ruler who 

possessed every virtue that was lauded in the twelfth century to an unprecedented degree.     

Furthermore, Stephen’s mistreatment of the church reflects one of his greatest character 

flaws: a lack of piety. Although this assertion is contrary to how Robert of Lewes depicts the 

king, Stephen’s actions, particularly with the arrest of the bishops, suggest that he did not possess 

an acceptable amount of religious reverence. A contemporary contrast to Stephen’s impiety is 

Abbot Suger’s account of King Louis VI’s Christian devotion. Suger was a twelfth-century 

writer who died in 1151.351 He served as a counsellor to Louis VII and wrote an account of 

Louis’ life.352 Abbot Suger was directly involved, if not personally responsible, for building his 
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church as the equal of all those in the Christian world, and took inspiration from the Carolingian 

empire, specifically Charlemagne.353 Suger describes Louis as follows: 

 

Prince Louis, who had in youth earned the friendship of the church by his liberal defence 

of its rights, had aided the poor and the orphaned, and had disciplined tyrants by his 

might, with God's assistance was elevated to the kingdom by the vows of good men, 

though had it been possible, he would have been excluded by the machinations of evil 

and impious men.354   

 

In this passage, Louis is depicted as a defender of the church, assisted by God, and surrounded 

by good men, rather than those who would do either him or the church harm. This portrayal of 

his character is in direct opposition to how Stephen is described by William of Malmesbury, 

where he is shown to allow his followers to plunder the church, and personally mistreats several 

bishops. Similar to the relationship between a magnate and the king, the one between the king 

and the church was transactional. When a king was crowned, ‘he made three promises: to 

maintain peace for the church and all Christian people, to root out all robberies and iniquities, 

and to uphold justice and mercy in all his judgements.’355 Stephen violated this promise by his 

treatment of both the church and the church officials.   

 The tension of the time is further reflected in the record of events regarding the Battle of 

Lincoln, as chroniclers again have conflicting opinions on the morality of those involved. 

William of Malmesbury is consistent in his portrayal of Robert of Gloucester as virtuous, 

whereas other authors either change allegiance or are more flexible in their praise of either 

Stephen or Robert. When writing about the Battle of Lincoln, William of Malmesbury provides 

ample motivation for Robert of Gloucester’s actions that clearly demonstrate his virtues:  

 

The earl of Gloucester was not hard to persuade, for he could not bear the shame of the 

situation. At the same time, loathing delay because his noble country, for the sake of two 
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persons, was being tormented by plunder and slaughter of civil war, he preferred, if God 

should allow it, to hazard a final decision. He also hoped for the divine approval in his 

enterprise, because the king had wronged his son-in-law who was in no way at fault, was 

besieging his daughter, and had turned into a castle the church of the Blessed Mother of 

God at Lincoln. How greatly these things must have influenced the prince’s mind! Would 

it not be better to die and fall with glory, rather than bear so signal an affront? So, for the 

sake of avenging God and his sister, and to free his relatives, he took the risk.356 

 

In this passage, William of Malmesbury depicts Robert as a saviour of his country and people. 

William achieves this through his writing of Robert as selfless and grief-stricken, prepared to end 

the civil war single-handedly, not only for the sake of his country but also for his family and 

God, both also wronged. In fact, William implies that both Stephen and Matilda are at fault for 

the conflict, suggesting that Robert is the only blameless leader in the civil war. Through this 

passage, William justifies Robert’s martial activities by making them acts of virtue rather than 

that of senseless violence.357 This is underscored by the fact that William describes Robert as 

desiring not only to avenge his sister, but God as well, thereby incorporating a pious element to 

Robert’s motivations. The nobility and piety of Robert’s actions place him in a position of moral 

superiority over those were responsible for the plunder and slaughter of the civil war. As a result, 

Robert is shown to engage in warfare for an honourable cause, rather than a selfish one. The 

justification of a man’s participation in battle is a literary device that Geoffrey also uses to 

legitimise Arthur’s martial activities in the context of heroic virtue.358 In comparing William’s 

text to Geoffrey’s, the latter engages in a twelfth-century method of positioning a man as 

virtuous based on the reasons why he chooses to fight. Although this is not necessarily unique to 

this time period, as will be discussed in Chapter Three through the writings of Augustine, it 

situates Geoffrey among his contemporaries so that Arthur can be viewed as a hero with traits 

recognisable to a twelfth-century audience. This is a contributing factor to Arthur’s popularity 

and literary legacy.      

 Orderic Vitalis also recounts the Battle of Lincoln and justifies Robert’s actions, 

providing a further example of how authors used literature to legitimise physical conflict. He 
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says, ‘Robert, earl of Gloucester, who was the greatest in the army, commanded the [men of the 

Bessin] and the other disinherited men to strike the first blow in the battle to recover the 

inheritances they claimed.’359 Orderic’s reference to Robert as ‘the greatest in the army’ indicates 

that Robert held the highest rank among his men and was the most powerful. Orderic also depicts 

the army as fighting for their inheritance, a reasonable cause, but also implies that Stephen had 

wronged many of the men in the kingdom, including Robert. As a result of the way in which 

Orderic’s framing of Robert and Stephen’s actions provides insight into how men were supposed 

to behave in a martial setting, allowing for an exploration of how the Historia shares similarities 

to contemporary texts, as well as how it differs.360 

 Henry of Huntington also wrote about the Battle of Lincoln and distinguishes his account 

of the conflict by recounting the speeches made by the separate parties. He wrote the Historia 

Anglorum at the request of Bishop Alexander of Lincoln, and it focuses on English history as 

well as the theme of a ‘kingdom’ where petty wars are solved by a strong king unifying the 

country.361 This type of content was particularly relevant during the civil war and shares a 

commonality with Geoffrey’s Historia. Henry of Huntington promotes unification over warfare 

through the actions of a strong king, just as Geoffrey warns of the perils of civil and familial 

discord throughout his text.362 The theme of a powerful leader attempting to unite the kingdom is 

evident in Henry’s portrayal of Robert of Gloucester during the battle of Lincoln. Henry refers to 

Robert’s rank, calling him ‘the great commander,’363 and writes speeches that Robert and 

Stephen allegedly give before battle, which underscores Henry’s agenda. A portion of Robert’s 

speech is recorded as follows, and is worthwhile recounting at length to fully understand the way 

in which Henry outlines Robert’s personal characteristics: 

 

‘It is quite right that you should demand the honour of striking the first blow, both on 

account of your noble blood and also because of your exceptional valour. But if you 

claim it on the grounds of noble birth, I, the son of a most noble king and grandson of a 

high king, am not surpassed. If on the grounds of valour, there are many excellent men 
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here, whose prowess cannot be outstripped by any man living. But I am inspired by a far 

different motive. For the king has cruelly usurped the realm, contrary to the oaths which 

he swore to my sister, and by throwing everything into disorder he is the direct cause of 

the deaths of many thousands, and by his example in distributing lands to those who have 

no legal right, he had plundered those who are in rightful possession. So, with the 

assistance of God, the just Judge, who will provide the punishment, he must be attacked 

first by those who have been wretchedly disinherited. The One who judges the peoples in 

equity from His high dwelling in the heavens will look down and in this great hour of 

need will by no means abandon those who are earnestly seeking to right a wrong. But 

there is one thing, all you mighty and noble knights, that I wish to put firmly in your 

minds, for those seeking to escape there can be no retreat through the marshes which you 

crossed with such difficulty. Here you must either conquer or die. There is no hope in 

flight. The only course left to you is to use your swords to make a way into the city. 

Given that there is no escape for you, if I am correct in my conjecture, today with God’s 

aid you will be granted the victory.’364 

 

In reading this passage, we can extrapolate how virtue was quantified at the time during which 

Henry wrote. In the speech, Robert mentions bloodlines, and how the person with the noblest 

pedigree should be the one afforded the most honour. Although lineage is not an attribute that a 

person can control, it does contribute to a man’s virtue. This is due not only to the material 

advantage afforded to those who are nobly born, but also because, as Henry says through 

Robert’s speech, more opportunities are granted for honour, and therefore, virtue. Of course, 

there is also an emphasis in this passage on divine support, where one can determine who is in 

the right and who in the wrong based on who receives God’s favour. This suggests there is a 

transactional nature to religion, where one demonstrates piety, and in return one has God’s aid in 

such events as battles, thereby allowing even more virtue to be demonstrated through physical 

prowess. All virtues then become interconnected so that to be considered a hero, a man cannot 

possess only one virtue but must possess as many as possible. However, in the above passage, 

Robert’s virtue—or that of his party—is emphasised by Stephen’s villainy. According to this 

speech, Stephen possesses many flaws, such as breaking oaths, usurping the throne, plundering, 
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and allowing thousands of his own people to die, and this rhetoric allows for Robert to be seen as 

superior, not only as a result of his own virtues, but in contrast to Stephen’s villainy.  

What sets Robert apart from others is his motive for engaging in battle. Similar to 

William of Malmesbury and Orderic Vitalis, Henry emphasises the need for a morally acceptable 

reason to go into battle. In this speech, Henry records Robert as justifying his actions by claiming 

that Stephen usurped the throne, and therefore his decision to engage in battle is in part attributed 

to the restoration of rightful inheritance. Geoffrey uses a similar motivation when Arthur initially 

battles against the Saxons, which places Arthur in a twelfth-century context that contemporary 

readers would understand.     

 Henry of Huntington also includes the opposition’s speech before the Battle of Lincoln: 

‘“The power of Duke Robert is well known. He, indeed, usually threatens much and does little, 

with the mouth of a lion and the heart of a rabbit, famous for his eloquence, notorious for his 

idleness.”’365 Although this is not complimentary, it says far less about Robert than Robert’s 

speech, therefore emphasising Robert’s importance and power. One of Henry’s main concerns 

was morality, and through his account of Robert’s speech, he depicts the earl as occupying a 

space of moral superiority in the civil war. Robert can be viewed in large part as a contemporary 

model of virtue, through the writings of William of Malmesbury, Orderic Vitalis, and Henry of 

Huntington. The contrasting depictions of virtue and vice in contemporary chronicles can be 

examined in tandem with Geoffrey’s depiction of the rulers in the Historia to see how he 

develops heroic rulers within the text, with the ultimate aim of lauding Arthur as a peerless king 

both within the Historia, as well as in the twelfth century.  

   

 

1.3 Conclusion  

 

 

Following the death of Henry I, the Anglo-Norman world was thrown into tumult. It is in this 

context that Geoffrey wrote the Historia, and the legend of King Arthur emerged out of shadowy 

references and an oral tradition. While this thesis does not focus on the history surrounding the 

writing of Geoffrey’s text, it nevertheless is a vital component to the creation of Arthur as a 
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superior king. To say that art imitates life or vice versa is too simplistic an approach, but there is 

a cycle to Geoffrey’s text and the events that occurred as he wrote. He was both reacting to the 

present turmoil in writing an ideal king in response to the grey morality of those living, but also 

providing an example of what an ideal king should be within the context of contemporary 

thought on virtue.   

Relationships, particularly between lord and vassal, were the foundation of society and 

swearing fealty to a lord was a form of spoken law in the secular world. In fact, loyalty to a lord 

was of such vital importance that the men who received the most praise were those who were 

willing to die for their lord, providing proof of extreme fidelity.366 The relationship between a 

king and his magnates was meant to be transactional, an exchange of services, and Stephen 

alienated several of the most powerful men in England. Rather than view the power of others as 

an asset, he viewed it as a threat, and, in doing so, created his own enemies. If Robert had been 

able to maintain the status he held under Henry I, it is unlikely that he would have joined 

Empress Matilda’s campaign for the throne. In the words of Rebecca Slitt: 

 

the characteristics of a good political friendship—loyalty, wise counsel and generosity, 

among others—correspond so closely to the criteria for successful lordship, chroniclers 

often used the quality of a king’s friendship as a signifier for the quality of his rule.367  

 

Stephen neglected both his friends and potential allies, and in doing so, weakened his reign and 

prevented himself from being considered a good king. As I will explore further in this thesis, 

Geoffrey’s Arthur provides a contrast to Stephen’s rule and serves as a powerful ancestor to the 

Anglo-Normans.  
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Chapter Two: The Pre-Arthurian Kings of the Historia Regum Britanniae and Roman 

de Brut 

 

 

 

Geoffrey’s Historia is primarily known for its depiction of Arthur, whose story occupies a 

significant portion of the text. As will be discussed in Chapter Three, Arthur is the pinnacle of 

virtue in Geoffrey’s series of kings. Although Arthur’s predecessors are not given the same 

prestige as he himself is, they are nevertheless a contributing factor to his primacy. This is due to 

prior rulers providing a contrast to his virtue, either through their vices, or by embodying virtue 

to a lesser degree, which then endows Arthur with a worthy bloodline. His bloodline is not 

always uninterrupted, given that the Historia begins with Brutus and there are several instances 

where Geoffrey does not establish familial relation when, figuratively speaking, crowning the 

successive king. However, associations between Arthur and his predecessors can be drawn 

through the fact that they previously ruled his inherited kingdom and that several served as 

models of virtuous kingship. As a result, these kings become the foundation upon which others, 

including Arthur, may build their own virtue.    

King lists were not unique to Geoffrey’s Historia, and are already included in several of 

his sources, among them the Historia Brittonum, for example. Walter Pohl writes on the subject 

of genealogy from the sixth to ninth centuries and says that ‘royal succession was usually 

represented by king lists rather than royal pedigrees.’368 The king list allows for an exploration of 

the king’s life and qualities, in a way that a family tree does not. There is, however, a distinction 

between a king list and a narrative chronicle, and the Historia uses aspects of both; in some 

sections Geoffrey lists kings one after another with little additional detail, but in others he 

elaborates upon a king’s character and reign. Geoffrey’s style of writing is consistent with the 

historiography of the time, such as William of Malmesbury’s De Gestis Regum Anglorum. The 

methods which Geoffrey employs to structure his narrative allow him to frame Arthur as the 

greatest king of Britain, not only through the king’s own virtues, but also through the comparison 
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to his ancestors, both direct and indirect. As Laurie Finke and Martin Shichtman point out, ‘by 

the twelfth century, genealogical history provided one ideological practice that could bind 

individuals together as members of a particular kind of imagined community, one linked through 

lineal descent.’369 In Geoffrey’s text the imagined communities, to use Finke and Shichtman’s 

term, enable an association between Brutus and Arthur, even though they are far removed in 

terms of blood relation, so that Arthur still benefits from Brutus’ virtues, his Trojan origins, his 

and status as the founder of Britain. The purpose of Chapter Two is to explore the genealogical 

foundations for Arthur’s reign that Geoffrey creates in the Historia. In examining the reigns of 

Arthur’s predecessors from Brutus onwards, it is possible to develop a greater understanding of 

how Geoffrey creates Arthur’s heroism by using virtuous predecessors as a foundation for his 

heroism, while the ineffectual kings serve as contrasts for Arthur’s virtue. Thereby, the discourse 

in this thesis on Arthur’s heroic development is predicated upon an understanding of how 

Geoffrey positioned Arthur’s reign and character in relation to other kings to optimise his 

heroism.  

Although not every pre-Arthurian king in the Historia is bestowed with the same prestige 

as was given to Brutus, there are nevertheless several who serve as examples of good kingship. 

Geoffrey does not provide characteristics for every king; many are merely named with no further 

descriptors. This allows not only for Arthur to derive his status from a well-established line of 

kings, but also for certain figures to be singled out for either their virtues or vices. Throughout 

the Historia, there are similarities between how virtuous kings are portrayed in terms of the 

qualities they possess and the actions that define their reign. The repetition of virtues creates 

continuity so that the kings are linked by the positive characteristics they embody, if not by 

blood. These qualities are congruent with those that are valued in the twelfth century, as written 

about by contemporary chroniclers, such as William of Malmesbury and Robert of Lewes, as 

well as in earlier texts, such as those by the Church Fathers and classical authors. Although the 

Historia does engage with contemporary literary practices and Geoffrey uses a multitude of 

sources in his writing,370 where Geoffrey differs from other twelfth-century authors is in his 

formation of the history of Britain as a means to create Arthur’s character. Unlike other 

chronicles written in the early-to-mid twelfth century, the purpose of the Historia is not merely 
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to create a genealogy or a history, but rather to construct a legendary ancestor, Arthur, for the 

Anglo-Normans. At the time in which the Historia began circulation, the Anglo-Norman ruling 

class had only been present in England for approximately seventy-two years.371 While other 

chroniclers, such as William of Malmesbury, record the events that occurred in Britain prior to 

the Norman Conquest, the Historia is unique in the way it legitimises Norman rule in England 

through a dynastic progression that culminates in naming Arthur as a legendary ancestor for 

contemporary rulers. As Wendy Marie Hoofnagle articulates, ‘legendary name-dropping was a 

favored practice among medieval elites for centuries after his [Charlemagne’s] death, even 

among the pre-Conquest Normans, especially for the purposes of validating their authority and 

sanctioning imperial expansion.’372 Although Hoofnagle focuses specifically on how the legend 

of Charlemagne was used by the Anglo-Normans, her analysis of the way in which ‘legendary 

name-dropping’ was utilised in the Middle Ages can be applied in a broader sense to include the 

Trojan legend, which will be discussed in further detail in the following section. Geoffrey 

participates in the tradition of appropriating legendary figures to legitimise rulership to create the 

character of Arthur, and consequently, Arthur himself becomes a legendary figure that the 

Anglo-Normans can claim as their own ancestor. Geoffrey’s methods are similar to those of 

other chroniclers in employing commonly accepted virtues of the time in order to consider the 

qualities of the various kings in the Historia, but his ultimate purpose is different, in that he is 

attempting to create a legendary figure by using contemporary values. To achieve Arthur’s pre-

eminent position in the text, Geoffrey must first provide examples of kings who possess vices, to 

serve as an antithesis to Arthur’s character, or those who embody virtues, albeit to a lesser degree 

than Arthur, so that he may be framed as a descendant to powerful ancestors that he nevertheless 

supersedes through his own demonstration of virtue.  

Although there are many qualities that distinguish one man from another, for the 

purposes of this thesis, three will be the focus to highlight how Geoffrey frames Arthur’s pre-

eminence. These are the virtues of prowess, piety, and generosity.373 In establishing these three 

attributes as the most important virtues early in the text, through such kings as Brutus, 

Cassibellaunus, and Lucius, Geoffrey creates a standard of behaviour that Arthur meets and 
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supersedes. The possession of virtue, however, must be coupled with action for a king to be 

considered virtuous. As Bonnie Wheeler aptly notes: ‘the most powerful men construct, express, 

and perform their local culture’s ideology of masculinity: masculinity is transacted most 

completely through heroic leadership.’374 While Wheeler uses masculinity to express the 

performance of cultural expectations, her assessment is equally relevant to the idea of virtue. 

Qualities like generosity and prowess must be performed for them to be substantiated as virtue. 

However, they must be performed in the correct form—a king must know who to be generous 

towards and his decision to engage in physical conflict must serve a constructive purpose on a 

cultural level. The idea of virtue coupled with action is a critical aspect of Geoffrey’s king list. It 

is not enough to state that Arthur has powerful ancestors—the virtue of those in his family tree 

must be shown through the repeated construction of actionable ideals embodied by various kings. 

In this way Geoffrey establishes Arthur as the greatest king in the Historia, which is a 

contributing factor to Arthur’s status as a hero. Through the figure of Arthur, Geoffrey 

participates in the medieval and pre-medieval tradition of ‘conferring immortality upon the great 

of this world.’375 This ‘immortality’ of heroic men stems from the literary tradition that develops 

around them; the later adaptations and translations of the Historia are a result of the popularity of 

Geoffrey’s text,376 which in turn is a consequence of how he portrays Arthur as a great hero.  

This chapter is divided into two sections for the purpose of localising a fundamental 

aspect of a man’s virtue: his religion. The first section will look at the pagan kings, beginning 

with Brutus and the Trojan settlers of Britain. Brutus in particular is vital to the heroism of the 

British kings that eventually culminates with Arthur due to his Trojan origins. He creates ties 

between his ancestral homeland and Britain, so that the British, and by extension, the Anglo-

Normans, can claim Troy as their own. However, Brutus is pagan. While he and several of his 

successors do faithfully practice their pagan religion, in the context of the twelfth century, piety 

in a specifically Christian sense was intertwined with kingship. The second section of this 
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chapter, therefore, looks at the Christian kings, beginning with Lucius, who was the first British 

king to convert to Christianity. He represents a shift in the lineage of kings of Britain due to the 

aforementioned necessity of Christianity to twelfth-century kingship. Lucius’ actions then place 

the subsequent monarchs in the context of contemporary virtue, which eventually contributes to 

Arthur’s success as a king. This section includes an analysis of Arthur’s immediate family, 

which provides insight into how his blood relations are both virtuous and flawed, thereby 

allowing for Arthur to have supremacy in his immediate family, as well as in the line of kings 

originating with Brutus. I argue that throughout the Historia there are good and virtuous kings, 

but that the pinnacle of kingly virtue is intended to be Arthur. Consequently, Geoffrey must 

carefully balance between providing Arthur with powerful ancestors, but not allowing them to 

supersede him in terms of virtue. This is most relevant with regard to Arthur’s uncle and father, 

Ambrosius Aurelianus and Uther Pendragon. For Arthur to become a great hero his legitimacy 

must be established and this is achieved by including him in a powerful bloodline. However, the 

bloodline must contribute to his own prestige rather than diminish it.   

Each king in this chapter was chosen according to the relevance to heroic virtue, or as a 

contrasting example of vice. There are over eighty kings who precede Arthur, many of whom 

have little to no description of their character, reign, or achievements. Therefore, each king 

included below is relevant to Geoffrey’s desire to elevate Arthur as the greatest king in the 

Historia. While this chapter focuses on Geoffrey’s text, given his initial development of Arthur’s 

character both during and preceding his reign, Wace’s Brut will also be included in the 

discussion of the pre-Arthurian kings. The dependence of Wace’s text on the Historia enables an 

exploration on the evolution of Arthur’s character, facilitated in part by his predecessors and 

ancestors, to ascertain how Wace continued developing Arthur’s kingly virtue. This will be 

discussed more overtly in Chapter Three, by focusing on Arthur’s character, but an 

understanding of how Wace builds upon Geoffrey’s portrayal of the pre-Arthurian kings is 

necessary to comprehend how Arthur becomes a hero.   
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2.1 The Pagan Kings  

 

  2.1.1 The Founding of Britain 

 

 

Brutus is the first in the line of kings in the Historia that eventually leads to Arthur. He is 

positioned as a bridge between Troy and Britain and therefore creates continuity in the heroic 

tradition of himself and his ancestors through the writings of Homer and later, Virgil. It is likely 

that Geoffrey was familiar with Virgil’s work, which indicates Geoffrey’s understanding of the 

significance of Troy and the figures who belong to that culture, like Hector or Aeneas, in the 

heroic pantheon. Patterson speculates that the Aeneid was a favourite text of Robert of 

Gloucester, evident by the number of references from the Aeneid that William of Malmesbury 

includes in the Historia Novella.377 As it is possible that Geoffrey wrote the Historia in an 

attempt to obtain the patronage of Robert, the earl’s potential affinity for Virgil’s work might 

account for why Geoffrey decided to begin the line of British kings with a Trojan founder. It is 

also possible that Geoffrey was familiar with Dares’ Fall of Troy and continued the narrative of 

the Trojan exiles where Dares ended it.378 Nennius also credits Brutus with the founding of 

Britain, and therefore it can be deduced that Troy was present in the minds of medieval readers 

and writers. Further evidence of this fact is that the Roman d’Eneas was written at the Anglo-

Norman court from about 1150-55,379 and that there was thought to be eyewitness accounts from 

the Trojan Dares and the Greek Dictys, whose works were compiled by Benoît de Saint-Maure 

and then by Guido delle Colonne in his Historia Destructionis Troiae.380  

 Before the Middle Ages, Virgil appropriated the Trojan legend in the Aeneid, which is 

discussed by Kimberly K. Bell:   

 

One literary topos Virgil employs in his epic for political ends […] is the transferal topos. 

Virgil uses this rhetorical trope of transferal, translation studii et imperii or the transferal 

of culture and empire, to weave strands of contemporary Roman history into his literary 
																																																																				
377 Patterson, The Earl, the Kings, and the Chroniclers, p. 11. 
378 Russel, ‘Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Classical and Biblical Inheritance’, p. 81. 
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380 Benson C. David, The History of Troy in Middle English Literature: Guido delle Colonne’s Historia 
Destructionis Troiae in Medieval England (Woodbridge: D. S. Brewer, 1980), p. 3. 



	 89	

tapestry of ancient wars, legendary heroes, and mythical gods: translation functions 

through his hero Aeneas, who serves as the vehicle for transmitting the culture of Troy to 

Rome. In using the translation topos, Virgil draws certain parallels between his fictional 

hero and the princeps Augustus, transforming his Greek sources to achieve one of his 

many political aims—constructing a national identity for Rome as glorious and ancient as 

that of Greece.381  

                                                                                                                                                                                  

The idea of a transferal topos becomes relevant when looked at in conjecture with Geoffrey’s text 

because Geoffrey integrates Trojan and British culture, with Trojan exiles first settling the island 

of Britain. In the same way that Geoffrey utilises pedigree to show his hero, Arthur, as superior 

to his predecessors, Geoffrey also uses culture to argue for Britain’s prominence. Having Arthur 

rule a kingdom that stems from Troy adds to his prestige and abilities as a king and hero. 

Geoffrey’s use of Brutus, and therefore Troy, initiates the line of British kings and immediately 

establishes them as possessing heroic forefathers. Elizabeth M. Tyler says that in the twelfth 

century there began ‘an intense engagement with the story of Troy and a desire for Trojan origins 

marked the literary and political culture of medieval England. Troy provided a powerful 

paradigm for secular rather than salvation history—one which prioritized dynastic 

preoccupations with genealogy.’382 Tyler’s assessment of the use of Troy to create a dynastic 

myth through genealogy is applicable to the Historia due to Geoffrey’s appropriation of the 

Trojan myth to begin the line of British kings through the figure of Brutus. Yet the use of 

Trojans as founders of cities and countries dates back to at least the Hellenistic period,383 and 

was also used in the sixth century by the Franks, though it might have originated within this 

culture during the Roman Empire.384 Furthermore, an author writing in about 970 (a close 
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contemporary of Dudo of Saint Quentin), recorded a story claiming that the Saxons were 

descendants from soldiers in Alexander the Great’s army, who were descendants from Trojan 

followers of Priam.385 These examples suggest that before Geoffrey wrote the Historia, Troy was 

considered a prestigious cultural ancestor, and therefore we can assume that medieval audiences 

would have recognised Geoffrey’s use of the Trojan founders of Britain as participating in this 

tradition.   

Genealogy was a multi-faceted subject at the time during which Geoffrey wrote the 

Historia. As Walter Pohl says, kinship in the medieval period could serve such purposes as 

‘creating networks of mutual support, securing inheritance, [and] legitimising access to power 

and office.’386 Geoffrey utilises genealogy to legitimise kingship without predicating inheritance 

on the possession of virtue. The use of genealogy to link contemporary nobility with figures of 

myth, specifically Aeneas and Romulus, was common as early as the period of the Roman 

Republic.387 Livy is an example of this practice, as he says that the Roman people, by virtue of 

their prestige and glory as a nation can claim Mars as ‘their first parents and father of the man 

who founded their city.388 This provides precedent for using a mythical figure as the origin of a 

genealogical line. Furthermore, according to Pohl, genealogies in the early Middle Ages in 

Western Europe utilised ‘classical mythology, Old-Testament lineages, Christian saints, 

Germanic gods and Scandinavian heroes.’389 One example of this is that Bede claims that the 

kings of Wessex are descendants of Woden. 390 Isidore also has a list of family relations in 

Etymologies, naming sons and descendants of various peoples, including the Trojans and 

Romans.391 He also discusses the origins of the Jews and refers to the Old Testament, and he 

uses figures of myth, such Jason and children of the gods, like Apollo and Jupiter.392 As was 

discussed in the Introduction, the use of a mythical ancestor in chronicles was a common device 

to legitimise kingship, and Geoffrey therefore is participating in an accepted literary tradition.393 
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Susan Reynolds notes that ‘the stories of their [medieval people] distant past in Scandinavia, 

Troy, or Noah’s ark were […] myths not only in the popular sense that they were not based on 

real evidence […] but in the more profound sense that they were developed to explain the present 

and to promote its values.’394 In applying Reynolds’ analysis to Geoffrey’s use of the trope of the 

mythical ancestor in the Historia, Brutus and his descendants can be seen as reflections of 

qualities that were lauded in the twelfth century. This reflection of twelfth-century ideals in 

literature contributes to Geoffrey’s development of Arthur’s heroism, as Arthur’s character 

assumes relevance to contemporary readers. Although, as Reynolds says, the use of myths as 

reflections of the present was a common literary device, Geoffrey differs in that he uses a 

mythical ancestor to create another mythical ancestor. His creation of Arthur as an ancestor for 

the Anglo-Normans is predicated upon Brutus as the founder of Britain and Brutus’ 

establishment of Trojan culture on the island that is subsequently passed down through his 

descendants.  

However, as was stated earlier in this chapter, blood does not create heroes but rather 

contributes to the development of heroism in an individual. The most significant factor in the 

development of a man’s heroism is his actions. Through Brutus, the blood of both Hector and 

Aeneas is directly integrated into the line of British kings, but through his own actions Brutus 

distinguishes himself as a powerful king and sets a precedent for kingly virtue. However, Brutus’ 

heroic virtues, particularly prowess and generosity, are displayed before he arrives in Britain. He 

is exiled to Greece after he kills his father, and there he discovers Trojans who were sold into 

slavery after the fall of Troy. As they are his ‘ancient countrymen’, he decides to live with 

them.395 Whilst among them:  

 

He began to manifest so much soldierly prowess and virtue that their kings and chiefs 

loved him above all the youths in that country; to wise men he displayed his wisdom, to 

warriors his aggression and, whenever he acquired gold, silver or ornaments, he used to 

present everything to his men. As Brutus’ fame spread through every land, Trojans began 

to flock to him, asking that he be their leader and free them from their bondage to the 

Greeks. (Geoffrey, 8) 
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Although Brutus’ Trojan heritage is emphasised in this passage, given the reunion with his 

countrymen, it is his individual actions that result in his success as king. Geoffrey emphasises 

that the Trojans love him above all other youths, thus foregrounding him as a peerless leader. 

Rebecca Armstrong reminds us that epic literature ‘frequently looks for a single dominant hero, 

the one out of many who can win through to the end. Epic likes its heroes to be unique, to stand 

out from the crowd.’396 Geoffrey’s description of Brutus as being peerless conforms to this 

convention of the epic tradition, thereby continuing to associate his text with the literature of 

Antiquity. Furthermore, Brutus’ ability as a leader is aided by his martial capabilities, along with 

wisdom and generosity. Geoffrey specifically emphasises the importance of Brutus’ generosity, 

because it is the quality that attracts men to him, thereby increasing his reputation. This fame is 

similar to how Geoffrey will later describe Arthur and demonstrates how Geoffrey creates the 

virtues as having a cyclical function so that when enacted upon properly by a heroic man one 

feeds into the next.397 The Trojan’s virtues are evident in the above passage but become clearer 

when looked at in tandem with other translations of the Historia. Thorpe, for example, says, 

‘among the wise he [Brutus] was himself wise, and among the valiant he too was valiant’398 and 

Faletra says, ‘wise men considered him wise, and brave men held him to be brave.’399 That wise 

and brave men consider Brutus to possess these qualities immediately establishes him in a heroic 

context that serves as the foundation upon which his kingship is built.  

Although this specific example of Brutus’ qualities functions on a micro scale, the idea of 

virtues building upon each other can be applied on a macro one, as well. The cyclical nature of 

virtues can be seen through the development of the genealogical line of kings, where Brutus 

provides the foundation of virtuous kingship, which then allows others to build upon his 

example, just as he builds upon the examples of Hector and Aeneas. In using Brutus as an 

example of kingly virtue, Geoffrey participates in the mirror for princes tradition, which is 

broadly defined as a text ‘that presents either a portrait of the ideal prince, or advices on 

																																																																				
396 Rebecca Armstrong, ‘The Aeneid: Inheritance and Empire, in Epic Interactions: Perspectives on 
Homer, Virgil, and the Epic Tradition’ ed. by M. J. Clarke, B. G. F. Currie, and R. O. A. M. Lyne, 131-
157 (Oxford: Oxford University, 2006), p. 132. 
397 The subject of cyclical virtues will be discussed throughout Chapter Three. 
398 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Thorpe, p. 55. 
399 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Faletra, p. 44. 



	 93	

governing addressed to the "prince" and through him to all sovereigns.’400 In the Historia Brutus 

is positioned as an ideal leader who then provides his ancestors with a prestigious ancestor, as 

well as a model for a virtuous kingship.  

When discussing Brutus’ founding of Britain, Faletra argues that Brutus ‘leaves his past 

behind, fleeing not only his crimes but also his lofty ancestry for something better.’401 While 

Brutus does leave his past behind, it is necessary that he retain his ancestry to bring a prestigious 

bloodline to his fledgling country. In fact, it was vital to the development of the line of kings in 

the Historia that Brutus’ ancestry remains at the forefront of his journey and eventual conquest 

of Britain, because he then shares his Trojan origins, particularly his blood relation with Aeneas, 

with the line of British kings. As Gerd Althoff points out, ‘of all the ties that bound a person in 

the Middle Ages, the most important was without doubt the bond to the family or kindred.’402 

Although the episode with Brutus does not occur during the medieval period, the conventions of 

Geoffrey’s own time can be seen in the content of the Historia. Brutus’ family ties to Troy 

become the foundation on which the list of kings, and Arthur himself, is built. Through Brutus 

and the founding of Britain, Geoffrey creates a possibility for virtue on a cultural and individual 

level. On the cultural level, a king is dependent on his bloodline to imbue him with the potential 

for virtue, but with that baseline in place, it is his responsibility to distinguish himself from those 

who came before him, and in turn, serve as a model for those who come after. Through this 

macro and micro understanding of heroic virtues, Geoffrey creates a culture in which his kings 

can best display their virtues, and so, when the king list reaches Arthur, Geoffrey’s primary hero 

is able to better differentiate himself as a heroic king due to not only his powerful bloodline but 

all of the individual virtues of those who came before him.   

 Geoffrey’s incorporation of both Troy and Brutus in the Historia can be seen as an 

‘appropriation of time’. 403 Although Ingledew speaks on the subject in relation to how Virgil 

uses Troy, he also articulates that it was a practice in the twelfth century where time became a 
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commodity for the nobility through genealogy that allowed them to lay claim to both time and 

power,404 where the farther they could trace back their genealogy the more prestigious their 

bloodline became. Ingledew discusses how the twelfth century was ‘an age of genealogy […] as 

kings, aristocrats, and the protonational communities that aristocrats did so much to define 

increasingly claimed or buttressed power over land by appeal to their relationship to time.’405 He 

specifically looks at the Virgilian aspects of genealogy and how Troy was the most prestigious 

ancestral land for the medieval aristocracy.406 This is relevant to the Historia given Geoffrey’s 

use of Troy to establish a prestigious ancestry for the British kings, and subsequently the Anglo-

Norman magnates. Considering Geoffrey’s possible motivations in writing the Historia,407 as 

well as Ingledew’s assertion of the ‘appropriation of time’ for genealogical purposes,408 there is a 

potential connection between Brutus and the Anglo-Norman elite. If Geoffrey was indeed 

writing a legendary ancestry for the Anglo-Normans, then they too can directly ‘appropriate’ 

Troy as rulers of England so as to emphasise their prestige.409 Arthur is also able to appropriate 

the heroism associated with the Trojan empire, through his status as the inheritor of Brutus’ 

kingdom. The genealogy of the Historia, therefore, as well as the status it gives the subsequent 

rulers and leaders, functions both outside the text, so that the Anglo-Normans can claim descent 

from Geoffrey’s characters, and inside the text, so that Arthur benefits from the status, 

associations, and virtues of his predecessors.   

 Wace begins the Brut in a similar place to Geoffrey, except rather than give a description 

of the island of Britain his focus is on the account of Aeneas. This further reinforces the position 

of the Britons as descendants of the Trojans, particularly when Wace introduces Brutus. Brutus is 

described as follows:  

 

Brutus had not been there long before he won great reputation for daring, bravery, 

wisdom and generosity. His kin greatly honoured him and so did all the captives. They 

made him gifts and promises and very often told him that, if he dared, he could be the one 

																																																																				
404 Ingledew, ‘The Book of Troy and the Genealogical Construction of History’, p. 668. 
405 Ibid., pp. 668-69 and p. 675. 
406 Ibid., pp. 675-76. 
407 See Chapter I.3 for a discussion on Geoffrey’s possible motives when writing the Historia.  
408 Ingledew, ‘The Book of Troy’, pp. 665-704. 
409 Although Dudo wrote of Trojan origins for the Normans, his history was written pre-Conquest, 
whereas Geoffrey’s text was specifically written for an Anglo-Norman audience. 



	 95	

to release them from slavery. They were a great band of men: if they had a leader to 

support and teach them and lead them in battle, he could easily deliver them from 

captivity. (Wace, 7) 

 

Comparably to Geoffrey’s account, Brutus’ reputation as virtuous leads to his eventual 

leadership of the Trojan exiles. He is described as possessing the necessary virtues for a heroic 

king, like generosity and prowess, evident by the descriptors of daring and bravery. The critical 

difference between the Brut and the Historia, however, is that in the Brut, Brutus is the one who 

is presented with gifts. As will be discussed in the following chapter in relation to Arthur, much 

of a king’s power is predicated upon his generosity towards potential followers and men under 

his command.410 That Brutus is the one being bestowed with gifts suggests the importance of his 

presence for the Trojan exiles. However, it still allows for the necessary reciprocity between 

leader and follower, as Brutus is given gifts, and in return he liberates the Trojans. This exchange 

is a critical aspect in a successful kingship, and so by ensuring that readers are aware of Brutus’s 

ability to engage in the transactional nature of generosity, Wace presents him as having the 

ability to be a good king.  

In the introduction of Brutus’ character, Geoffrey and Wace reflect on his attributes and 

achievements in a similar way that contemporaries reflect on the events of Stephen’s reign, an 

example of which is when Stephen is shown to rescue the citizens of Exeter from the pillaging of 

Baldwin de Redvers’ men and is bestowed with gifts.411 Geoffrey’s description of Brutus 

positions the king as a saviour to his people, and consequently a good king. In the Brut, Wace 

echoes the sentiments found in Geoffrey’s text, in that Brutus is depicted as a virtuous man who 

is chosen to lead his people given his possession of such qualities as bravery and generosity. 

However, in the Brut, the Trojans’ request for Brutus to lead them is given a tangibility that is 

absent in the Historia. This shift is a subtle method of emphasising Brutus’ virtues because the 

people are not merely asking for his help but investing in him as a leader through the 

presentation of gifts; therefore Brutus’ importance as a leader and the future founder of Britain, 

and the subsequent line of kings, is further reinforced. 

Brutus’ virtue is also understood and acknowledged by his enemies, which emphasises 
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his prestige as both king and ancestor. This is due to the fact that Brutus’ virtue overcomes the 

negative bias that enmity produces. For example, Pandrasus, king of the Greeks, says about 

Brutus:  

 

‘Though I am reluctant to agree to your terms, yet I derive some consolation from 

marrying my daughter to a young man of such prowess, whose descent from the race of 

Priam and Anchises is proclaimed both by his inherent nobility and by the reputation we 

know so well. Who else, when the exiles from Troy were enslaved by so many mighty 

chiefs, could have freed them from their bonds?’ (Geoffrey, 16 and 18)412  

 

When speaking to Brutus, Pandrasus emphasises the significance of genealogy to a man’s 

virtue.413 Although the possession of noble blood does not guarantee that a man will act 

virtuously, as will be discussed later in this chapter, it nevertheless enhances virtues already 

present in a man’s character. The equation of virtue and nobility is not unique to Geoffrey’s text, 

however. In the Gesta Stephani, Robert of Lewes says of Stephen, ‘All regarded him as suited to 

the position [of king] on account both of his high birth and of his good character.’414 As seen in 

this quotation, Stephen’s bloodline is a contributing factor to his perception as the rightful 

inheritor of the throne, similar to how Geoffrey frames Brutus’ relation to Priam and Anchises as 

a means to establish him as a virtuous man. Not only does Geoffrey bring attention to the fact 

that these two powerful men are ancestors of Brutus, but he also says that Brutus’ nobility and 

reputation establish him as part of this bloodline. Pandrasus’ statement helps to clarify the extent 

to which familial connections can be used as the foundation on which a man is able to build his 

individual virtue. As a consequence, a man with heroic ancestors possesses an advantage over 
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those who do not. In continuously emphasising not only Brutus’ individual virtues, but also his 

prestigious family tree, Geoffrey creates a powerful ancestor for the subsequent kings, including 

Arthur.     

 Brutus’ ancestry has far-reaching consequences for the line of kings in the Historia, 

evident by the references to Troy throughout the text, which will be discussed later in this 

chapter as well as in Chapter Three. In regard to Brutus’ ancestry, Faletra considers that he 

becomes a ‘new Aeneas’ and that he creates a ‘new Rome’ at London, a city that will become the 

seat of power for the British, Saxons, and Normans.415 However, rather than frame Brutus as a 

‘new Aeneas’, as Faletra does, which suggests an abandonment of Brutus’ Trojan ancestry, to 

understand how Geoffrey creates Arthur’s genealogy, I suggest labelling him as a second 

Aeneas. Aeneas is important as an ancestor for Brutus, and through his descendant, contributes 

his own prestige to the kings of Britain, as is written about by Virgil. Therefore, in describing 

Brutus as a second Aeneas, the latter retains his value as a forefather to Brutus and his 

descendants. In utilising Aeneas, Geoffrey creates Troy as the cultural ancestral homeland of 

Britain, which then allows for a macro and micro approach to the genealogical structure of the 

Historia.           

As the story in the Historia progresses, Brutus continuously builds upon his virtues. The 

success of Britain as a country and the virtues of his descendants are predicated upon his actions 

due to his status as the founder and first king. Therefore, to create a substantial foundation on 

which the Britons, including Arthur, can utilise for their own virtue, Geoffrey must elucidate a 

multitude of virtue to prove Brutus’ value as an ancestor. One of the ways in which he does so is 

by showing Brutus to be a religious man. For example, when Brutus leaves Greece with his 

Trojan people, they land on an island, and there he finds a temple, dedicated to the goddess 

Diana: 

 

Brutus himself, standing before Diana’s altar and holding in his right hand a sacrificial 

goblet filled with wine and the blood of a white hind, raised his eyes to her statue and 

broke the silence as follows:  

‘Mighty goddess of the forest, terror of woodland boars, you who can travel through 

celestial orbits and through the halls of death, unfold your earthly powers and say in 
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which lands you wish us to dwell. Prophesy a sure home where I can worship you 

forever, and where I can dedicate to you temples and choirs of virgins’. (Geoffrey, 18 and 

20)  

 

The goddess Diana then answers Brutus, and says that he needs to sail to an island in the West 

where his people will settle and create a new Troy, where his descendants will be kings.416 That 

Brutus’ founding of Britain is foregrounded by a prophecy indicates the importance of both his 

character and his actions.417 Therefore, Geoffrey uses Diana’s presence as an indicator of Brutus’ 

successful kingship, through the prophecy, but also because of how the episode in the temple 

extrapolates upon Brutus’ individual characteristics. Although Brutus is not Christian, his 

religious devotion is an integral aspect of his virtue. Reflecting on how piety was considered a 

necessary quality for a virtuous king in the twelfth century, for Brutus to be considered a 

prestigious ancestor for the subsequent kings, Geoffrey must demonstrate Brutus’ devotion to a 

deity. While this is not a straightforward example of piety, given that piety at this time generally 

referred to a monotheistic, rather than polytheistic, belief system, Brutus was still recognisably 

pious even in his time.418 Nennius, however, had already created a Biblical association with 

Brutus. He says: 

 

I found another explanation about Brutus in the old books of our elders. The three sons of 

Noah divided the world into three parts after the Flood. Sem extended his boundaries in 

Asia, Ham in Africa, Japeth in Europe.’419 He goes on to say that Brutus is related to 

Japeth who is descended from Adam, who in turn is the ‘son of the Living God’.420  

 

While Nennius does create a connection between the founder of Britain and what will eventually 

become Christian doctrine, in the Historia, Brutus’ paganism becomes significant insofar as it 
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relates to Geoffrey’s framing of Arthur as the pinnacle of kingly virtue in the Historia. While 

Brutus is unable to be a Christian given that his existence pre-dates the birth of Christ, his 

paganism serves as an additional avenue to connect Britain with the heroic, classical past through 

the Trojan connections and writings of Homer and Virgil. That the founder of Britain is pagan 

substantiates Arthur’s supremacy in the line of kings.421 Remembering William of Malmesbury’s 

claim that Robert of Gloucester was superior to Julius Caesar because of his Christianity, Brutus’ 

paganism, when viewed in the context of the twelfth century, allows Arthur to rise above his 

pagan predecessors, including Brutus, through the virtue of his Christian faith. 

  Wace also speaks about Brutus’ visit to the temple of Diana. However, a key difference 

between Wace’s text and Geoffrey’s is that the goddess is demonised in a way that is absent 

from the Historia.422 Thus, while Wace still presents Brutus as a powerful leader and prestigious 

ancestor, through the emphasised evils of paganism he cannot achieve the same level of heroism 

that Arthur can. Wace says, ‘they [the Trojans] found a deserted city and an ancient temple. The 

idol was that of a goddess, Diana, a prophetess. She was a devil who deceived the people through 

sorcery, taking the appearance of a woman by which to delude them’ (Wace, 17). Although 

Wace vilifies Diana in this passage, Brutus and his fellow Trojans are not condemned for 

adhering to her guidance. Prophecies are not unusual in the literature of the Middle Ages. As 

Niels Christian Hvidt says, ‘from the twelfth century onward the proclamation of the prophetic 

word of God became more and more a female privilege.’423 It is reasonable to conclude that 

Wace’s distain for Diana is not due to her gender, but because of her pagan origins. While Judith 

Weiss translates Wace’s ‘divineresse’ as ‘prophetess’,424 the modern word divineress, 

etymologically derived from the twelfth-century Old French devineresse, means ‘a female 

diviner; a prophetess; a sorceress, witch’.425 Given Wace’s emphasis on Diana’s devilry, as well 

as prophecy in Christian tradition, which Wace, while writing a secular text, was likely aware of, 
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the term sorceress is a fitting description for the pagan goddess. Therefore, while prophetess is 

present in the definition, there are also negative connotations that account for Wace’s 

condemnation of Diana’s character. However, to follow the narrative structure of Geoffrey’s 

text, Diana’s presence in Brutus’ journey is a necessary step so that he is able to discover the 

island of Britain and found that line of kings that will eventually lead to Arthur’s reign.   

  Brutus’ primary function in both Geoffrey’s Historia and Wace’s Brut is to initiate a 

heroic legacy for his descendants, which includes Arthur. This is, in part, accomplished through 

the various depictions of his virtues, such as prowess, but his ancestry is also a vital aspect of his 

legacy. In both texts London is originally called New Troy, and in the Brut Wace says, ‘he 

[Brutus] thought he would found a city and rebuild Troy’ (Wace, 33). This decision transcends 

simply naming a city New Troy, but rather suggests a reestablishment of heroic virtues in the 

people inhabiting this new island on a cultural level. Yet Brutus does not embark on any foreign 

campaigns after the founding of Britain in either the Historia or the Brut. He has already served 

his purpose in founding Britain and embodying virtues to such a degree that he is later 

considered a prestigious ancestor. 

  The development of ancestry as a device to substantiate a person’s virtue is used in a 

historical context as well as a literary context. Spiegel discusses genealogy in the twelfth century 

and brings attention to how genealogy became a tool of power for nobility and how it generated 

multiple threads to connect families, eventually, in relation to royalty, becoming a ‘dynastic 

myth’.426 That the nobility used genealogy to increase their power in the twelfth century is 

evident in the writing of contemporary chroniclers. William of Newburgh, who made an attack 

on the Historia and sought to show that Arthur was ‘an historical impossibility’,427 says of Henry 

I:  

 

He was the last, in point of birth, of the sons of William the Great, but first in dignity; for 

while the others were born during the dukedom of their father, he alone was his offspring 

as king. Induced by this reason, and moreover captivated by his amiable disposition, the 

																																																																				
426 Gabrielle M. Spiegel, ‘Genealogy: Form and Function in Medieval Historical Narrative’, History and 
Theory, 22.1 (1983), 43-53 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/2505235> [Accessed 8 October 2018], p. 47. 
427 Anne Lawrence-Mathers, ‘William of Newburgh and the Northumbrian construction of English 
history’, Journal of Medieval History, 33.4, 339-357 (2007) < https://www-sciencedirect-
com.libproxy.ucl.ac.uk/science/article/pii/S0304418107000413> [Accessed 31 January 2022], p. 341. 
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prelates and nobles of England determined solemnly to consecrate Henry as their king.428 

  

The fact that Henry I was born to a king, rather than merely a duke, as his brothers were, 

provides him with an elevated status and demonstrates the importance of genealogy in the 

development of narratives concerning regnal power. Of course, William of Newburgh’s iteration 

of Henry’s right to the kingship was, in part, a response to criticism of Henry for taking the 

throne from his elder brother. However, Newburgh’s justification of Henry’s regnal birthright 

serves as an example of how genealogy could validate kingship. Similarly, William of Poitiers 

says of William the Conqueror:  

 

And his children and grandchildren will rule by lawful succession over the English land, 

which he possesses both by hereditary designation confirmed by the oath of the English, 

and by right of conquest. He was crowned by the consent, or rather by the wish, of the 

leaders of the same people. And if anyone asks the reason for this blood claim, it is well-

known that he was related to King Edward by close ties of blood, being the son of Duke 

Robert, whose aunt, Emma, the sister of Richard II and daughter of Richard I, was 

Edward's mother.429 

 

In this passage, Poitiers legitimises William’s claim to the throne of England as well as his 

descendants’ claims, by stating that not only did he win the country by conquest, but he was also 

the blood relative of King Edward, which classifies him as a legitimate successor to the crown. 

The use of genealogy, therefore, can be seen as a tool to substantiate an individual’s right to rule 

and establish a dynasty. Through the figure of Brutus, Geoffrey and Wace utilise genealogy to 

create a ‘dynastic myth,’ to use Spiegel’s term, for Arthur in their respective narratives and, as a 

result, the Anglo-Normans who can claim Arthur as an ancestor.  

  Although this chapter primarily focuses on rulers, there is one non-ruler whose 

contributions in the founding of Britain, through virtue and bloodline, are significant to the 

development of the genealogy of the kings of Britain: Corineus. He is the leader of a group of 

Trojan exiles who then joins Brutus, on the understanding that the latter is in command. Geoffrey 
																																																																				
428 William of Newburgh, The History of English Affairs, Chapter Three.  
429 William of Poitiers, Gesta Guillelmi: The Deeds of William, ed. by R. H. C. Davis and Marjorie 
Chibnall (Oxford: Oxford Univeristy Press, 1998), p. 151. 
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combines their bloodlines through the marriage of Corineus’ daughter and Brutus’ son, and as a 

result Corineus is a participant in the lineage of the British kings. However, his significance is 

primarily derived from how Geoffrey frames him as a precursor to Arthur in regard to prowess 

when battling a giant. They are the only two men to undertake this activity in the Historia, and 

thus the ability to engage in a physical confrontation with a giant becomes a distinguishing 

feature of the account of their lives. The respective battles with the giants serve not only to 

establish individual prowess, but also reinforces Trojan strength at the founding of Britain and 

the connection to Troy during the reign of Arthur. Corineus’ battle is recounted as follows:  

 

Goemagag swiftly gripped Corineus with all his strength and broke three of his ribs, two 

on the right side and one on the left. This goaded Corienus to fury and, summoning all his 

might, he lifted the giant over his shoulders and ran to the nearby shore as fast as his 

burden would allow. Coming to the edge of a high cliff, he hurled over the fearful 

monster he bore on his shoulders, casting him into the sea. (Geoffrey, 28) 

 

Goemagag is a competent fighter who is able to injure Corineus, but the latter possesses an 

almost super-human strength that allows him to hurl the giant into the sea. This is a significant 

feat from Corineus that proves him to be an able warrior, particularly as he is able to triumph 

despite the injuries sustained during battle. However, it is not a truly heroic way of killing the 

giant because he does not actually strike the final blow, but rather allows gravity and the sea to 

defeat his opponent. Through this battle Geoffrey provides the opportunity for Arthur to 

supersede his predecessor when engaging in battle with a giant.430 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen draws 

comparisons between Geoffrey’s use of the giants and other literary traditions, such as the 

Alexander romances and Biblical stories.431 The example he uses is from the Book of 

Revelation:  

 

When the thousand years are ended, Satan will be released from his prison and will come 

out to deceive the nations at the four corners of the earth, Gog and Magog, in order to 

gather them for battle; they are numerous as the sands of the sea. They marched up over 
																																																																				
430 The presence of giants in the Historia will be further discussed in Chapter 3.3.4.   
431 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, Of Giants: Sex, Monsters, and the Middle Ages (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota, 1999, p. 35. 
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the breadth of the earth and surrounded the camp of the saints and the beloved city. And 

fire came down from heaven and consumed them. And the devil who had deceived them 

was thrown into the lake of fire and sulphur, where the beast and the false prophet were, 

and they will be tormented day and night for ever and ever.432 

 

Through the similarities in names, as well as the parallels of both Satan and the giant Goemagag 

being cast down, Geoffrey presumably used this story as inspiration for Corineus’ battle with the 

giant.433 Through these associations, Cohen argues that ‘rather than reworking in a programmatic 

way the biblical palimpsests of his story, Geoffrey is giving an incredible tale the weight of 

established authority through the circulation of familiar textual subcurrents.’434 Of course, this is 

typical of Geoffrey’s work, given the significant number of sources he used when writing the 

Historia.435 However, Cohen brings attention to one of the methods Geoffrey utilises to 

demonstrate the virtue of the Trojan founders of Britain, which is the defeat of the monstrous 

inhabitants of the island so that Brutus and his men can establish a new Troy. The potential use 

of Biblical undertones, which Cohen suggests, further frames this episode as good versus evil, so 

that the founding of Britain and the triumph over the native inhabitants is a heroic event. Brutus 

and Corineus, then, are shown to exemplify the virtues that provide the foundation for their 

predecessors to build upon. 436 
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433 Cohen, Of Giants, p. 35. 
434 Ibid., p. 35. 
435 See Chapter I.2 for a discussion on Geoffrey’s sources. 
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 2.1.2 The Descendants of Brutus  

        

     

Geoffrey creates a monarchic dynasty that is built on Trojan blood and martial prowess when 

writing about the founding of Britain by Brutus, with the aid of men like Corineus. The inheritor 

of this land, when Brutus dies, is Locrinus. Locrinus possesses virtues in a martial setting but 

fails to embody the same qualities in a domestic one. This shortcoming would not be entirely to 

Locrinus’ detriment, due to the Historia largely focusing on the military exploits of the kings 

whom Geoffrey frames in a positive manner. However, when engaged in domestic affairs, 

Locrinus disregards a vow to Corienus, which, when remembering twelfth-century views on 

disloyalty and oath breaking, lessens the virtue Locrinus is shown to possess during battle. 

Geoffrey exhibits Locrinus’ prowess, ability as a leader, and generosity in his battle against 

Humber:   

 

In the ensuing battle he [Locrinus] put to flight Humber, who fled to the river, drowned in 

its waters and gave it its name. Having gained victory, Locrinus divided the enemy 

plunder among his comrades, keeping nothing for himself except the gold and silver he 

found in their ships. (Geoffrey, 30)  

 

Although Locrinus’ personal prowess is not highlighted in this excerpt, it is implied through his 

status as a military leader and victor in battle. Through Locrinus’ actions, the enemy flees and 

then drowns. Although, Humber’s death is not necessarily a personal victory for Locrinus, as the 

latter was not directly involved in his opponent’s demise, it is nevertheless a triumphant outcome 

for Brutus’ son. The necessity of a ruler’s involvement in warfare was standard in the twelfth 

century, and so by conforming to this practice, Geoffrey creates another link between his text 

and the time in which he wrote. When discussing the possibility of the Empress Matilda 

becoming the ruler of England, Thomas Asbridge points out that ‘power and military might were 

inextricably linked,’ and that leaders were expected to command armies on the battlefield in 
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person.437 Thereby, in showing Locrinus as an active participant in the battle against Humber, 

Geoffrey conforms to the contemporary beliefs about what qualities and actions constitute a 

powerful leader. Geoffrey also describes Locrinus as displaying generosity towards his soldiers 

in allowing them booty, thereby maintaining the transactional relationship between a king and 

his men.438 However, he only does so in a military context, not in a domestic one.  

  Locrinus’ primary transgression that Geoffrey highlights is the violation of his 

relationship with Corineus, when the former wishes to marry a captive princess from Germany, 

rather than Corineus’ daughter, Guendoloena, as had been previously agreed between the two 

men.439 His actions jeopardize the stability that his father created and endangers his bloodline, 

which Geoffrey uses to emphasise the dangers of disloyalty and oath breaking. Locrinus’ actions 

resemble those of King Stephen when he first ascends the throne in 1135. This is because 

Stephen broke the oath he swore to Matilda and deprived certain magnates, Robert of Gloucester 

among them, of the status they held under Henry I, which in turn was a contributing factor to the 

advent of the civil war.440 Although it is impossible to know if Geoffrey drew inspiration from 

the figure of Stephen, the parallels nevertheless reveal the potential risks of offending men who 

held power under a previous king.      

  While Geoffrey does eventually make the narrative decision to proceed with the marriage 

between Locrinus and Corineus’ daughter, he uses this episode to continue to establish Locrinus 

as an oath breaker. As soon as Corineus dies, Locrinus repudiates his wife.441 Locrinus therefore 

breaks both his promises, to Corineus and to his wife. Reflecting on the discussion above about 

how blood serves as a foundation for virtue, the child born between Locrinus and Guendoloena 

will bear the bloodlines of both Brutus and Corineus. However, the German princess who 

Locrinus decides to marry is an unknown entity and therefore provides no value to the bloodline 

of the British kings. Michelle Warren classifies such behaviour as adultery with the connection 

between land and British concord: ‘the fusion of territory and genealogy connects land to 

reproduction: marriage becomes a territorial strategy, and irregular intercourse (adultery, 

																																																																				
437 Thomas Asbridge, The Greatest Knight: The Remarkable Life of William Marshal, the Power Behind 
Five English Thrones (London: Simon & Schuster, 2015), p. 10. 
438 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The Historia Regum Britanniae, p. 30. 
439 Ibid., p. 32. 
440 See Chapter 1.2 for a discussion on the Anglo-Norman civil war.  
441 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The Historia Regum Britanniae, p. 32. 
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sodomy, rape, etc.) undermines Insular unity.’442 This fusion, to use Warren’s term, is evident in 

Geoffrey’s text when he depicts Locrinus’ vice in repudiating his Trojan wife for an outsider, 

thereby destabilising the British monarchy’s connections to the heroic Trojan Empire. Therefore, 

Geoffrey shows Locrinus’ lust as a manifestation of lack of judgment. This is a contrast to how 

William of Malmesbury depicts Henry I when discussing the latter’s sexual relationships:  

 

He was free, during his whole life, from impure desires; for, as we have learned from 

those who were well informed, he was led by female blandishments, not for the 

gratification of incontinency, but for the sake of issue; nor condescended to casual 

intercourse, unless where it might produce that effect; in this respect the master of his 

natural inclinations, not the passive slave of lust.443 

 

Here William removes blame from Henry in part by emphasising that Henry is not driven by lust 

but rather a desire to engender children. As a result, William eliminates any condemnation of 

Henry’s excessive sexual appetite,444 and allows him to still be seen as a virtuous king. Geoffrey, 

however, does not allow the same for Locrinus, and uses the twelfth-century debate on lust to 

portray Locrinus’ vices. Due to Locrinus’ duplicity, Guendoloena wages war against him to 

ensure the succession of her son. During a battle, Locrinus is killed, which serves as a symbol of 

the consequences of kingly vice.445 Tolhurst suggests that Guendoloena ‘corrects in her reign the 

moral failings of her husband’s.’446 Categorising Locrinus’ reign as one of ‘moral failings’ is a 

useful way to understand how Geoffrey depicts Brutus’ son in the context of heroic virtue. 
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Locrinus does not fulfil his obligations as either man or king, breaking the oath he made to his 

wife, on an individual level, and jeopardising his bloodline on a cultural one. Geoffrey does not 

completely vilify Locrinus, particularly because his son by Corineus’ daughter inherits the 

kingdom after his death, but he is also not depicted as being the equal of Brutus. There are 

criteria that a man must meet to be considered a good and virtuous king, within the Historia and 

without. Through Geoffrey’s depiction of him, Locrinus, while not a villain, is not a heroic king 

either.    

 Although Arthur’s later prominence is built upon the good deeds and virtues of his 

ancestors, the examination of kings who are lacking in virtues also benefits the discussion on 

heroism in the Historia. In describing their vices, Geoffrey creates a contrast between these kings 

and the virtuous ones, thereby emphasising the qualities of a good king, specifically Arthur, and 

more clearly defining virtues. There are such kings as Locrinus who are not wholly good or bad, 

giving examples of both virtue and vice, while others are more straightforward villains. By 

examining various kings in the Historia, it is possible to discern not only why Geoffrey created 

this king-list, but also how he used it to create Arthur as the pinnacle of kingly virtue in the 

narrative. Geoffrey was writing during an emerging tradition of historiography, and adapted 

contemporary events and discourse to the needs of his narrative. Therefore, Arthur’s character 

becomes relevant to a twelfth-century audience through Geoffrey’s adaptation of events and 

beliefs of his time. We can perceive Arthur as a model of heroic virtue because of the contrast 

that Geoffrey provides with the other kings in the Historia.  

 One such king who provides a contrast to Arthur’s reign is Mempricus, who kills his own 

brother to have sole control of the kingdom. Geoffrey describes Mempricus’ vices in detail, 

which is recounted as follows:  

 

[Mempricus] ruled his subjects with such despotism that he killed almost all the nobility. 

He also loathed his own family, eliminating by force or treachery anyone he feared might 

succeed him. He abandoned his wife, by whom he had fathered a fine young man named 

Ebraucus, and gave himself over to the pleasures of sodomy, rejecting natural desire in 

favour of unnatural vice. Eventually, in the twentieth year of his reign, he left his hunting-

companions to enter a valley, where he was surrounded by a pack of ravening wolves and 

wretchedly devoured. (Geoffrey, 34) 
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Through Mempricus, Geoffrey once again emphasises the necessity of relationships to a king’s 

success by providing a contrast to the reciprocal bonds that substantiate good kingship. He 

accomplishes this by dissolving each of the bonds that are necessary for the success of 

Mempricus’ reign: the blood family, who provide, as seen with Brutus, the foundation for 

potential virtue; the wife, who contributes to continuing the king’s bloodline; and the hunting 

companions, who form a king’s curia. Spiegel suggests that genealogy can be seen as metaphors 

or symbolism, and using it this way in historiography dictated how the past was shaped and 

moulded.447 The idea of genealogy as a metaphor is applicable to Geoffrey’s depiction of 

Mempricus due to his rejection of his kin and companions. In this episode, relationships 

represent of safety, while the wolves symbolise the dangers of solitude. To leave the bonds of 

family and companions, through murder, sodomy (which neglects to further the bloodline), or 

through abandonment, then, is to be literally devoured. Of course, hunting during the Middle 

Ages did occasionally result in fatal accidents, a notable example of which is when William 

Rufus was shot and killed by one of his men.448 However, an episode such as William Rufus’ 

death does not carry the same symbolism as the death of Mempricus in the Historia. This is due 

to the sequence of events Geoffrey outlines, which leads to Mempricus’ death, with emphasis on 

death as a consequence of lack of familial bonds. Through the figure of Mempricus, Geoffrey 

creates a contrast between a king of stature, such as Brutus, who is able to successfully maintain 

relationships, which results in virtue and legacy, with one like Mempricus who suffers an 

ignominious death as a result of his lack of personal bonds. In Wright’s translation, however, 

Mempricus is describing as leaving his companions, which suggests his actions were a deliberate 

choice, whereas in Thorpe’s and Feltra’s edition, he is said to have become separated from his 

companions, indicating a lack of agency from the king.449 The word that Geoffrey uses is 

‘secessit’, which stems from the word ‘secedo’, which means ‘to go apart, go away, separate, 
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withdraw.’450 This definition suggests agency, which means that the king actively chose to to 

separate from his companions, thereby neglecting the interpersonal bonds necessary for a 

successful kingship. In engaging with not only multiple translations, but the dictionary definition 

of the Latin as well, it is possible to form a more comprehensive understanding of Geoffrey’s 

meaning, which further reinforces his characterization of Mempricus as a villain. Geoffrey was 

not the only chronicler in the twelfth century to write on the subject of vices possessed by a 

king;451 however, Geoffrey’s purpose is not to criticize Mempricus per se, but rather to use him 

as a negative example of kingship to elevate Arthur’s status when his character is later 

introduced into the narrative of the Historia. In providing negative examples of kingship, 

Geoffrey creates a contrast in character development, which then allows Arthur to be seen as 

more virtuous; this contrast is a contributing factor to how Geoffrey creates Arthur as a 

legendary king.  

  Wace continues to develop the discourse on the subject of how the inability to maintain 

relationships negatively affects a king’s reign through the figure of Menbriz. Wace includes 

more detail of this character than Geoffrey does, which further reinforces Menbriz’s lack of 

virtue. The increased level of detail is consistent throughout the Brut, but in this instance serves 

to continue creating contrast between a villainous king and a virtuous one. Menbriz is described 

as follows:   

   

Menbriz hated all his kin and all the men of his race. There was no honourable man 

entitled to good land whom he did not kill through poison, violence or treachery. He 

abandoned his own wife and gave himself up to that pernicious behaviour for which the 

Sodomites perished, when they were destroyed within their city and fell, still alive, into 

Hell. He was king for twenty years. In the twentieth year, to his misfortune, Menbriz 

went hunting. He became separated from his huntsmen—I don’t know if he was 

following a stag or some other animal—and entered a valley. There he found a pack of 

furious wolves who devoured and ate him. Thus Menbriz was torn limb from limb, 
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destroyed and devoured. (Wace, 39) 

 

Wace maintains the elements of Menbriz’s character that were found in the Historia, such as the 

disregard for familial relationships. However, a key difference is that Menbriz’s contempt for 

interpersonal bonds affects his people to the point where he actively harms them, rather than just 

his family. Wace articulates that he kills them using poison, violence, and treachery, whereas in 

the Historia, the violence and treachery were contained to Mempricus’ kin. It was a universally 

accepted custom for kings to swear an oath to protect their people upon coronation. This subject 

is discussed in several texts from the time;452 one near contemporary example is found in the 

writings of Simeon of Durham (1060-1129) who says of William the Conqueror that he: 

  

promised by oath before the altar of St. Peter the Apostle, in presence of the clergy and 

people, that he would defend the holy churches of God and their rulers, and would govern 

the whole of the people subject to him justly and with royal care; that he would enact and 

preserve just laws; and would strictly prohibit depredations and unjust decisions.453   

 

Contemporary readers would have understood one of a king’s fundamental duties to be the 

protection of his people, in part because of the practice of oath taking at coronations. Wace, 

therefore, builds on the characterisation of Menbriz found in the Historia to increase his villainy, 

which then provides contrast between the virtuous kings and those who are portrayed as 

possessing vices. A further example of this contrast is Wace’s description of Menbriz’s sodomy. 

Geoffrey labels this behaviour as a vice, but Wace is more explicit in his condemnation by 

implying that due to this activity, he will go to Hell.454 The increased level of emphasis on vices 
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when depicting the kings is consistent throughout the Brut and is a critical aspect of the 

endurance of the Arthurian literary moment. As Bruckner notes, writing in the romance genre 

was an act of ‘reshaping through rewriting’, and Wace’s participation in this practice can be seen 

by the way in which he develops the details of specific characters, like Menbriz.455 Although 

Menbriz does not contribute to the development of a powerful ancestry for the kings of Britain, 

he serves to emphasise the virtuous kings’ heroism through the contrast with his villainy.  

  While virtue, according to Geoffrey, could be passed down between kin, as with Brutus 

and his forefathers, it is not necessarily a predicator for virtuous kingship. This allows for the 

possibility of ancestors to be models of behaviour, whilst still granting the author the ability to 

provide a contrast between a good king and a bad one. It does, however, place the subsequent 

king at a disadvantage due to the lack of a direct predecessor to use as a model of behaviour and 

as a prestigious ancestor. The use of kin as a foundation for virtue is not unique to the Historia, 

but was also a device used by William of Malmesbury to describe Robert of Gloucester:    

 

in whom are combined the magnanimity of your grandfather, the munificence of your 

uncle, the circumspection of your father; more especially as you add to the qualities of 

these men, whom you alike equal in industry and resemble in person, this peculiar 

characteristic, a devotion to learning.456  

 

According to William, Robert possesses certain qualities that belonged to his grandfather, uncle, 

and father, while also embodying his own unique characteristics, all of which contribute to his 

status as a virtuous man. William’s motivations are likely different from Geoffrey’s, given that 

William most probably wrote this epistle with the intention of flattering the earl of Gloucester. 

However, it provides an example of the way predecessors and kin were used to embellish an 

individual’s virtue by allowing him to inherit, albeit metaphorically, and build upon those 

qualities possessed by ancestors. This practice is not unique to the twelfth century,457 which 

demonstrates how authors at this time used literary techniques from the past to legitimise their 

narratives. In participating in this tradition Geoffrey then places Arthur in a literary context that 

allows him to be seen as heroic within the narrative of the Historia.  
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456 William of Malmesbury, Chronicles of the Kings of England, p. 2. 
457 See Chapter I.4.1 for a discussion on how Virgil uses Hector as a model for Ascanius.  
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  One example of a king who does not have the benefit of a virtuous father is Ebrauc, 

Menbriz’s son. Geoffrey describes him as large and courageous, and explains that he waged war 

against Gaul and returned with vast wealth.458 Wace expands upon this description: 

 

He honoured his wealthy relations and advanced the interests of the poorest of his kin. No 

man would make war on him or dare to fight with him. He was the first who, crossing the 

sea, went off pillaging abroad, away from England. He gathered a large fleet, took some 

of his men and went off to plunder the French, the Flemings and the Germans. He 

pillaged all the coasts and carried off great wealth. England was in consequence fortunate 

and honoured for a long while. (Wace, 39)  

 

In this passage, Wace establishes that Ebrauc maintains healthy relationships with his family. 

Although there is no indication of reciprocity from those he honours or aids, the fact that he is 

generous towards his kin is indicative of virtue. Ebrauc brings renown to England and increases 

the wealth and prestige of his country. Therefore, he can be considered a virtuous ancestor for 

later kings, including Arthur. Indeed, there are similarities between how Ebrauc and Arthur are 

described, namely in their reputations and foreign expeditions. Although he does not conquer 

foreign territories like Arthur does, he still engages in international skirmishes, evident by 

Wace’s description of him as plundering and pillaging the French, Flemings, and Germans. His 

foreign pursuits then directly lead to England being fortunate and renowned, and so the cause 

and effect that Wace creates in the above passage leads to an understanding of Ebrauc being a 

good king.   

  Geoffrey, and therefore Wace, do not create an upward trajectory of heroism throughout 

the line of British kings, beginning with Brutus and culminating with Arthur. Menbriz and 

Ebrauc are examples of this, as one is villainous while the other is virtuous. Not only does this 

allow for a starker contrast in virtues, or lack thereof, by placing two such kings in successive 

order, but it also allows for kings to develop individual virtue independent of familial relations. 

The fusion of prestigious ancestry as well as personal positive qualities, as developed throughout 

the text, enables Arthur to be framed as the greatest king in the Historia through not only the 

genealogy, but also by using previous kings as either models to supersede or examples of how 
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not to behave.  

  The emphasis on the necessity of maintaining familial relationships is continued with the 

story of King Leir. He attempts to fulfil the transactional nature of the relationship necessary 

between king and subject, but fails to do so, which results in his demotion from king. Through 

this story, Geoffrey brings attention to the symbiotic nature of generosity, because Leir does not 

receive his due from his daughters after bestowing them with gifts. Gerald of Wales, who was a 

near contemporary of Wace’s and wrote on the topic of virtues, also discusses this subject, 

saying, ‘We ought not be too generous even towards our own children, let alone towards 

strangers.’459 He then quotes from Ecclesiaticus: 'It is better that your children ask of you than 

that you look to the hands of your children.'460 Gerald’s thoughts on parental relationships with 

children is present in the story of Leir, as his daughters strip him of his status in both a material 

and immaterial way. In response to his predicament he says:    

 

‘The memory of the time when I used to overthrow city-walls and lay waste enemy lands, 

at the head of so many hundreds of thousands of knights, oppresses me more than this 

disastrous humiliation, which makes those who so recently grovelled at my feet abandon 

me in my weakness. O angry fortune! Will the day ever come when I shall be able to 

repay those time-servers who have thus shunned me in my poverty?’ (Geoffrey, 40 and 

42)461  

 

In this lament, Geoffrey emphasises that Leir used to be a powerful king capable of personal 

prowess and a leader of men on the battlefield. However, his physical prowess is immaterial 

when he misplaces his trust. His lack of judgement leads to poverty and ‘disastrous humiliation’, 

which emphasises the severe consequences of his decisions and actions. Leir’s error in trusting 

his two eldest daughters is a character flaw that would have been recognisable to those reading 

the Historia in the twelfth century. According to Gerald of Wales, ‘prudence, which seems to be 

a kind of file to polish the other virtues, is the more suitable for a ruler since he is held to rule 

																																																																				
459 Gerald of Wales, De Principis Instructione, p. 105. 
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and govern many people through this virtue.’462 By framing Leir as a king who lacks the ability 

to successfully maintain relationships, Geoffrey allows Leir’s other virtues to become of lesser 

importance or, in some instances, completely negligible. Leir’s folly and his subsequent 

humiliation emphasises the interconnectedness of virtues, where the absence of one undercuts 

the presence of another. To be considered a heroic king, a man must possess many virtues 

without making a mistake of Leir’s magnitude.   

  Through Leir’s reign, Geoffrey also alludes to the significance of marriage to a king’s 

power. This is achieved through each of the three daughters’ spouses, two of whom contribute to 

Leir’s misfortune, and one of whom aids in restoring him to his former status. Although it is 

more common for the emphasis to be on the woman who is chosen for a man,463 there is a 

contemporary reason to bring attention to the man chosen for a king’s daughter. This is due to 

the controversy surrounding Empress Matilda’s marriage to Geoffrey of Anjou, and how his 

status as Matilda’s husband potentially contributed to Stephen ascending the throne.464 Henry I, 

in not taking into consideration how the Anglo-Norman magnates would receive Geoffrey of 

Anjou as king and in not specifying if Geoffrey would be king if Matilda inherited the throne, 

furthered the discord that occurred after his death. Thus, it is evident that a man chosen to be the 

husband of a king’s daughter contributes to the stability of the kingdom. Geoffrey’s account of 

Leir echoes the uncertainty surrounding the status of Geoffrey of Anjou’s role after Henry I’s 

death. Unlike Henry, however, Leir is able to undo the damage caused to his kingship by the 

actions of his sons-in-law by appealing to his youngest daughter and her husband for aid, 

whereupon he regains his former status.465 Again, attention is brought to the importance of 

relationships to the success of a king’s reign, as Leir unintentionally orchestrates his 

disempowerment through his neglect of his youngest daughter, and then is able to redeem 

himself through cultivating a relationship with that same daughter and her husband. Once again, 

Geoffrey uses recognisable attributes of twelfth-century culture, like the importance of a 

woman’s husband for regnal peace, to create a genealogical predecessor for Arthur’s kingship 

that shows how not to behave as monarch. As a result, contemporary readers can understand 

Arthur’s reign to be superlative to his predecessors’, not only through direct comparison between 
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the kings, but also because of allusions to twelfth-century events that readers would understand 

to have a negative effect on the stability of the realm.  

 

  

  2.1.3 A New Lineage  

 

 

Geoffrey ensures that the success of early British kings in establishing an enduring dynasty can 

be attributed to Brutus, who is depicted as contributing his blood and individual virtue to his 

descendants. However, Geoffrey describes few of Brutus’ direct successors as possessing enough 

virtue to qualify them as good kings, many of whom are only mentioned by name with no other 

distinguishing features of their character or reign present in the text. However, Geoffrey does not 

maintain Brutus’ direct bloodline throughout his text. Dunuallo Molmutius is the first king for 

whom Geoffrey does not explicitly state who he is descended from, therefore interrupting the 

genealogical structure of the king list. While it is specified that he is of noble blood, given that 

there is no explicit connection to the Trojan founder it must be assumed that Dunuallo shares no 

relation to Brutus. Dunuallo is, however, a descendant of the Trojan culture that Brutus 

established in Britain, and this culture remains pervasive throughout the Historia.466 Instead of 

Dunuallo’s lineage, Geoffrey highlights his individual virtues: ‘After some time had passed, a 

young man named Dunuallo Molmutius was singled out by his prowess’ (Geoffrey, 46). 

However, the initial description of Dunuallo varies depending on the edition. In Thorpe’s 

translation he is said come into power because of ‘his personal courage’,467 while in Faletra’s 

edition he is only said to be a young man of ‘great virtue’.468 The Latin word that Geoffrey uses 

is ‘probitas’, which means ‘goodness, worth, uprightness, honesty, probity; modesty’.469 More 

specifically, the root of the word ‘prob’ means ‘proof’, and in approximately 1142 ‘probitas’ 

could be interpreted as proof of a great deed.470 Although the three editions convey some 

variation of the definition of probitas that serves to highlight Dunuallo as a man of virtue, the 
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word ‘proof’ is useful in understanding how Geoffrey creates heroic and virtuous kings in the 

Historia. Throughout the text Geoffrey habitually makes a claim about a king, such as the fact 

that he possesses prowess, but then continues on to provide evidence of this fact. He does so 

through specific episodes where the king can demonstrate his prowess, but also through drawing 

parellels between a king and one of his predecessors. For example, Dunuallo’s trajectory towards 

kingship mirrors Brutus’ to a certain extent, as their authority is predicated upon their martial 

abilities. Remembering that Geoffrey initially describes Brutus as manifesting ‘so much soldierly 

prowess and virtue that their kings and chiefs loved him above all the youths in that country’ 

(Geoffrey, 8), it is evident that the two men, while sharing no blood, share in personal 

characteristics that distinguish them as virtuous. Despite this lack of familial relation, through 

similarity in personal virtue Brutus can be used as a symbolic ancestor. He is still the founder 

and first king of Dunuallo’s country, thereby maintaining his status as a prestigious ancestor on a 

kingly level, rather than personal, as well as a model for behaviour.   

  Geoffrey substantiates Dunuallo’s prowess by having him wage war against several 

kings. This evidence of martial capability confirms Dunuallo’s status as a man who possesses 

virtue. Geoffrey’s summary of his virtue followed by proof of that quality allows for a swift 

establishment of heroism that is necessary for the development of the list of kings, due to the 

brevity with which most are discussed. The fact that Dunuallo’s kingship is predicated upon his 

prowess provides insight into the importance of a man’s ability to be an effective warrior. It is 

this quality that all others follow upon, as it is difficult to rise to the pinnacle of power without 

first being a warrior. As a result of his actions, he is able to expand his dominion, which is an 

established trait of heroic kings, albeit on a smaller scale than such figures as Alexander the 

Great or even William the Conqueror.471 Furthermore, Dunuallo uses his individual prowess to 

restore ‘the country to its former position’ (Geoffrey, 46). This is an additional way in which 

Geoffrey connects Dunuallo to the bloodline of Brutus, because Dunuallo returns the country to 

the status and prestige it held during the reign of the Trojan settlers and their descendants. 

Therefore, while the direct bloodline is interrupted, there are multiple threads of continuity so 

that Dunuallo can still be portrayed as Brutus’ successor, however indirectly. Therefore, the 

kings of Britain maintain their connection to Troy and can utilise their Trojan origins to enhance 

their individual virtues.   
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  The Historia is largely concerned with martial pursuits, whether domestic or 

international. However, in the episode concerning Dunuallo’s reign, Geoffrey places 

administrative obligations that ensure justice is given to the people of Britain in a position of 

importance in establishing Dunuallo’s virtue and legacy. The emphasis on administrative tasks is 

also present in Orderic Vitalis’ introduction to Henry I: ‘He helped his humbler subjects by 

giving just laws, and protected them by his patronage from unjust extortions and robbers.’472 

There are similarities between how Orderic portrays Henry I and how Geoffrey introduces 

Dunuallo after his military victories. Orderic’s praise of Henry allows for a contemporary 

understanding of the actions, such creating laws and enacting justice, which are considered 

necessary for a successful king. In conforming to twelfth-century ideals of kingship Geoffrey 

positions his character as a good king through aligning him with qualities that readers would 

associate with virtuous rulers, similar to Henry I. In the Historia, however, the duality of 

Dunuallo’s martial and administrative exploits differentiates him from his predecessors, as he is 

the first king for whom Geoffrey dedicates substantial time to detailing his reign in times of 

peace. Geoffrey says:    

 

He established among the Britons the laws called Molmutine, which are still renowned 

even today among the English. Amongst other enactments recorded much later by St 

Gildas, he ordained that the temples of the gods and the cities should be treated with such 

respect that any fugitive or criminal who fled to them should be allowed to depart with a 

full pardon from his enemies. He further ordained that the roads leading to the temples 

and cities and also farmers’ plough lands should enjoy the same privilege. In Dunuallo’s 

time the knives of thieves were idle, the savagery of robbers was allayed and no one 

anywhere wished to do violence to another. (Geoffrey, 46 and 48)473  

 

Geoffrey presents Dunuallo as representative of the dual aspects of kingly virtue: warrior and 

peacekeeper. His violent triumphs are what allow him to restore law to the land and ensure 

tranquillity for his subjects. Geoffrey substantiates Dunuallo’s actions by saying that they are 
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recorded by St Gildas, thereby giving legitimacy to the king’s rule and laws. Dunuallo’s actions 

are largely domestic in nature, given that he protects his cities and temples, and ensures that there 

were no thieves or violence. In this way, Dunuallo can be seen as participating in a reciprocal 

relationship with his subjects, as part of a king’s responsibility is to protect his people in 

exchange for their loyalty, which he does by creating the Molmutine. Geoffrey’s assertion that 

these laws are renowned ‘even today’ creates a link between the events in the Historia and the 

twelfth-century audience.474 These connections serve to localise the Historia in contemporary 

times and therefore allow the Anglo-Normans to claim the events of the text as their own history.   

  Furthermore, law has a unifying effect that helps to create a nation’s identity,475 and so in 

bringing attention to the creation of laws Geoffrey continues to create a cohesive nation that then 

allows later kings, particularly Arthur, to build an empire, like the Romans or the Franks. This is, 

in part, achieved through what Gillingham describes as a creation of a history of being 

civilised.476 This idea of a civilised country as a result of the king’s actions is a direct 

consequence of the creation of laws. To build upon Gillingham’s assertion, the civilising effect 

of kingship feeds into the construction of transactional relationships. This can be achieved on a 

micro scale, with individual exchanges, or on a macro level, where the king’s actions benefit his 

people as a whole. A king can have relationships with the Britons (rather than with just one 

Briton), and one of the ways in which he is able to uphold his end of the transaction is to ensure 

that his people are safe from domestic threats, such as thieves, and that temples are respected. 

Therefore, a king’s domestic responsibilities are considered as necessary as his ones further 

afield. All virtues are interconnected, and as a consequence, not only do the Britons prove 

themselves civilised, they also continue to build upon previous virtues and strengthen their 

country. This then allows Arthur to inherit a kingdom that has previously been established as 

powerful.    

  Dunuallo is presented as an exemplary king at this moment in the Historia, in part due to 

his religious devotion. Geoffrey says that he ensured that not only the temples, but also road that 
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led to the temples were places of sanctuary. That Geoffrey emphasises Dunuallo’s religiously 

motivated actions ensures that the readers are aware that spirituality is a necessary trait for a 

good king to possess. However, it is because of his religion that Dunuallo is precluded from 

being seen as an equal to the later Christian kings in Geoffrey’s text. Twelfth-century authors 

made clear the necessity of Christianity for a man’s virtue, regardless of whether the texts were 

secular or religious. One example of which is Gerald of Wales, who praises Charlemagne for 

founding churches and engaging in ‘pious generosity’.477 Charlemagne is a model of behaviour 

and considered a heroic man, thereby providing contemporary context for heroism. Therefore, in 

the context in which Geoffrey was writing, Dunuallo could be viewed as a model for kingship 

given his various virtues, but he could not become a twelfth-century hero, in the same sense as a 

Christian, like Arthur.     

  While Wace does not alter the fact of Dumwallo’s religion, his depiction of the king 

places increased emphasis on the domestic aspect of his reign. This domesticity maintains his 

status as a virtuous king, whilst not trespassing on the need to develop the virtue of later kings, 

namely Arthur. Nevertheless, Wace says of Dumwallo, ‘When he had conquered the land, 

throughout the kingdom he established such peace that there has never been anything similar 

before or since, nor, I think, will there ever be’ (Wace, 59). Wace’s description of Dumwallo’s 

reign elevates the king above his predecessors with regards to peacekeeping. However, 

remembering the definition of hero discussed in the Introduction, it is possible for the author to 

portray a character as a good king, while not a heroic one, and Dumwallo is an example of such 

an anomaly. As will be discussed in more depth in relation to Arthur, a heroic king must be a 

warrior and conquer foreign territories, usually for principled rather than selfish purposes. 478 

While Dumwallo does successfully wage war and is a warrior in his own right, it is his ability to 

maintain peace that garners him superiority over both his predecessors and descendants. Yet the 

successful engagement of warfare is a necessary precursor to heroism, as is evident by the 

discussion of how heroic virtue is discussed by contemporary authors, as well as earlier authors 

whom Geoffrey used as source material.479  

  However, Geoffrey does not continue the theme of peacekeeping exemplified by 
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Dunuallo’s reign. Instead Geoffrey explains how Dunuallo’s two sons inherit separate territories, 

with Belinus obtaining Loegria, Wales, and Cornwall, as well as the crown, which follows 

‘Trojan custom’ due to the fact that he was the eldest, and Brennius, the younger, inheriting 

Northumbria.480 While Geoffrey initially describes them as ruling their respective territories 

peacefully, Brennius allows himself to be swayed by those offering unwise advice, and, as a 

result, begins a civil war. The integration of Trojan customs allows for a connection between 

Troy and Britain despite the fact that the present kings are likely not blood relatives of Brutus. Of 

course, Geoffrey is not the only author to claim that a group of people are descended from Troy, 

one example of which is how Dudo of Saint Quentin’s asserts that the Danes are descendants of 

Antenor of Troy.481 However, Geoffrey maintains this thread of Trojan origin throughout the 

Historia, so as to remind readers of the heroic origins of the Britons and to continue utilising this 

connection with Troy to further substantiate the heroism, or lack thereof, of his characters. The 

continued reference to Troy is also a way in which Geoffrey conforms to the epic tradition, as he 

is using Virgil as inspiration and maintains the importance of masculine strength and heroism 

found in the classical texts that feature the Trojan empire. By reminding readers of the epic 

tradition, Geoffrey places his text alongside such works as the Iliad and the Aeneid, thereby 

legitimising his own work through association. In regard to Brennius, through the reference to 

Troy, Geoffrey frames his actions as a more severe breach of conduct; not only does he listen to 

the wrong people, harkening back to the ways in which some chroniclers describe Stephen,482 but 

in lusting after his brother’s territory, he violates the customs of Troy, which is the primary 

connection the Britons have to the Trojan settlers. Had Brennius succeeded, he would have 

weakened the heroic bond between the two cultures, thereby denying his descendants the Trojan 

foundation on which to build their own virtues.     

  The conflict ultimately leads to a battle between the two brothers: 

 

At last the Britons got the upper hand and the mangled ranks of the Norsemen fled to 

their ships; Belinus pursued them as they ran, cutting them down without mercy. Fifteen 

thousand men fell in the battle, and of the survivors scarcely a thousand got away 

unwounded. Brennius, having boarded just a single ship by a stroke of luck, made for the 
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French coast; the remainder of his followers sought refuge wherever they could. 

(Geoffrey, 50)  

 

Belinus is successful in the battle, and while the fifteen thousand dead and the thousand who 

were able to escape unharmed are not identified as belonging to one side or the other, in the end, 

it is Brennius who must flee. Therefore, Belinus is the superior warrior and commander, as it is 

his forces that are victorious. However, Geoffrey does little to distinguish this victory and king 

from others who have also experienced success on the battlefield. This is because the focus of 

the conflict between the two brothers is not on the individual, but rather the cultural ramifications 

of familial conflict. As Paul Dalton suggests, one of Geoffrey’s primary purposes in writing the 

Historia ‘was to encourage his Anglo-Norman contemporaries to live in peace by writing an 

intensely topical history that warned them about the terrible dangers of sinfulness, especially 

civil war’.483 Internal, and often familial, conflict is a recurring theme throughout Geoffrey’s 

text, which reflects the period of instability and subsequent succession crisis that occurred on the 

death of Henry I in 1135.484 Geoffrey elucidates through this textual conflict that familial discord 

negates a man’s virtues, as one of a king’s principle duties as ruler was to safeguard his subjects. 

Warfare must provide substantial benefits, such as the conquest of foreign territories or the 

opportunity for individual feats of prowess that further a worthy cause; if these motives are not 

present then physical conflict is the antithesis to heroism.485 

  However, after the discord is resolved, Geoffrey presents Belinus as an exemplary king. 

Again, this is a commentary on the necessity of domestic peace for a man’s virtue, as it is only 

after the fraternal war ends that Belinus is truly described in a positive manner. Not only is this a 

commentary on the 1135 Anglo-Norman succession crisis, but it also contributes to the criteria 

of successful kingship. Geoffrey, through his portrayal of Belinus, suggests that a man cannot be 

considered a good king if he is engaged in familial conflict. For example, Geoffrey says that 

Belinus ‘ruled Britain in peace and tranquillity’ (Geoffrey, 52), garnered tribute from Rome 

together with his brother Brennius due to their skill at conquest,486 and afterwards he ‘returned to 

Britain and ruled the country in peace for the rest of his days. He repaired the existing cities 
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where they were dilapidated and built many new ones’ and ‘during his reign the people enjoyed 

riches surpassing any period before or after’ (Geoffrey, 58). He also provided a positive example 

for his son, who inherited the throne upon his death.487 These examples show Belinus to be a 

good king, who engages in the necessary domestic duties of a ruler, such as repairing cities. This 

depiction is similar to the way in which Dunuallo is described, which then creates continuity 

between the kings. Geoffrey, therefore, can continuously establish what constitutes kingly virtue 

within the context of the Historia through the repetition of such qualities. As a result, when 

readers arrive at the Arthurian narrative, they are aware of what constitutes virtue within the text, 

through Geoffrey’s praise or condemnation of earlier kings, and so can understand Arthur’s 

virtues on a deeper level.        

  Brennius is a more complicated figure than his brother, as his behaviour is described in 

the extremes, both positively and negatively. This allows for the juxtaposition of virtue and vice 

within one character, further emphasising the need for a man to possess as many virtues and as 

few vices as possible to be considered a hero, or even a good king. When Brennius arrives in 

France at the court of Seginus, duke of Allobroges, for example, ‘he showed such ability in all 

matters, of both peace and war, that the duke loved him like a son. Moreover he was handsome, 

of tall and slender build and well versed in hunting and hawking. The dukes, since he loved him 

so much, decided that Brennius should marry his only daughter’ (Geoffrey, 52). In this passage 

Geoffrey emphasises the fact that by displaying virtues, a man can earn love, as it is Brennius’ 

abilities that ensure that the duke loves him. The duke not only views him as a son, but then acts 

to make this imagined relationship a real one, by giving Brennius his daughter in marriage. 

Again, there is continued emphasis on how virtues are dependent on one another: because of his 

initial skill Brennius is able to earn the love of the duke and marry his daughter, thereby 

increasing his personal power, and later, ‘Brennius, already popular with the local chiefs, 

hastened to win their loyalty by presenting them with the duke’s treasure, hoarded since the days 

of his ancestors. Above all, he won over Allobroges by holding feasts, turning no one away from 

his door’ (Geoffrey, 54). This marriage alliance then allows for more nuanced virtues to be 

displayed, so rather than just being described as skilled at peace, he is described as generous. 

Generosity, skill in peace and war, and the ability to capitalise on relationships are all indicative 

of good kingship. In Faletra’s translation of the text, the gifts that Brennius bestows upon the 
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magnates are described as ‘lavish.’488 Thorpe’s translation, however, introduces a more overt 

motive into Brennius’ actions, by saying that he ‘immediately took steps to put under an even 

closer obligation to himself those leaders with whom he had already become so friendly.’489 

These two editions provide further detail into Brennius’ character by saying that not only does 

Brennius present gifts to his men, but that they are lavish, and he does so not only to win their 

loyalty but to place them in his debt. In looking at the three translations, Brennius’ character 

becomes clearer, as he is shown to express some virtue, given his generosity, even though it is 

not necessarily for the purpose of maintaining relationships, but rather to ensure that his 

followers are obligated to him instead of engaging in reciprocal relationships.  

  Even after Brennius reconciles with his brother, he is not described as wholly virtuous, 

because he subjected ‘the people [of Rome] to unparalleled oppression’ (Geoffrey, 58). Of 

course, this occurs after the Roman consuls submit to the two brothers, bringing them gifts and 

promising tribute;490 however, there is no justification for Brennius to treat his subjects cruelly, 

which suggests that despite the virtues that Geoffrey lauds whilst Brennius is in France, he 

ultimately becomes a tyrant. Gerald of Wales, who differentiates between a king and a tyrant by 

saying that the latter ‘devotes himself to destruction not construction’, provides a near 

contemporary definition of a tyrant.491 If this logic can be applied widely to the twelfth century, 

then it can be used as a further example of the contrast between Belinus, who literally undertakes 

construction for the benefit of his country, with Brennius, who oppresses his.   

  The difference between the two brothers is exacerbated in the Brut, as Wace expands 

upon the conflict between Brenne and Belin. A significant moment is when he describes the 

advice that is given to Brenne when the kingdom is divided between him and his brother, Belin. 

This advice highlights the importance of relationships and the wisdom of using discernment to 

ascertain who to listen to. It is worth quoting the passage at length to fully analyse how Wace 

frames Brenne’s vices: 

  

But around Brenne there were scoundrels, liars and knaves who kept telling and 

exhorting the brothers to fight each other. One of them was very crafty and cunning of 

																																																																				
488 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Faletra, p. 74. 
489 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Thorpe, p. 95. 
490 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The Historia Regum Britanniae, p. 56. 
491 Gerald of Wales, De Principis Instructione, p. 195. 
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speech, skilful at muddying an argument and stirring up a dispute. He was an expert at 

accusations and overturning judgments, and if he could turn it to his advantage, he did 

not care who was the loser. “We’re amazed,” he said, “but don’t want to tell you so, that 

you have taken such a poor share of such a great inheritance of large, broad lands as your 

father held in his lifetime; and with what you have must serve your brother Belin—I 

don’t know how you will serve him—and hold your land from him. Are you baseborn, a 

bastard? Are you vile or more cowardly, that you must pay homage? Are you not of the 

same lineage? Whoever bore you, bore him, and you have the same father. And since you 

are both brothers, born of one father and one mother, why does Belin have authority over 

you and your heritage? Break the bond and the allegiance between Belin and you, which 

dishonours you, and never call him lord again. Trust your barons, trust their advice. Upon 

my word, I’m amazed such an outrage is done to a lord of your valour. (Wace, 61) 

 

The primary emphasis of this passage returns to the theme of prudence, particularly in regard to a 

king’s choice of advisor. Wace describes the advisor as crafty, cunning, and adept at creating 

disputes, which, when combined, create a negative impression of his character, particularly 

because Wace prefaces this description by saying that Brenne was surrounded by ‘scoundrels, 

liars, and knaves,’ and that the advisor was among their number.492 His vices are then more 

specifically articulated in his speech, particularly regarding how he encourages Brenne to claim 

more land than he was given through his inheritance. Although Wace does not highlight the 

Trojan ancestry of the Britons as justification for the eldest son inheriting the throne, at the time 

in which he wrote primogeniture was common. This practice can also be seen in the texts, as in 

both the Historia and the Brut the eldest son is usually the heir of the kingdom. As Andrej 

Kokkonen and Anders Sundell point out, primogeniture allows for a stable succession period.493 

The functionality of primogeniture is evidenced by the turmoil that followed the death of Henry 

I, when there was no clear inheritor of the crown, as opposed to the peacefulness of Henry II’s 

																																																																				
492 Wace, The Roman de Brut, p. 61. 
493	Andrej Kokkonen and Anders Sundell, ‘Delivering Stability—Primogeniture and Autocratic Survival 
in European Monarchies 1000-1800’, in American Political Science Review, 108.2 (2014), 438-53 
<https://www-cambridge-org.libproxy.ucl.ac.uk/core/journals/american-political-science-
review/article/delivering-stabilityprimogeniture-and-autocratic-survival-in-european-monarchies-
10001800/2399079C174599A840E5230E8827609C> [Accessed Online 14 January 2022].	
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ascent to the throne after Stephen made him his heir.494 Therefore, through this episode, Wace 

creates parallels between his text and the events of the twelfth century, which serves to further 

emphasise the dangerous advise of the advisor and Brenne’s own foolishness in listening to such 

counsel.    

Wace does, in part, remove a portion of the blame for the fraternal strife from Brenne, as 

it is the advisor who encourages him to attempt to take the throne. The unnamed advisor does so 

by reminding Brenne of his lineage. In using such language as ‘baseborn’, ‘bastard’, ‘vile’, and 

‘cowardly’, the advisor goads Brenne into acting to claim more inheritance than he was 

originally given.495  Thus far in the text, nobility has been viewed as a positive attribute that 

contributes to a man’s moral character; however, in this episode, the advisor perverts the 

importance of possessing noble blood to encourage Brenne to go to war with Belinus by saying 

that because they have the same lineage, the elder is not entitled to more land or power. Wace 

depicts the advisor as a flatterer who appeals to Brenne’s lineage and valour. Echard points out 

that a courtier’s duty is to advise the prince, not flatter him, as outlined by the mirror for princes 

and the manuals for courtiers, though she emphasises that this is custom, but not law.496 This 

thought is articulated in the twelfth century by John of Salisbury who says that ‘the flatterer is 

inimical to all virtue.’497 Although this is not a universal opinion in the twelfth century,498 the 

advisor is an example of how flattery can be used to inflict harm on the recipient, among others. 

Therefore, through this passage Wace emphasises the necessity of relationships for a king’s 

reign. He must use judgment to ascertain whose advice to heed and ensure that said relationships 

are contributing to his virtue, rather than detracting from it. Wace uses the figure of Brenne as a 

model of how not to behave, thereby positioning him as a lesson for future kings, including 

Arthur.     

   However, just as in the Historia, Wace does not completely condemn Brenne. In the Brut 

once the two brothers are reconciled, they conquer Rome together. Their conquest of Rome is a 

significant episode in the history of the kings, primarily because of Arthur’s later 

																																																																				
494 See Chapter 1.2 for further discussion on the succession crisis.  
495 Wace, The Roman de Brut, p. 61. 
496 Siân Echard, Arthurian Narrative in the Latin Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1998), 
 p. 17 and p. 39. 
497 John of Salisbury, Policraticus, p. 18. 
498 See Chapter 1.1 for a discussion on how Geoffrey of Monmouth and William of Malmesbury flatter 
Robert of Gloucester.  
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accomplishments when fighting the Romans and how this contributes to his status as a heroic 

ruler.499 The episode depicting Belinus and Brenne is the first substantial instance in the Historia 

and Brut where the Roman Empire becomes a plot point in the narrative arc of the kings of 

Britain. The presence of Rome in both Geoffrey and Wace’s texts serves as a symbol of power 

and a way in which the Britons can prove their martial superiority against a formidable enemy.500 

The kings therefore can be viewed as powerful and set a heroic precedent for their descendants. 

As Chad D. Schrock says, ‘Arthurian myth was an important English version of the translatio 

imperii, the impulse (emerging in Italy, Germany, France, and England) to elevate a country over 

its Western European rivals by claiming that it had inherited the mantle of Roman imperial 

power.’501 This idea can be applied to the early Arthurian texts, and the pre-Arthurian kings, 

because of the way in which Geoffrey, and therefore Wace, constructs the Britons’ power 

through foreign conquest. The inheritance of Rome’s power should be considered 

metaphorically, where Geoffrey and Wace frame the Britons as successors of Rome in terms of 

reputation and prestige on an international scale. The authors attempt to create Britain as the next 

great empire, and they prove this by showing their kings as conquering Rome, thereby 

eliminating some of Rome’s power while adding to that of Britain. This is not unique to 

Geoffrey and Wace, however; Emily A. Winkler points out that William of Malmesbury 

‘appropriated Roman imperial claims to represent the Britons as a people of strength, pride and 

authority in their own right, not merely as inhabitants of an oppressed frontier province and 

victims of invasion.’502 One of the ways in which William achieves this is by stating that after 

the Britons surrendered to Caesar, they were ‘held in high estimation’ by the Romans.503 That 

William also used Rome to substantiate Britain’s power indicates that Geoffrey was participating 

in a twelfth-century literary tradition. Where he differs, however, is that through the reigns of 
																																																																				
499 See Chapter 3.3.5 for further analysis on Arthur’s battle with the Romans.  
500 Rodney Thomson reminds us that, ‘civilisation was for William pre-eminently a Roman phenomenon.’ 
This provides further insight into how Rome was viewed by Geoffrey’s contemporaries, which then 
allows for a deeper understanding of how the battles against Rome in the Historia served to highlight the 
Britons’ martial power. Rodney M. Thomson, ‘William of Malmesbury’s Historical Vision’, in 
Discovering William of Malmesbury, 165-73, ed. by Rodney M. Thomson, Emily Dolmans and Emily A. 
Winkler (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2017), p. 169. 
501 Chad D. Schrock, Consolation in Medieval Narrative: Augustinian Authority and Open Form (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), p. 85. 
502 Emily A. Winkler, ‘William of Malmesbury and the Britons’, in Discovering William of Malmesbury, 
189-201, ed. by Rodney M. Thomson, Emily Dolmans and Emily A. Winkler (Woodbridge: Boydell, 
2017), p. 190. 
503 William of Malmsebury, Chronicles of the Kings of England, p. 26. 
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Belinus and Brennius, or Cassibellaunus, as will be discussed further along in this chapter, he is 

building Arthur’s later primacy in the Historia to show the Britons as not only equals to the 

Romans, but their superiors.  

  Within the Historia and the Brut, however, an earlier king accomplishing this significant 

feat of conquering Rome brings into question the heroism that is attributed to Arthur for 

accomplishing the same undertaking. However, Geoffrey and Wace frame Arthur’s conquest of 

Rome as the pinnacle of a successful reign,504 whereas Belinus and Brenne have not 

accomplished as much prior to this campaign, or demonstrated an equivalent number of virtues, 

particularly because of the civil war. Although, as in the Historia, Brenne in the Brut is described 

as someone possessing several positive qualities, one example being how he is depicted as 

generous while in France,505 his negative characteristics counteract the good. This is evidenced 

by his rule in Rome, when Wace says, ‘as a very violent man, he then committed many cruelties 

there’ (Wace, 81). The description of Brenne as violent and cruel does not portray him in a 

heroic or even virtuous light, which diminishes his achievement in conquering Rome or being a 

powerful warrior. Belinus, in contrast, is depicted in a positive way, but he is tarnished by his 

brother’s vices, and so his achievements in Rome are not as substantial and do not compare to 

Arthur’s.         

  Another king who provides a contrast between how virtue and vice can be embodied by 

one person is Morvidus, the son of a king and concubine. Geoffrey uses Morvidus to 

demonstrate the consequences of a man’s vices outweighing his virtues, particularly through the 

way in which Morvidus dies. Similar to Mempricus, Morvidus is violently killed; the difference 

between the two lies in the supernatural element of Morvidus’ death, which, when viewed in 

tandem with the classical associations of conflicts between a man and a supernatural opponent, 

precludes him from being considered a virtuous king. Geoffrey introduces his character as 

follows:  

 

Morvidus would have enjoyed a fine reputation were it not for his excessive cruelty: once 

roused, he would ruthlessly kill anybody if he could lay his hands on a weapon. He was 

handsome, a generous giver of gifts and so strong that no one in the kingdom could 

																																																																				
504 See Chapter 3.3.5 for a discussion on Arthur’s battle with the Romans. 
505 Wace, The Roman de Brut, p. 69. 
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overcome him. (Geoffrey, 60)506  

 

Geoffrey does not entirely condemn Morvidus in this passage, by describing him as handsome, 

generous, and strong, but still emphasises that his cruelty negates his virtues. As a consequence 

of his vices, Geoffrey shows him as meeting an untimely death after being consumed by a 

creature from the sea. Classical literature and mythology are rife with sea monsters, from Scylla 

and Charybdis in the Odyssey,507 to the monster that strangles Laocoön in the Aeneid, to Cetus in 

the story of Andromeda. Often the gods send these creatures as punishment. While not explicitly 

stated by Geoffrey, there is an implication that Morvidus’ ignominious death, (swallowed ‘like a 

little fish,’)508 is punishment for his wickedness. As Robert Fossier articulates, the concept of a 

good death existed in the Middle Ages, namely one that followed the proper rites of Christian 

practice.509 Of course, Geoffrey places Morvidus’ death in a period that predates Christianity, 

which means that this exact interpretation of a good death is not applicable to his character. 

However, given the unheroic violence of Morvidus’ death, paired with Geoffrey’s knowledge of 

classical literature510 and the contemporary customs of the ceremonies around death,511 Geoffrey 

prevents him from being considered a good king. Furthermore, unlike Arthur, Morvidus is not 

able to use his prowess to triumph over the supernatural. Therefore, he ultimately fails at being a 

warrior, and his cruelty is met with a cruel death.512     

  

																																																																				
506 Although the phrasing of how Geoffrey introduces Morvidus’ character differs in each translation, the 
meaning of the words remains the same in the various editions. Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of 
the Kings of Britain, trans. by Thorpe, p. 102; Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of 
Britain, trans. by Faletra, p. 79. 
507 John of Salisbury references Scylla and Charybdis, which suggests that they were recognizable names 
in the twelfth century. John of Salisbury, Policraticus, p. 181. 
508 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The Historia Regum Britanniae, p. 62. 
509 Robert Fossier, The Axe and the Oath: Ordinary Life in the Middle Ages, trans. by Lydia G. Cochrane 
(Princeton: Princeton University, 2010, reprinted 2012), p. 13. 
510 See Chapte I.2 for a discussion on Geoffrey’s source material.  
511 For more on this subject see Danielle Westerhof, Death and the Noble Body in Medieval England 
(Woodbridge: Boydell, 2008). 
512 While one of Morvidus’ sons is described as possessing virtues, another son is depicted as villainous: 
Arthgallo ‘at every opportunity […] strove to remove nobles and promote the low-born, to strip 
everybody of their wealth and to amass huge riches. The nobles of the kingdom could bear it no longer, 
rose up and deprived him of the throne.’ (Geoffrey, 62) With Arthgallo’s character Geoffrey continues to 
emphasise the necessity of a king maintaining positive relationships with his subjects. This is one of the 
primary themes of the Historia and can be seen as a commentary on the events of the succession crisis, 
given how Stephen sought to deprive certain magnates of power.   
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  2.1.4 The Roman Conflict 

 

  

Although each of the kings discussed thus far occupies a significant role in illustrating vices and 

virtues, as well as serving as a powerful lineage for Arthur, one of the most critical episodes in 

the Historia is when Julius Caesar arrives in Britain. There is historical precedent for this 

narrative strand in Geoffrey’s text, such as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles,513 Bede’s Historia 

Ecclesiastica,514 and the Historia Brittonum.515 The second and third texts at least were sources 

for the Historia, which could indicate that Geoffrey utilised Bede and Nennius to construct his 

history of Caesar’s British campaign.516 Regardless of where Geoffrey obtained knowledge of 

Caesar’s campaigns in Britain, earlier accounts detailing Caesar’s activities in Britain help to 

establish the figures within the Historia as participants in this literary tradition, thereby 

substantiating them as ancestors for the later kings in Geoffrey’s text as well as the Anglo-

Normans. Geoffrey, however, embellishes Caesar’s attempted conquest of Britain, which results 

in the ability to utilise the conflict between Caesar and the Britons to test the latter’s martial 

strength against that of the former’s. Edwin Pace points out that in writing about the enmity with 

Rome, Geoffrey risked offending a potential patron, Empress Matilda, due to her status as the 
																																																																				
513 In the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles the arrival of Caesar in Britain is described as follows: ‘Sixty years 
before Christ was born, Gaius Julius, emperor of the Romans, came to Britain with 80 ships. There at first 
he was harassed with cruel fighting and he led to destruction a great part of his army. Then he let his army 
remain among the Scots and went south to Gaul and collected there 600 ships, with which he returned to 
Britain. And in the first clash, the emperor’s reeve, who was called Labienus, was killed. Then the Britons 
held the ford of a certain river and staked it all with stout sharp posts below water. That river is called the 
Thames. When the Romans discovered that, they would not cross the ford. Then the Britons fled to the 
wild woodlands, and the emperor took very many chief towns, with much fighting, and returned to Gaul.’      
The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ed. By Dorothy Whitelock, with David C. Douglas and Susie I. Tucker 
(London: Jarrold & Sons, 1961), pp. 5-16. 
514 ‘Here, having provided about eighty ships of burden and fast-sailing vessels, he [Julius Caesar] sailed 
over into Britain; where, being first roughly handled in a battle, and then caught in a storm, he lost a 
considerable part of his fleet, no small number of foot-soldiers, and almost all his cavalry.’  
Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica, p. 9.	
515 ‘Then Julius Caesar, the first who had acquired absolute power at Rome, highly incensed against the 
Britons, sailed with sixty vessels to the mouth of the Thames, where they suffered shipwreck whilst he 
fought against Dolobellus, (the proconsul of the British king, who was called Belinus, and who was the 
son of Minocannus who governed all the islands of the Tyrrhene Sea), and thus Julius Caesar returned 
home without victory, having had his soldiers Slain, and his ships shattered.’ 
Nennius, Historia Brittonum, section 19.	
516 See Chapter I.2 for a discussion of Geoffrey’s source material.  
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former Holy Roman Empress.517 Therefore, given Matilda’s desire to become ruler of the 

English and Geoffrey’s own political leanings, it was prudent to differentiate the Anglo-Normans 

from the Romans while retaining the connections and parallels with Rome. Rome becomes a 

symbol of status for the British monarchy, through the appropriation of Roman culture and 

through marriage that results in the integration of British and Roman blood, but the Roman 

Empire is also depicted as a powerful enemy against which the Britons can prove their virtue.  

  One of the primary episodes in which Geoffrey showcases the Britons’ virtues when 

engaged in conflict with the Romans is during the reign of Cassibellaunus. Geoffrey’s use of 

Cassibellaunus is consistent with Caesar’s records in The Gallic War, where the command of the 

British campaign was given to a man named Cassivellaunus.518 There is no direct evidence that 

Geoffrey used The Gallic War as a source,519 but the name of the British commander is 

consistent in Bede’s text.520 Again, by using details from earlier texts that were prestigious and 

famed, Geoffrey gives legitimacy to his narrative that further substantiates the virtues of the 

kings in the Historia. Within Geoffrey’s text, through the conflict with Rome, Cassibellaunus 

contributes to the prestige of the genealogy of the British kings, and therefore Arthur’s own 

power as king. Cassibellaunus is initially described as follows: ‘As soon as Cassibellaunus 

occupied the throne, he began to show such generosity and goodness that his fame spread 

through far-off kingdoms; for this reason the island’s crown passed to him, not his nephews’ 

(Geoffrey, 66). As is evident in this passage, Cassibellaunus’ inheritance of the throne is 

predicated upon his generosity. In fact, it is this quality that allows him to circumvent tradition 

and primogeniture to ascend to the throne.521 This is reminiscent of the way Geoffrey describes 

both Brutus and Dunuallo, as they both are made king due to a single virtue that they possess. 

Therefore, there is continued continuity between the kings because of the associations Geoffrey 

creates even if there is no blood relation. Furthermore, there is the implication that 

																																																																				
517 Edwin Pace, ‘Athelstan, “Twist-Beard”, and Arthur: Tenth Century Breton Origins for the Historia 
Regum Britanniae’, Arthuriana, 26.4 (2016), 60-88 <https://doi.org/10.1353/art.2016.0050> [Accessed 7 
June 2017], p. 64; see Chapter One for more information on the Empress Matilda. 
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518 Caesar, The Gallic War, p. 95. 
519 See Chapter I.2 for a discussion on Geoffrey’s source material.   
520 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica, p. 10; In Nennius’ text, the British king is named Belinus. Nennius, 
Historia Brittonum, section 19.  
521 Although primogeniture is not yet the standard, it is the conventional method for kings in the Historia 
to become ruler. 



	 131	

Cassibellaunus’ nephews do not try to claim the throne, as there is no mention of civil discord. 

This suggests that Cassibellaunus’ actions following his coronation were enough to prevent any 

familial violence contesting his inheritance. That his claim to the throne is predicated upon his 

generosity further reinforces the idea that the success of a king’s reign is dependent on his 

virtues.   

  Although Cassibellaunus’ generosity is the foundation upon which his kingship is built, 

the primary focus of his reign is warfare, particularly through Julius Caesar’s invasion. As 

discussed earlier, such authors as Bede and Nennius briefly recounted Caesar’s invasion into 

Britain, but Caesar is also present in twelfth-century historiography. Two examples of which are 

William of Malmesbury’s work and John of Salisbury’s.522 Irene O’Daly describes John of 

Salisbury as having an ‘anachronistic tendency to reshape the lessons of the past to serve the 

needs of a medieval present’.523 This is an interpretation of John of Salisbury’s work shared by 

John D. Hosler, who says the author is ‘a devout Christian and a man of classical learning, he 

sought to reconcile the advice of the ancients and prophets with practical barriers and knowledge 

gained from his own experiences.’524 The scholarship of O’Daly and Hosler is applicable to the 

study of Geoffrey, as well, given the extent that he utilises past texts to serve his own purposes, 

as can be seen by the presence of Julius Caesar in the Historia. Geoffrey’s use of Caesar 

continues the discussion of ancestry on a cultural scale. Throughout the Historia, Geoffrey 

positions the Britons as superior to all others, and this theme is present during the Roman 

conflict. Geoffrey first opens the discussion of culture and ancestry by Julius Caesar’s speech 

when he decides the Britons must pay taxes to the Romans. It is worthwhile quoting at length to 

fully understand how Caesar uses ancestry to justify his actions:   

 

‘By Hercules, we Romans and the Britons share a common ancestry, being both 

descended from the Trojans. After the sack of Troy our first ancestor was Aeneas, theirs 

																																																																				
522 John of Salisbury comments on the necessity of preserving records of the lives of great men: ‘Who 
would know of Alexander or Caesar, or would respect the Stoics or the Peripatetics, unless they had been 
distinguished by the memorials of writers? Whoever would have followed the footsteps of the cherished 
apostles and prophets, unless they had been consecrated for posterity in the Holy Scriptures?’ John of 
Salisbury, Policraticus, p. 3. 
523 Irene O’Daly, John of Salisbury and the Medieval Roman Renaissance (Manchester: Manchester 
University, 2018), p. 28. 
524  John D. Hosler, John of Salisbury: Military Authority of the Twelfth-Century Renaissance (Leiden: 
Koninklijke Brill, 2013), p. 5. 
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Brutus, whose father was Silvius, son of Aeneas’s son Ascanius. But, unless I am 

mistaken, they are no longer our equals and have no idea of soldiering, since they live at 

the edge of the world amid the ocean. We shall easily force them to pay tribute to us and 

obey Roman authority forever. However, as they have not yet been approached or 

affected by the Roman people, we must first instruct them to pay taxes and like other 

nations submit to the senate, lest we offend the ancient dignity of our ancestor Priam by 

shedding the blood of our cousins’. (Geoffrey, 68)525  

 

This passage creates commonalities between the Romans and the Britons. They share Trojan 

ancestry, and thus originate from the same heroic lineage. That Geoffrey has Caesar describe the 

Britons as cousins to the Romans further emphasises the bonds between the two peoples, to the 

extent that they do not just originate from the same place but are kin. As a result, Geoffrey 

creates an association between the Britons and two powerful empires: Troy and Rome. Due to 

the reputation of the aforementioned peoples, Britain’s prestige is increased by association. 

Although the Britons and Romans share the common ancestry of Troy, Geoffrey creates enmity 

between them throughout the Historia. Caesar himself initiates this by claiming that the Britons 

are not equal to the Romans and that Britain must pay tribute to Rome. As argued by Pace, ‘in 

every encounter, the HRB portrays Rome as a dangerous adversary that must be defeated, often 

distorting known history to make this point.’526 However, Geoffrey frames Rome as an imperial 

power that also originates from Troy and so by placing the Britons and the Romans in conflict, 

Geoffrey allows the Britons, and the kings, to prove their power against such an empire. 

Therefore, not only is Rome presented as a powerful opponent, but it also serves as a heroic 

standard on a cultural scale. While Geoffrey devotes a substantial amount of writing to personal 

virtue, the reign of Cassibellaunus is the first time, since Brutus’ rule, where the idea of cultural 

virtue is explored at length. Through the medium of the Historia, Geoffrey attempts to make the 

Britons, and by extension their Anglo-Norman descendants, prominent on the world stage of 

heroism. To do so successfully, however, Geoffrey must introduce a foreign foe already 

occupying a place of renown in the pantheon of cultural virtue and individual heroism. Rome 

																																																																				
525 Caesar’s speech is relatively unchanged across the three editions of the Historia used in this thesis.  
Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Thorpe, p. 107; Geoffrey of 
Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Faletra, p. 84.		
526 Pace, ‘Athelstan, “Twist-Beard”, and Arthur’, p. 68. 
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itself constitutes a substantial martial threat, but that threat is exacerbated by the figure of Julius 

Caesar who leads the Roman forces. This then allows for the Britons to test their own prowess, 

both individually and culturally, against Caesar and the Romans.  

  Rome’s reputation as a heroic empire in the twelfth century was well established. One 

example of which is the frequency with which Gerald of Wales cites Rome, or specific Romans, 

to provide examples of each virtue he extols in his text.527 Additionally, when praising William 

the Conqueror’s magnanimity, William of Malmesbury says, ‘as the soul of Euphorbus was 

formerly said to have passed into Pythagoras of Samos, so might it equally be asserted, that the 

soul of Julius Cæsar had migrated into king William.’528 The texts of Gerald of Wales and 

William of Malmesbury provide evidence of the twelfth-century belief that the Romans, and 

more specifically, Julius Caesar, were models of virtue. It is evident, as Tolhurst considers, that 

‘for Geoffrey, Rome represents the high culture, nobility of bloodline, and magnitude of empire 

to which the Britons aspire.’529 There is an aspirational element to Geoffrey’s inclusion of Rome 

in the Historia. The Roman Empire becomes symbolic of the empire he is attempting to create 

for the Britons. He achieves this in part through various conflicts between the Romans and the 

Britons, including the arrival of Caesar and the subsequent battles. Geoffrey’s articulation of 

Caesar underestimating the Britons provides them the opportunity to prove themselves not only 

as equals, but superiors. Thereby, the war with the Romans allows the Britons to establish 

themselves as a heroic culture based on their merit, rather than merely their Trojan ancestry. 

Although the British triumph over Rome is not achieved under the reign of Cassibellaunus, the 

invasion of Caesar and resulting war is the catalyst for the battles between Britain and the Roman 

Empire, ultimately concluding with British superiority through Arthur’s victory against the 

emperor Lucius.530  

  Although the Romans and Britons can both claim Trojan origins, Kellie Robertson argues 

that Trojan ancestry creates British rivalry with Rome, and cites Arthur’s war against the Roman 

emperor as a specific example.531 Although there are many disputes between British kings and 

Roman armies throughout the Historia, the idea of the Trojan ancestry equating to British rivalry 
																																																																				
527 Gerald of Wales, De Principis Instructione.  
528 William of Malmesbury, Chronicles of the Kings of England, p. 341. 
529 Tolhurst, ‘The Britons as Hebrews, Romans, and Normans’, p. 73. 
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with Rome is perhaps misleading. In fact, Robertson’s statement appears contradictory, as Rome 

also descends from Troy, and is the reason for Aeneas’ voyage through the Mediterranean.532 

The Romans and the British kings are all descendants of Aeneas; therefore, to position the two as 

rivals because of their shared origins is to neglect the heroic associations that Rome gives to 

Britain through this commonality. The rivalry stems not from their ancestry, but through the 

individual leaders who wish to increase their personal prestige.   

  The conflict between the two peoples begins in earnest when Cassibellaunus refuses to 

pay tribute to Caesar. The first instance of battle between Cassibellaunus and Caesar is almost 

uneventful, with the main segment of the narrative discussing the duel between Caesar and 

Nennius, brother of Cassibellaunus. Nennius was happy ‘to exchange even a single blow with so 

famous a man’ (Geoffrey, 70), which emphasises Caesar’s importance and prowess as a warrior, 

and makes him an even more potent enemy for Cassibellaunus and the British. Geoffrey then 

says, ‘After most of the day had passed, victory went with God’s help to the Britons, who 

attacked in formation and charged boldly, whilst Caesar and the shattered Romans retreated to 

their camp and ships’ (Geoffrey, 70). The initial victory of the British forces sets a precedent for 

the remainder of the battles, as Caesar learns that the Britons are a credible threat. This point 

emphasises British prowess on a macro scale, rather than highlighting the importance of 

individual feats of martial strength. Although there are earlier examples in the Historia of the 

collective prowess of the British people, particularly with the Trojan exiles led by Brutus, it is 

not since Brutus that the Britons faced a conflict of this scale, even with the prior conflict with 

Rome initiated be Belinus and Brennius. Consequently, this is the first substantial opportunity 

for the Britons to prove themselves as a martial power on a world stage by meeting the Romans 

in battle and emerging victorious. Therefore, this battle contributes to the prestige of the Britons 

as a culture, which then allows Arthur to inherit a country who has proven their might against 

Rome.      

  In contrast, when Wace introduces Caesar’s character, he is portrayed in a positive 

manner that indicates that Caesar possesses many virtues. Although it might seem illogical for an 

enemy to be depicted as heroic, in framing Caesar as a virtuous man, Wace presents him as a 

worthy opponent, thereby increasing the prestige of the Britons, and consequently, Arthur as the 
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inheritor of this legacy: 

 

Julius Caesar the noble, the strong, the brave, the conqueror who did, and could do, so 

much and who conquered and possessed the whole world. Never has a man, as far as we 

know, conquered so much, before or since. Caesar was emperor of Rome, a wise man and 

a generous giver; he was renowned for great chivalry and he was educated and very 

learned. (Wace, 97 and 99) 

 

Wace depicts Caesar as a man who possesses many virtues through the adjectives attached to his 

name: ‘noble’, ‘strong’, and ‘brave’, as well as the descriptors of wise, generous, chivalrous, and 

learned.533 These traits are consistent with those that were lauded in the twelfth century and so 

would have been recognisable to contemporary audiences. Wace also emphasises that Caesar 

was conqueror, more so than any of his contemporaries or predecessors. This portrayal of Caesar 

depicts him as a virtuous man who is without peer, and therefore a formidable and worthy 

opponent for the Britons. Wace’s description is consistent with Caesar’s status as a hero in the 

time during which the Historia and the Brut were written. Philippa Byrne points out that twelfth-

century audiences would have been aware of Caesar’s virtues through the writing of Sallust.534 

Although there is no direct evidence that Geoffrey used Sallust as a source, making it difficult to 

say if Wace did, it is likely that William of Malmesbury had access to the Jugurthine War and 

Catiline.535 In Catiline, Sallust extols the virtues of Caesar and Cato, providing one example of 

how Caesar’s virtues might have been known in the twelfth century.536 Although in both 

Geoffrey and Wace’s texts, the Britons are the focus and often have supremacy over foreigners, 

Wace’s initial description of Caesar places him in an elevated position. Caesar’s virtues lessen 

the shame of defeat when Cassibellan surrenders to the Romans, and this surrender does not 

jeopardise Cassibellan’s position as a powerful ancestor for Arthur.  

  However, even though Caesar is a formidable opponent, it is Cassibellaunus’ inability to 
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maintain an important relationship with one of his magnates that is responsible for his future 

troubles with the Romans. Throughout the Historia, Geoffrey emphasises the importance of a 

king maintaining relationships with his magnates, and how a failure to do so can lead to the 

dissolution of order and violent conflict. There are obvious echoes of the 1135 Anglo-Norman 

succession crisis and civil war following Stephen’s ascent to the throne, due to Stephen’s neglect 

of his relationship with Robert of Gloucester and several important bishops, for example.537 In 

the Historia, Cassibellaunus’ trouble with one of his magnates jeopardises not only the king’s 

reign, but also the martial pre-eminence of the Britons after their initial defeat of Julius Caesar. 

Therefore, not only are Cassibellaunus’ personal virtues at risk due to his disagreement with his 

magnate, Androgeus, but his kingdom’s status, while elevated after the victory over the Romans, 

is in danger of collapsing. This, when viewed in the context in which the text was written, allows 

readers to view the stakes should there be civil discord between a king and a nobleman. The 

country in question is subject to turmoil and threat of external invasion, emphasizing the 

consequences of neglecting relationships and allowing civil unrest to flourish. As a result, there 

are continued examples of how a good king should not behave, which consequently, makes the 

kings who correctly embody the most important virtues more conspicuous. This is a contributing 

factor to Arthur’s distinction in the Historia, because even though such men as Cassibellaunus 

are depicted as possessing virtue and therefore serve as powerful ancestors, they do not embody 

virtue to the extent that Arthur does.   

  The incident between Cassibellaunus and Androgeus occurs after the second victory 

against Caesar, which creates a conflict between familial and regnal relationships. When the 

Roman troops attempt to invade Britain, their ships are gauged by stakes in the water, and many 

men die.538 This event is recorded in the texts of both Bede and Nennius, and by drawing on such 

earlier writing Geoffrey gives legitimacy to his own account of Caesar’s invasion.539 Geoffrey 

diverges from these earlier texts in his account of the celebrations following this victory for the 

Britons, which allows him to situate the battle with the Romans within a main theme of the 

Historia, which is how regnal power is dependent on interpersonal relationships between the 

king and his people. For example, after Caesar is forced to flee, Cassibellaunus summons his 

nobles and their wives to a celebration. It is during these celebrations that the conflict arises 
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between Cassibellaunus and Androgeus:     

 

In these games, it happened that two noble youths, one the nephew of the king, the other 

of duke Androgeus, contested in a wrestling match and could not agree who had won. 

The king’s nephew was called Hirelglas, and Androgeus’ Cuelinus. After an exchange of 

insults, Cuelinus snatched up a sword and cut off the head of the king’s nephew. 

(Geoffrey, 74)  

 

However, when Androgeus goes to Caesar, he recounts a different version of events:   

 

‘My nephew won, whereupon the other was consumed by unmerited anger and hastened 

to strike him down. My nephew avoided the blow and seized the word in his fist, and 

snatched it away. In the struggle the king’s nephew fell upon the blade and was stabbed 

to death. After being informed of it, the king ordered me to deliver up the boy to be 

punished for murder’. (Geoffrey, 76)  

 

The discord between the nephews of Cassibellaunus and Androgeus creates a conflict between 

the king and his magnate that has lasting effects in Britain. Each man supports his respective 

nephew, again highlighting the importance of not only relationships in general, but familial 

bonds specifically. Cassibellaunus prioritises his own bloodline in a questionable dispute, 

thereby angering and alienating one of his magnates. Androgeus, in retaliation for the desired 

punishment of his kin and razing of his lands, turns traitor. He asks for Caesar’s aid so that he 

regains his ‘proper position’ (Geoffrey, 76). In Thorpe’s edition, this is expressed as Androgeus’ 

‘position of honour’, which provides further specificity to what he has lost and what he hopes to 

regain by appealing to Caesar.540 Due to the conflict between the nephews and Cassibellaunus’ 

response to the violence, Androgeus, in essence, presents Britain to Caesar for conquering. 

Although this is a clear betrayal of his king and people, the fault for the resulting Roman 

campaign against the Britons does not lie entirely with Androgeus. In alienating his magnate, 

Cassibellaunus weakens his country with the result of foreign exploitation.   

  During the subsequent battle between Caesar’s forces and Cassibellaunus’, they are 
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evenly matched until Androgeus attacks the king’s forces from behind. There is a reversal in 

fortune, where the Britons must leave the field of battle. Their flight is described as follows:  

 

Darkness began to fall, and Caesar blockaded the hill all night, to prevent any escape. He 

had decided to starve the king out since he could not defeat him by force. How admirable 

were the Britons of that age, who twice put to flight the conqueror of the whole world! 

(Geoffrey, 78)  

 

Siege warfare was the norm in the twelfth century, and would have been understood as such by 

contemporary readers.541 However, Geoffrey emphasises that Caesar must resort to starving the 

Britons and their king out because he cannot defeat them by pure martial force, demonstrating 

the strength of the Britons, which Geoffrey then highlights by calling them admirable and 

reminding the readers that before this, Caesar was the conqueror of the entire world. That Caesar 

cannot defeat the Britons by force elevates them in their cultural status as a heroic people. They 

are able to withstand Caesar’s attacks after defeating him twice before. We now assume that this 

loss is due in large part to the betrayal of Androgeus. Remembering the importance of loyalty to 

one’s lord in the twelfth century, Androgeus’ actions are vilified by Geoffrey to alleviate the 

responsibility of defeat by the Romans from Cassibellaunus. At the same time, Geoffrey 

minimises Cassibellaunus’ achievements against the Roman army, which allows Arthur’s victory 

against the same opponent to be more significant than that of his predecessor.542  

  Yet Geoffrey does not entirely absolve Cassibellaunus, which serves the purpose of 

ensuring that the king is not presented as superior to the later depiction of Arthur. This is 

exemplified when Cassibellaunus requests that Androgeus reconcile him with Caesar, as his 

forces have run out of supplies.543 Androgeus’ response to this request again highlights 

Cassibellaunus’ mistakes as a king. The former says, ‘“No one can love a prince who is gentle as 

a lamb in war, and in peace as fierce as a lion. Gods of heaven and earth, the lord who used to 

command me is now begging me,”’ and goes on to say how Cassibellaunus treatment of him is 

responsible for the continued conflict with Caesar (Geoffrey, 78 and 80). In Thorpe’s translation 
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of the Historia, Androgeus says that a leader ‘“who is fierce as a lion in peace-time by gentle as 

a lamb in time of war is not really worth much”.’ 544 Although the translations of this passage are 

similar, it is worth noting the slight difference because Thorpe’s edition further reinforces that a 

king is only valuable as long as his actions directly benefit his subjects. In giving voice to 

Androgeus’ thoughts in such a way, Geoffrey creates tension between the virtues of reciprocity 

in relationships and loyalty to a king. Androgeus’ speech refers to the transactional nature of 

relationships through his claim that he held the power to grant victory to Cassibellaunus or 

prevent him from triumphing.  

  The dispute between Cassibellaunus and Androgeus can be construed as a warning for 

the Anglo-Norman magnates contemporary to the Historia due to the civil nature of the conflict. 

As discussed in the Introduction, loyalty to one’s lord was of vital importance to a man’s 

character in twelfth-century society.545 One expression of this thought is when Orderic Vitalis 

says that treachery needs to ‘be punished as a crime’ with the traitor being beheaded.546 

However, as Karen Bosnos reminds us, treason and treason trials were a subjective matter, and 

‘it is sensible to presume that twelfth-century nobles knew their own social and political value 

and would act to defend themselves against any encroachment of royal power at their own 

expense.’547 This understanding of medieval treason is concurrent with Geoffrey’s depiction of 

Androgeus’ treachery, which is primarily framed as a result of Cassibellaunus’ inability to 

maintain the transactional bond between himself and his magnate. While my analysis of 

Cassibellaunus’ character has focused largely on relationships, this dialogue from Androgeus is a 

reminder that virtues are interconnected. Maintaining good relationships allows a king to be 

more powerful, on both an individual and cultural level. A king can possess virtue without 

anyone’s assistance, but he cannot rise to the height of heroism without followers who are 

themselves virtuous, as evidenced by the reminder in Androgeus’ speech that military victory 

does not belong solely to the king, but also to all the men who fought on his behalf. This theme is 

prevalent during the account of Arthur’s reign, as he has many men who are unfailingly loyal. 

Tatlock points out that Caesar’s conquest of Britain is ‘due solely to the disunion among the 
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Britons.’548 It is only when Androgeus and Cassibellaunus reconcile that the Roman threat is 

mitigated, allowing for peace once more. However, in the context of the text itself, Tatlock’s 

reference to ‘disunion’ serves to emphasise the importance of relationships between a king and 

his men, which then impacts the entire country. To be a successful ruler, a king needed to 

possess personal prowess, prove himself an effective leader in battle, while also maintaining 

interpersonal connections so as to ensure the welfare of his people. Domestic and martial virtues 

were, therefore, both integral to a king’s success during his reign, and lack of one impacted the 

presence of the other. Cassibellaunus’ mistake was neglecting one of his magnates, which then 

put his entire country at risk even after a successful military campaign against the Romans.  

  Androgeus negotiates peace with Caesar on behalf of Cassibellaunus, and the British king 

becomes a vassal, paying tribute to Rome. This conclusion to the conflict between Caesar and 

the Britons undercuts Cassibellaunus’ virtues, particularly after his initial victories against the 

Roman forces. However, these mistakes teach a lesson both for readers of the Historia, as well as 

for subsequent kings, which is to mitigate any civil discord and to honour the relationships 

between magnates. This is particularly relevant due to the divided nature of Anglo-Norman 

Britain during Stephen’s reign and contemporary criticisms about his ability to foster productive 

relationships with magnates.549 Furthermore, Cassibellaunus, before the conflict between the 

nephews and betrayal of Androgeus, is a powerful king, capable of defeating Julius Caesar. 

However, had he been unilaterally victorious against the Romans then he might have precluded 

Arthur from being superior. Cassibellaunus is depicted as a powerful figure and virtuous king but 

his inability to decisively beat Caesar ensures that he falls short of achieving the status as the 

most powerful king in the Historia. 

   

  

2.2 The Christian Kings  

 

 2.2.1 The Continuation of the Conflict with Rome  
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Although there are examples of powerful pagan kings in the Historia, such as Brutus and 

Cassibellaunus, Geoffrey prevents them from reaching the same level of heroism as their later 

successors because they are not Christian. Geoffrey does allow pagans to be religiously inclined, 

but he also places great emphasis on the moral superiority of Christianity, and most of the British 

kings are Christians. Considering how William of Malmesbury claimed Robert to be superior to 

Julius Caesar because of his Christian faith, there is a common twelfth-century belief that 

Christians were superior to their pagan counterparts. Indeed, John of Salisbury says that piety 

(and justice) is so ‘necessary to the prince that anyone without them claiming not only princely 

power but even magistracy ridicules himself to no avail, and yet others are also provoked to 

laughter, contempt and hatred towards him.’550 This provides insight into the contemporary 

opinion on the necessity of Christian worship for a king’s virtue. Therefore, for Geoffrey’s kings, 

and more specifically Arthur, to be considered virtuous and, as a consequence, heroic, he must 

convert them to Christianity.551  

 The first king in the Historia to convert to Christianity is Lucius. His actions indicate a 

shift in the individual and cultural heroism of the British kings and their people due to the 

aforementioned dependency in the twelfth century of a man’s heroism on his piety. Geoffrey 

describes Lucius’ conversion as follows:   

 

Eager desire for the true faith meant that his pious prayer was answered, since on learning 

of his devotion the holy pontiff sent him two religious instructors, Faganus and Duvianus, 

who preached the Word of God made flesh, anointed him in holy baptism and brought 

him to Christ. The people of his country immediately flocked from all quarters to follow 

their king’s example, and were cleansed from the same font and restored to the kingdom 

of heaven. (Geoffrey, 88)552 

 

Not only does this passage emphasise Lucius’ piety, but it also presents him as the saviour of the 

British people. As they follow his example, they are ‘cleansed’ and ‘restored’ to heaven. Thus 
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Geoffrey links Christianity with salvation, with Lucius as the one who orchestrates this saving on 

behalf of the British people. He also leads by example, as his people converted only after he did 

so. This idea is repeated in Wace’s text: ‘Following the king, his household and his family were 

all baptized. What the king did, they did, and followed his example’ (Wace, 133). In both texts 

the king is a model for behaviour and so his own virtues are magnified because of the way in 

which he inspires his people to emulate those same virtues. This is similar to how Arthur will be 

described, but Geoffrey and Wace position Lucius as a prestigious ancestor through the 

conversion of Britain to Christianity. 

 After Lucius becomes a Christian, Geoffrey shows how he uses his faith to improve his 

kingdom in a more tangible way by appropriating pagan sites of worship for Christian purposes. 

This is a symbolic act of transition into a new, more virtuous existence for the Britons. Geoffrey 

says, ‘Meanwhile the glorious king Lucius, rejoicing that the worship of the true faith was 

esteemed in his kingdom, turned to better use the holdings and lands formerly owned by the 

pagan temples by permitting that they should remain in the possession of the churches of the 

faithful’ (Geoffrey, 88). The act of widespread conversion and repurposing of the physical 

remainders of paganism elevates the king and his people above their predecessors regardless of 

any other virtues. The repurposing of pagan temples by Christians was a common activity since 

the advent of Christianity.553 Therefore, Lucius participates in a well-established tradition that 

associates him with his Christian forebears, albeit from different cultures. While the pagan kings 

of Britain still serve as powerful ancestors and models for behaviour, religion is a significant 

factor when considering heroic virtue. For Geoffrey to establish Arthur as the greatest hero of the 

Britons and Anglo-Normans, he and his direct forefathers must be Christian.     

 Following Lucius’ death, the British conflict with the Romans resumes. Lucius does not 

designate an heir, and therefore leaves a weakness in the British monarchy that Rome exploits. 

Given that Geoffrey wrote the Historia during the Anglo-Norman succession crisis, when there 

was no definitive heir to Henry I, this is perhaps a warning to his readers.554 The potential 

references to contemporary events serve to create links between the Anglo-Normans and the 

Britons, in a similar way that Geoffrey connects the Britons and the Trojans. As a result, the 
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Anglo-Norman readers can learn from the text, so that the entire Historia serves as a model for 

behaviour, through the portrayal of virtues and vices on a cultural level, as well as individual. 

There are several kings after Lucius who are crowned and then soon deposed, including 

Asclepiodotus. He rebuffs the Romans, and according to Geoffrey, rules in peace, though 

Geoffrey immediately follows this by saying that during his reign the Christians in Britain faced 

violent persecution from the emperor Diocletian.555 Asclepiodotus is killed by Coel, duke of 

Colchester, who then crowns himself king.556 The Romans are pleased that Asclepiodotus is dead 

and they send a senator, named Constantius. Coel pleads for peace and the Romans assent on the 

conditions that the Britons pay their customary tribute.557 When Coel dies, Constantius is 

crowned king and marries Coel’s daughter, Helena.558 Together they have a son, Constantine, 

who becomes king upon his father’s death.559 These events are also recounted in Bede’s Historia 

Ecclesiastica,560 which was a source text for the Historia.561 Again, Geoffrey’s narrative is 

legitimized by the usage of an earlier text and the details he adds to the accounts of kings like 

Constantine become a more substantial, while still believable, history of the country that the 

Anglo-Normans rule. Through these different threads from past texts and contemporary events 

and figures, Geoffrey creates a tapestry that allows readers to draw connections between the past 

and present. Geoffrey also formulates these continuities within the Historia itself. He describes 

Constantine similarly to earlier kings: ‘After acceding to the throne, Constantine began a few 

years later to show great ability, displaying the fierceness of a lion and maintaining justice 

among his subjects. He curbed the greed of robbers, trampled the cruelty of tyrants and strove to 

reestablish peace everywhere’ (Geoffrey, 96). This description of Constantine echoes those of 

previous kings through the imagery of a lion, the fight against robbers and tyrants, and the need 

to establish peace. In various forms, other kings throughout the Historia have been described in a 
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similar manner. What is unique about Constantine, however, is that he only began to display his 

‘great ability’ several years after being crowned king. Geoffrey does not specify what those 

intermediate years between becoming king and demonstrating his abilities held. It can be 

assumed, though, that he is not performing any of the duties that are required of a good king, else 

they would have been mentioned. Although he is a strong king, as is evident in the passage 

above, and as will be discussed in the next paragraph, the fact that these virtues are not 

immediately visible serves to differentiate him from others, such as Arthur. As will be seen in the 

next chapter, as soon as Arthur is crowned at the age of fifteen, he immediately displays a 

multitude of virtues and wages war against the Saxons. Through the dichotomy between the 

portrayal of Constantine and his later depiction of Arthur, Geoffrey shows Constantine to be an 

effective king but not of Arthur’s stature.   

 During Constantine’s reign there is a tyrant at Rome, Maxentius, who forces many people 

to seek refuge in Britain.562 Henry of Huntingdon also records the events of Constantine’s rule, 

but with fewer details than found in Geoffrey’s text. Henry’s primary concern is to recount 

Constantine’s conversion to Christianity and how this allows him to defeat Maxentius.563 

Geoffrey, meanwhile, focuses largely on Constantine’s reluctance to address the threat of 

Maxentius. He is convinced to fight by what Geoffrey describes as ‘taunts’: 

 

‘How long will you permit our calamitous exile, Constantine? Why do you hesitate to 

restore us to our native soil? You are the only one of our countrymen who can return to 

us our lost possessions by driving out Maxentius. What prince can match the king of 

Britain in the bravery and strength of his soldiers or in the abundance of his gold and 

silver? Restore our property, we beg you, return our wives and children by taking your 

army to Rome with us’. (Geoffrey, 96) 

 

The disparity between the two accounts demonstrates the subjectivity of historiography, and how 

each author uses the events of the past to suit their own purposes. Henry, even though he was a 

secular cleric writing for Bishop Alexander of Lincoln, approached his subject matter from a 

more ecclesiastical viewpoint, whereas Geoffrey, given his dedications, wrote a more temporally 
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oriented text.564 In the words of Winkler, ‘although individual kings are fallible, they are still 

accountable to God, and tragedy can happen when these kings either choose not to obey God’s 

will, or cannot live up to the demands of their role.’565 The opposite is also true in Henry’s text, 

however if a king adheres to God’s will, he can triumph against his enemies. Geoffrey’s 

depiction of kings, in the context of Constantine’s reign, is slightly more complex than Henry’s 

because Constantine’s actions depend on those around him. In the above passage Geoffrey shows 

the Britons as simultaneously goading Constantine into action and flattering him. Geoffrey 

introduces an element of blame here, as the speaker says that Constantine permits this exile to 

occur and hesitates to help the people return to their homeland. However, they flatter Constantine 

by referring to his individual bravery, the prestige of his soldiers, and his wealth. This passage 

echoes the account of how Trojan exiles asked Brutus to be their leader due to his numerous 

virtues. Again, Geoffrey creates continuity between Troy and Britain either through references to 

Trojan customs, as will be discussed later in the thesis, or through giving present kings traits that 

Brutus possessed. As a result, Geoffrey enables the Britons of the Historia to claim Trojan 

descent even though they are far removed from the original settlers of the island and likely share 

no blood with them.  

 Furthermore, there is a dichotomy in how Constantine is portrayed in the Historia. While 

Geoffrey shows Constantine to be virtuous, the king is not proactive in utilising his virtue, but 

rather must be urged into action, as exemplified by the campaign against Rome. However, when 

he does act, he is described as a formidable opponent: ‘Roused by these and other reproaches, 

Constantine marched on Rome, conquering it and subsequently gaining control over the whole 

world’ (Geoffrey, 98). Although Geoffrey does not provide much detail of the campaign against 

Rome, the lack of description suggests that the conquest was a simple task that did not require 

much explanation. The fact that Constantine is said to have ‘control over the whole world’ is 

significant to both his individual virtue as well as the collective one, as it not only brings prestige 

to him, but to his people as well. However, due to his inability to act swiftly and that he needed 

to be persuaded to battle Rome, he is prevented from becoming a truly great king. He can be 

considered a prestigious ancestor but prevents him from becoming as powerful a king as Arthur 

will later be.  
																																																																				
564 See Chapter 1.1 for an in-depth look at Geoffrey’s dedications in the Historia.  
565 Emily A. Winkler, Royal Responsibility in Anglo-Norman Historical Writing (Oxford: Oxford 
University, 2017), p. 22. 
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 Throughout the Historia, Geoffrey emphasises the importance of bloodlines to the 

development of an individual’s virtues. As Geoffrey approaches Arthur’s reign, the virtues and 

ancestry of the kings preceding Arthur assume additional significance due to the potential impact 

they will have on Arthur’s character. Geoffrey shows Constantine’s successor, Octavius 

assessing potential husbands for his daughter and heiress, and articulates that she marries a 

Roman senator, Maximianus, who has a British father and a Roman mother. This, according to 

one of Octavius’ advisors, means that he has ‘royal blood on both sides’ (Geoffrey, 98). Geoffrey 

frames Maximianus’ bloodline as the basis for his marriage to the king’s daughter, which then 

signifies that he will become king himself. This is consistent with twelfth-century ideology of 

how a man can be the symbolic inheritor of an ancestor’s virtue. William of Malmesbury 

engages with this subject frequently, one example of which is his emphasis on Godfrey of 

Bouillon as Charlemagne’s descendant.566 Yet the concept of ancestors as models for behaviour 

was not unique to the twelfth century, one example of which is Alexander the Great. Plutarch 

articulates the prestige of Alexander’s bloodline: ‘As for the lineage of Alexander, on his father's 

side he was a descendant of Heracles through Caranus, and on his mother's side a descendant of 

Aeacus through Neoptolemus; this is accepted without any question.’567 As Richard A. Gabriel 

points out, Alexander used Achilles as a model for behaviour, perhaps because of his ancestral 

connection to the legendary hero.568 The observation that Alexander sought to emulate his heroic 

ancestor can be applied to the twelfth-century approach to genealogy because while descendants 

cannot literally inherit virtues, they can use their predecessors as models so that these 

characteristics appear to be inherited. In Geoffrey’s text, this process is in part facilitated by his 

repeated inclusion of famed groups of people into British genealogy, as is evident with the 

discussion centred on Maximianus’ royal bloodline. This is further reinforced when Caradoc, 

duke of Cornwall, tells the king, ‘“See now, God has deigned to send you this young man, of 

Roman blood and descended from the British royal family; in my opinion you should marry your 

daughter to him with all speed. Even if you were to refuse, how could your claim to the throne of 

																																																																				
566 William says, ‘second to none in military virtue, and, descended from the ancient lineage of Charles 
the Great, he inherited much of Charles both in blood and in mind.’ William of Malmesbury, Chronicles 
of the Kings of England, p. 365. 
567	Plutarch, Greek Lives: A selection of nine Greek Lives, trans. by Robin Waterfield (Oxford: Oxford 
University, Reissued 2008), p. 312. 
568 Richard A. Gabriel, The Madness of Alexander the Great: and the Myth of Military Genius (Yorkshire: 
Pen and Sword Military, 2015), p. 76.  
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Britain compare to his?”’ (Geoffrey, 104) Here, Geoffrey places emphasis on ancestry as a 

qualification for inheriting the throne, which continues to foreground a man’s bloodline as a 

precursor to heroism, or, at the very least, the status of a successful king.    

  The character of Maximianus, however, is another example of how a man must not only 

possess virtues, but act on them in a virtuous way as well. Maximianus is a character in the texts 

of Gildas, Bede, and Nennius (though he is called Maximus), and is referred to by all three 

authors as a tyrant.569 Geoffrey uses these texts as source material for the Historia and elaborates 

on the figure of Maximianus while still presenting him as flawed in a nuanced approach that 

allows for an interrogation of the value of specific virtues and vices in relation to the subject of 

heroism. Maximianus, while possessing royal blood on both his mother and father’s side, is 

depicted as allowing his vast amount of wealth to go ‘to his head’ (Geoffrey, 104). As a result, 

he decides to conquer France. This decision is itself not reprehensible, as many of the great 

heroes throughout time were conquerors, and, as will be seen in Chapter Three, Arthur himself is 

a conqueror. Where Maximianus differs, though, is that his behaviour is ignoble while he is 

abroad. This is recounted as follows:  

  

News of Maximianus’ cruelty spread through the remaining regions of France and all its 

dukes and princes were gripped by such panic that they could rely on nothing other than 

their prayers. From every village they fled to the cities and towns, anywhere that offered 

a safe haven. When he saw how much he was feared, Maximianus became bolder and 

hastened to increase his army by lavish donations. He attracted to him all those he knew 

lusted after the possessions of others, readily enriching them with gold, silver and other 

presents. (Geoffrey, 106) 

 

In his portrayal of Maximianus, Geoffrey does not present him as completely devoid of virtue, 

evident from his description of the king’s prowess, conquests, and generosity. Yet Maximianus’ 

cruelty suggests excessive violence and echoes the depiction of Brennius earlier in the Historia. 

The characterisation of Maximianus as cruel is further emphasised by Geoffrey saying that 

people fled from him, which only increased his desire for more men at his disposal and further 

																																																																				
569 Gildas, On the ruin of Britain, sections 13-14; Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica, p. 20; Nennius, Historia 
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riches. In depicting Maximianus as someone to be feared, Geoffrey establishes him as a villain in 

the Historia’s narrative. Maximianus’ villainy is even more clearly established in Thorpe and 

Faletra’s editions because while Wright says that Maximianus gives his army donations, they use 

the word ‘bribes’.570 Yet Geoffrey was not unique in characterising a ruler as cruel. Augustine, 

who in the Middle Ages was considered an authority in the understanding that he was a model 

‘of style and form to be followed’,571 references Nero’s vices and says that, ‘he was so cruel, that 

only those who knew him could believe he had any tenderness in him.’572 With the 

understanding that Augustine was an influential writer in the medieval period, including the 

twelfth century, then his condemnation of Nero’s cruelty as a vice can be transcribed onto 

Geoffrey’s depiction of Maximianus’ cruelty. However, Geoffrey complicates Maximianus’ 

character due to the king’s motivation for engaging in the foreign campaigns, which is to help 

the people of Britain. This is recounted as follows:             

 

He issued an edict to the effect that a hundred thousand common people should be 

gathered to be sent to him, as well as thirty thousand knights to protect them from hostile 

attack in the country they were to inhabit. Once all this was organised, he spread them 

throughout all the regions of Armorica, making it a second Britain, which he presented to 

Conanus Meriadocus. (Geoffrey, 106) 

 

In granting Conanus Meriadocus, his rival for the throne, rule of Armorica, Maximianus 

circumvents any potential future conflict. Therefore, his excessive cruelty is a means to an end 

that benefits his own people so that there is no civil conflict in Britain. There is a duality to 

Maximianus’ character that is typical of several of the kings in the Historia as has been discussed 

earlier in this chapter. Maximianus possesses virtues, such as prowess and generosity, as well as 

a prestigious bloodline, but he does not always act in a virtuous manner. Given that the virtues in 

the Historia are compounded, where the expression of one is dependent on the possession of 
																																																																				
570 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Thorpe, p. 140; Geoffrey of 
Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Faletra, p. 109. 
571 Cillian O’Hogan, ‘The classical past’, The British Library < https://www.bl.uk/medieval-english-
french-manuscripts/articles/the-classical-past#> [Accessed 28 January 2022]. 
The use of Augustine in the Middle Ages will be discussed further in Chapter Three.  
572 Saint Augustine, The Fathers of the Church: Saint Augustine, The City of God, Books I-VII, trans. by 
Demetrius B. Zema and Gerald G. Walsh (Washington D. C.: The Catholic University of America, 
reprinted 2008), p. 288. 
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another, the presence of such a significant flaw as cruelty inhibits the development of 

Maximianus’ virtues. Consequently, his positive characteristics allow him to be seen as a 

powerful ancestor, but due to his cruelty he is not able to achieve heroism. 

 Despite the myriad of flaws that Geoffrey describes, David Dumville postulates ‘that 

Maximus573 is arguably the literary source of inspiration for Geoffrey of Monmouth's Arthur, 

who does such great—but ultimately unsuccessful—deeds as a British emperor on the 

Continent.’574 As has been previously discussed, Geoffrey used a variety of sources when writing 

the Historia, including those that include earlier accounts of Maximianus’ reign.575 Therefore, 

the notion of using such a king as inspiration is congruent with Geoffrey’s appropriation of his 

source material. However, Geoffrey adapts these texts and their contents so that they conform to 

his agenda of extolling Arthur. While the earlier versions of Maximianus might be inspiration for 

Arthur’s character, the way in which Geoffrey inserts this figure into the narrative of the Historia 

allows for Arthur to be seen as the greatest king in his direct and indirect lineage through a 

comparison to his predecessors. This comparison becomes more overt when Geoffrey introduces 

Arthur’s immediate kin.  

 

 

2.3 Arthur’s Family  

 

 2.3.1 The Reign of Vortigern  

 

  

Before Arthur’s immediate family claims the throne of Britain, there is a period of instability 

after the death of Maximianus. This turmoil continues after Arthur’s grandfather dies due to the 

fact that Constans, Arthur’s uncle, leaves his position as a monk in order to become the king of 

Britain. The conflict that eventually leads to Arthur’s reign begins with Maximianus’ death, as he 

leaves the island undefended while he is abroad. After he dies, the Britons call on Rome for aid 

and the Romans temporarily drive back the attackers but then tell the Britons that they must 

																																																																				
573 Otherwise known as Maximianus. 
574 David N. Dumville, ‘Sub-Roman Britain: History and Legend’, History, 62.205 (1977), 173-192 
<https://www.jstor.org/stable/24411236> [Accessed 31 January 2022], p. 181.	
575 See Chapter I.2 for a discussion on Geoffrey’s sources.  
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defend themselves, before withdrawing.576 The Roman intervention when Britain is without a 

king continues to connect the two peoples, although Roman superiority is still an integral part of 

the dynamic. The Britons’ power that has been building throughout the narrative of the Historia 

is then undercut, as they are helpless without foreign intervention due to a lack of warriors. 

Although Britain’s reliance on Rome and their powerlessness without Roman assistance is not a 

flattering portrayal of the people whom Geoffrey is attempting to exult, it provides a necessary 

opening for Arthur’s direct bloodline to come into power and prove themselves as capable 

warriors and kings, culminating in Arthur, the greatest warrior in the Historia.  

 When the Romans abandon the British to their fate, Geoffrey states that the king of 

Brittany is called upon for aid, and that the latter sends his brother Constantinus to be crowned. 

The archbishop of London says to him, ‘“Christ conquers, reigns and commands. In you, with 

Christ’s help, we have a king for our abandoned country; in you, our defender, in you our hope 

and our joy”’ (Geoffrey, 116). Geoffrey’s use of the archbishop emphasises the Christian 

element to kingship, immediately elevating Constantinus above his pagan forbears. There is also 

an emotional connection between king and subject, as the king, Constantinus, becomes 

representative of the Britons’ salvation after a long period of being overrun and killed by 

enemies. Thus, the king becomes a symbol of salvation, and his virtues are not in question, as it 

is assumed that he will rescue the people of Britain. Although Constantinus is only briefly 

mentioned in the text, serving more as a bridge between Arthur and Arthur’s uncle and father, his 

place is significant in that it begins a direct branch in the family tree for Arthur. Constantinus’ 

reign and individual virtues serve not to exult him as a king, but rather as Arthur’s grandfather.   

While Constantinus is presented as a strong king, his son and successor, Constans, is not. 

Although it may be counterintuitive to argue for the benefits of having an inferior king in 

Arthur’s direct lineage, Constans’ presence, through his vices, better illuminates Arthur’s virtues, 

as there is a sharp contrast between the two men. Geoffrey begins Constans’ reign by depicting 
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him as reneging on his holy orders and becoming king of Britain even though he is a monk.577 It 

was not unheard of for a twelfth-century king to become a monk;578 however, the reverse, 

leaving a monastery to pursue secular power, suggests a distinct lack of piety. As has previously 

been discussed, piety is a fundamental virtue for a king to possess and he derives significant 

power from his relationship with the Church.579 The decision to break a holy vow and no longer 

serve God indicates a severing of the relationship with the Church.  

In context, contemporary readers would have viewed Constans’ actions as a grave crime. 

This is reinforced by the fact that it is not a member of the clergy who crowns Constans, but 

Vortigern. As discussed in Chapter One, the coronation ceremony involved the king making a 

promise to the Church and Christian subjects.580 Geoffrey, therefore, ensures that readers 

understand Constans to be a poor example of a ruler by not having him crowned by a member of 

the clergy. There is an additional element to Constans’ vice, in that he heeds Vortigern’s advice 

to assume the throne. Lack of judgment in interpersonal relationships is a theme throughout the 

Historia and Geoffrey inserts this theme into the discourse on the reign of Arthur’s uncle. In 

allowing himself to be manipulated by Vortigern, Constans inadvertently allows for the Saxon 

invasion of Britain. Thereby, his reign can be seen as a warning of the consequences of lack of 

judgment. This is particularly relevant when reflecting on how King Stephen was often portrayed 

by contemporary chroniclers.581 As Winkler says, ‘much of what they [twelfth-century 

chroniclers] wrote about the past was born of a desire to render right and wrong in writing, to 

articulate distinctions between the two—and to right wrongs by doing so.’582 This is applicable 

to Geoffrey’s text because there are similarities in the Historia with contemporary events. In 

creating a king, like Constans, who lacks judgment in a similar way that Stephen supposedly 

does, Geoffrey addresses a ‘wrong’ in society and rectifies it by creating a king in Arthur who 
																																																																				
577 This thesis is not able to directly address the breadth of scholarship on medieval monasticism. For 
more information, see David Knowles, The Monastic Order in England: A History of its Development 
from the Times of St. Dunstan to the Fourth Lateran Council, 940-1216 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University, 1976); Gert Melville, The World of Medieval Monasticism: Its History and Forms of Life, 
trans. by James D. Mixson (Collegeville: Liturgical 2016); Roberta Gilchrist, Sacred Heritage: Monastic 
Archaeology, Identities, Beliefs (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2020); Kathleen Thompson, The 
Monks of Tiron: A Monastic Community and the Religious Reform in the Twelfth Century (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University, 2014). 
578 Gaimar lists three kings who become monks. Geffrei Gaimar, Estoire des Engleis, p. 87, p. 97, p. 107. 
579 See Chapter I.4.1 on the perception of virtue in the twelfth century.  
580 See Chapter 1.2 for a discussion on the twelfth-century coronation ceremony.  
581 Stephen’s characterization by contemporary chroniclers was discussed throughout Chapter One. 
582 Winkler, Royal Responsibility, p. 2. 
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does not possess any of the previously articulated flaws. Geoffrey in part achieves this by over-

emphasising the vices, exemplified by the fact that Constans’ lack of judgment is more extreme 

than Stephen’s, given that the former cedes all his power to Vortigern. In doing so, Constans not 

only undermines his own power, but also puts his entire country at risk. This, as Geoffrey will 

soon show, is not a difficulty that occurs during Arthur’s reign, which allows Arthur to serve as a 

model of exemplary kingship.   

Wace’s presentation of Constant’s character, however, is meant to be instructional for the 

readers, which returns to the idea of rulers as models for behaviour. Constant does not embody 

virtue and thus sets a poor example. Wace says:  

 

Constant received the crown and abandoned the vows he should have obeyed; he wrongly 

abandoned God’s rule and thus came to a bad end. No one should succeed through doing 

what he should not do. Vortigern held the king and his officers firmly in his control: the 

king did what he advised and seized what he commanded. (Wace, 165) 

 

This passage serves as a warning, particularly in regard to how those who disobey God will 

‘come to a bad end.’ That Constant abandoned God signifies a lack of piety, particularly as Wace 

qualifies Constant’s actions with the word ‘wrongly’. Constant also breaks a vow, thereby 

demonstrating that he is not a trustworthy king, particularly because not honouring a vow to God 

is of greater consequence than not honouring one to a magnate. Although Wace’s text is more 

secular than religious, Constant’s lack of piety still would have been a recognised negative 

characteristic for contemporary readers. There is also a direct contrast between Constant and 

earlier kings such as Luces, because the people follow Luces’ example, whereas Constant 

follows Vortigern’s. Gerald of Wales, a contemporary of Wace’s and an author who wrote on the 

subject of virtue, lists disobedience to God as a vice and additionally says, ‘A king (rex) takes his 

name from ruling (regendo), because he ought to rule first himself and then the people subject to 

him; for how can he rule others if he is still to be ruled?’583 Constant violates both of these rules 

and in abdicating power, in addition to reneging on his holy vows, he is precluded from 

possessing virtue and therefore being a good king. 

 Although Constans is a negligent king who displays few, if any, virtues, the true villain of 
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this particular narrative is Vortigern. He plots to kill Constans and manipulates the Picts to do it, 

before beheading them for their crimes.584 Upon Constans’ death, Vortigern crowns himself 

king. His actions not only sever his relationship with the Church, given that he is not anointed or 

crowned by a bishop, but also do not legitimise himself as king. In contrast, Tolhurst says about 

Henry I that he legitimised his rule ‘based on three grounds: his birth to an anointed king and 

queen, his own royal anointing and consecration, and strong public support for his kingship.’585 

She also lists the traits Matilda possessed in order to be a king: ‘royal blood, high status as a 

consecrated empress, a monarch’s education, and experience in governing’ and while she was 

Henry I’s only heir, she was also ‘the embodiment of the Norman, Scottish, and Anglo-Saxon 

royal bloodlines.’586 Tolhurst outlines the process for becoming a legitimate ruler at the time 

during which Geoffrey writes the Historia. Vortigern does not meet any of these qualifications, 

as he does not explicitly possess royal blood, is not anointed upon his crowning, and does not 

have public support, particularly after his open dealings with the Saxons. Furthermore, the final 

point Tolhurst makes about Matilda’s blood once again highlights the importance of genealogy 

and how the inheritance of royal blood serves as a prerequisite for a virtuous ruler. This has also 

been a theme throughout the Historia. The contrast between the twelfth-century prerequisites for 

rulership and Vortigern’s claim to the throne of Britain is a method used by Geoffrey to frame 

the latter’s rule as an illegitimate one.  

 Vortigern’s reign is unsuccessful largely because Geoffrey returns to the theme of 

symbiotic relationships through this character by showing how Vortigern neglects this 

responsibility. When the Picts rebel against Vortigern he accepts the aid of exiled Saxons—

Horsus and Hengest. At first Geoffrey suggests that this is a relationship beneficial to the king, 

but in granting Hengest land and power, Vortigern transfers his power to the Saxons. Yet 

Geoffrey does not immediately depict Vortigern as a wholly ineffective king, as evidenced by his 

denial of Hengest’s request for a title and city:  

 

‘I am forbidden to grant such favours because you are foreign and pagans, and I am not 

yet well enough acquainted with your character and customs to treat you like my fellow-

countrymen; even if I did, I would not give something of which my nobles would 
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disapprove’. (Geoffrey, 126)  

 

In this passage Vortigern is shown to display good judgment in refusing to grant a title and land 

to someone of whom his nobles would disapprove. His prioritisation of his nobles indicates that 

the king and magnate are maintaining a healthy relationship, and therefore Geoffrey shows that 

the king has not yet relinquished all his power despite his welcoming of the Saxons into Britain. 

Although Vortigern’s denial of Hengest’s request is indicative of a king who has the potential to 

be wise, his response does not eradicate his previous actions, where he gained the throne through 

treachery, nor does it counteract his later decisions.   

 Geoffrey’s most substantial condemnation of Vortigern’s actions occurs at a feast held 

after Hengest is given land than can be encompassed by a single string.587 Hengest brings 

eighteen ships full of his people to Britain, including his daughter, Ronwein, whom Vortigern 

meets at the feast. Geoffrey is not the only author to write about Vortigern and criticize his 

character, as can be seen in William of Malmesbury’s Chronicle: ‘At this time Vortigern was 

King of Britain; a man calculated neither for the field nor the council, but wholly given up to the 

lusts of the flesh, the slave of every vice: a character of insatiable avarice, ungovernable pride, 

and polluted by his lusts.’588 William’s characterisation of Vortigern suggests a distinct lack of 

virtue, but without substantiating details. Nevertheless, this depiction does provide insight into 

qualities that were condemned in the twelfth century: avarice, pride, and lust. Geoffrey provides 

more detail of Vortigern’s character, as has been discussed above, and it is the last of the vices 

laid out by William that Geoffrey uses to fully display Vortigern’s villainy. Through Vortigern’s 

marriage to Ronwein Geoffrey shows how lust is what condemns the king to villainy: ‘Vortigern 

became drunk on various kinds of liquor and, as Satan entered into his heart, he asked her father 

for the girl he loved. Satan, I repeat, had entered into his heart, for despite being a Christian he 

wanted to sleep with a pagan woman’ (Geoffrey, 128 and 130). This sentiment is repeated in 

Wace’s text, although with more overt condemnation: ‘The Devil enticed him so much, who has 

turned so many men to evil, that he inflamed him with love and desire to take Hengist’s 

daughter. God, what shame! God, what sin! The Devil led him so far astray, he would not refuse 

to marry her though she was a heathen, born of heathens’ (Wace, 177). In both passages 
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	 155	

Geoffrey and Wace position relationships as a prominent function in a king’s ability to be a 

virtuous and successful ruler. In this instance, it is not a relationship between king and subject, 

though, but rather between family, through both blood and marriage. Vortigern’s desire for, and 

eventual marriage to, Ronwein puts the British bloodline and throne at risk. Not only does 

Vortigern allow a pagan into his bed and onto the throne, but should they have a child, that child 

will have a claim to the crown. This is especially significant because Vortigern already has three 

sons.589 Reflecting on the discussion from Chapter One about how Geoffrey of Monmouth and 

William of Malmesbury discuss Robert’s inherited traits from his predecessors,590 and from 

earlier in Chapter Two regarding the importance of maintaining and building virtuous family 

trees, Vortigern’s choice in wife taints his bloodline. Although Ronwein is not described in 

detail, so readers have few indications of her personality, her religion precludes her from any 

virtue at this point in the text. By lusting after her and marrying her, Vortigern violates one of the 

fundamental characteristics required of a king: piety. Vortigern’s lack of sense, in trusting the 

Saxons, his lack of piety, in marrying Ronwein, and his decision to jeopardise his bloodline all 

indicate that he is a substandard king. While Geoffrey condemns Vortigern’s actions, Wace 

introduces an element of emotion that heightens the immorality of Vortigern’s decision to marry 

a pagan, by delineating his actions as shameful. A virtuous, heroic king should elevate the 

reputation of his country, but Vortigern continues to harm his kingdom, primarily through his 

lack of proper piety in encouraging a monk to forsake his vows and taking a pagan woman as his 

wife.  

 A civil war follows Vortigern’s marriage of Ronwein because Vortigern refuses to expel 

the pagans after his people request that he do so. As a result, the Britons bestow the crown upon 

his son, Vortimer.591 Throughout the Historia, there are many instances of civil discord, several 

of which have been discussed in this chapter, such as the episode between Belinus and Brennius 

and the dispute between Cassibellaunus and Androgeus. However, the conflict between 

Vortigern and Vortimer is different than those previously discussed. While Vortimer is the 

aggressor, he possesses moral superiority in this circumstance. The episode with Vortimer serves 

as an example of a righteous reason for engaging in civil and familial conflict, which parallels 

how some chroniclers, notably William of Malmesbury, frame Robert of Gloucester’s 
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involvement in the Anglo-Norman civil war.592 Familial disputes are common in the Historia and 

are a prominent part of life during the time in which Geoffrey writes, due to the succession crisis 

and following civil war between Stephen and Matilda.593 Given the importance of bloodlines, not 

only for succession but for inherited attributes as well, familial fighting suggests the seriousness 

of one or more person’s vices. That Vortimer felt the need to overthrow his father emphasises the 

extremity of Vortigern’s crimes in favouring the pagan foreigners over his Christian people. 

Vortimer’s function in this episode is to help emphasise Vortigern’s vices, but as a king, he is 

merely a placeholder until the rightful rulers can return. In the context of heroic virtues and by 

tracing the line of British kings, Vortimer could not have been successful in his endeavours 

because he is not a blood relation of the rightful kings of Britain. In the end, Vortimer dies 

through treachery, Vortigern regains his title, and the Saxons return, eventually killing many of 

the British nobles.594  

 After Vortigern returns to the throne, Geoffrey describes how the king is betrayed by the 

Saxons and must retreat to Wales as they slaughter his people.595 The Peterborough Chronicle, a 

version of the Anglo-Saxon chronicle written up to 1154,596 records Hengest and Horsa fighting 

against Vortigern and the Britons, which provides legitimacy to Geoffrey’s narrative.597 

Vortigern then becomes responsible for these deaths, as it is both his submission to the Saxons as 

well as his decision to flee rather than to protect his country that leads to the multitude of British 

deaths at Saxon hands. Through his actions, Vortigern violates the transactional relationship 

between a king and his subjects: protection in exchange for loyalty.   

 When Vortigern arrives in Wales, he is given forewarning of the arrival of Aurelius 

Ambrosius and Uther Pendragon returning to Britain and listens to the prophecies of Merlin.598 

Merlin’s prophecies are a significant factor in the development of Arthur’s heroism due to their 
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location in the text.599 The prophecies were popular in the twelfth century, evident by the fact 

that they survive ‘as a separate text in seventy-six (catalogued) manuscripts, often paired with 

later Latin prophecies inspired by it.’600 Geoffrey was likely inspired by the earlier Welsh 

prophetic tradition when writing Merlin’s prophecies, but his work can be seen as the start of the 

English political prophecy.601 As Nikolai Tolstoy points out, ‘throughout the Middle Ages 

prophecy played a central function in understanding the world and determining a course of 

action. Rarely if ever was its validity called in doubt.’602 Therefore, even if Geoffrey used earlier 

source material, his text was foundational in establishing a new literary device that then became 

widespread in the medieval period, thereby lending legitimacy to his work and placing it in the 

context of the contemporary time period.   

Geoffrey first uses prophecy at the beginning of the Historia, when Brutus meets Diana 

before founding Britain.603 Therefore, he has already set a precedent for foregrounding an 

important moment in the narrative arc of the text with a prophecy. The founding of Britain is the 

most significant event in the Historia, as it is the foundation upon which the line of kings, 

including Arthur, unfolds; Arthur’s birth is the second most significant event in the text, as he is 

the pinnacle of heroic virtue that Geoffrey builds throughout the narrative. By placing a 

prophecy before the start of Arthur’s reign, Geoffrey marks his rule as one of the most 

noteworthy events in the text. This was also a strategy employed by poets in the epic tradition; 

Clifford Herschel Moore brings attention to this fact by pointing out that epic poets often 

																																																																				
599 Several scholars attribute the prophecies of Merlin in the Historia Regum Britanniae to Welsh sources; 
see A. O. H. Jarman, ‘The Merlin Legend and the Welsh Tradition of Prophecy’, in Merlin: A Casebook, 
103-28, ed. by Peter H. Goodrich and Raymond H. Thompson (New York: Routledge, 2003); Michael J. 
Curley, ‘Animal Symbolism in the Prophecies of Merlin’, in Beasts and Birds of the Middle Ages: The 
Bestiary and Its Legacy, 145-63, ed. by Willene B. Clark and Meradith T. McMunn (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania, 1989). It should also be noted that the figures of Vortigern and Merlin can be 
found in the tenth century Welsh poem Armes Prydein Vawr. 
600 Flood, Prophecy, Politics and Place in Medieval England, p. 19.  
601 Victoria Flood, ‘Arthur’s Return from Avalon: Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Development of the 
Legend’, Arthuriana, 25.2 (2015), 84-110 <https://doi.org/10.1353/art.2015.0022> [Accessed 6 June 
2017]; Flood, Prophecy, Politics and Place in Medieval England’, p. 18; Aled Llion Jones, Darogan: 
Prophecy, Lament, and Absent Heroes in Medieval Welsh Literature (Cardiff: University of Wales, 
2013), p. 4.	
602 Nikolai Tolstoy, ‘Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Merlin Legend’, in Arthurian Literature XXV, 1-42, 
ed. by Elizabeth Archibald and David F. Johnson (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2008), p. 8. 
603 See Chapter 2.1.1 for a discussion on Diana’s prophecy.   
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foreshadow the climax of the story through prophecy.604 Geoffrey engages in this literary 

tradition to emphasise Arthur as the most important character in the Historia, primarily through 

using the prophecies to legitimise his reign after the usurpation of the throne by Vortigern. This 

is, in part, achieved by Geoffrey’s references to Arthur in the prophecies, referring to him as the 

‘boar of Cornwall’ and alluding to his campaigns against France and Rome.605 Fulton describes 

Arthur in this context as representing a ‘secular messiah’ because of his successful campaigns 

against foreigners, whether Saxon, Gaul, or Roman.606 The understanding of Arthur as a saviour 

of his people by freeing them from the Saxon oppression within the context of the prophecies 

elevates his status beyond merely king and conqueror, and consequently, his heroism is clear 

even before he is born. 

 To further reinforce Arthur’s importance through the prophecies, Geoffrey also says that 

Arthur’s ‘end shall be unknown’, which alludes to the fact that Arthur is taken to Avalon 

following a mortal wound, and adds that ‘he will be celebrated in the mouth of the nations and 

his deeds will feed those who tell them.’607 Through this prophecy, Geoffrey not only establishes 

the unborn king as a great military leader, but also that he will be remembered after death and 

serve as inspiration for those who speak of his achievements. That Arthur is projected as a model 

for behaviour even after his demise suggests an enduring legacy that reinforces his status as a 

hero. A legacy is an important aspect of a man’s heroism, as it allows him to transcend his own 

time period, as can be seen with such figures as Julius Caesar, who while living in the first 

century, was still perceived as a heroic figure in the twelfth century, evident by his placement in 

the Historia.  

Geoffrey’s use of Merlin’s prophecies also contextualises Arthur in the twelfth century, 

which further substantiates Arthur as specifically an Anglo-Norman hero. Although it is difficult 

to interpret the prophecies, there are potential allusions to contemporary events. Flood postulates 

that the prophecies ‘were intended as a caution against dissension among the Norman elite’, and 

points out the ‘thinly veiled references’ to the sinking of the White Ship and the necessity of the 

																																																																				
604 Clifford Herschel Moore, ‘Prophecy in the Ancient Epic’, Harvard Studies in Classical Philology, 32 
(1921), pp. 99-175 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/310716> [Accessed 10 October 2022], p. 102. 
605 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The Historia Regum Britanniae, p. 144; Arthur’s military campaigns will be 
discussed in Chapter Three.  
606 Fulton, ‘History and Myth’, p. 56. 
607 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The Historia Regum Britanniae, p. 144. 
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Empress Matilda becoming Henry I’s heir.608 Berard also points out twelfth-century connections, 

namely that the lion of justice referenced in Merlin’s prophecies refers to Henry I.609 There are 

other potential references to the early-to-mid twelfth century, particularly regarding Robert of 

Gloucester’s conflict with Stephen and the 1136 siege of Exeter, given that Geoffrey references a 

figure from Gloucester engaged in conflict with a bull, the latter of whom then is killed at 

Exeter.610 Contemporary readers would have understood these places and events to be 

significant, and might have been able to guess who the lion of Gloucester or the serpent of 

Lincoln referred to. Although the animals referenced in this portion of the prophecies, like lion 

and boar, do not have a quantitative connection to figures like Robert or Stephen, in terms of 

coats of arms or the like, animal symbolism is nevertheless a common literary device used to 

describe contemporary men, as was seen in Henry of Huntington’s account of Robert’s speech at 

Lincoln, for example.611 Thereby, in using a literary device known to contemporary audiences, 

Geoffrey localises his text in the twelfth century. By placing prophecies of Arthur and 

contemporary events in the same narrative arc, Geoffrey creates a correlation between Arthur’s 

Britain and the Anglo-Norman’s England, so that the latter originates from the former. 

Therefore, Arthur can be viewed as an ancestor to the Anglo-Normans, which legitimises their 

right to England and allows them to claim a heroic predecessor in a similar way that the French 

could with Charlemagne.  

However, there is no definitive understanding of the prophecies after the conclusion of 

the Historia, given the way that Geoffrey writes with metaphors and symbolism. Even Wace 

omits them from his text; he says, ‘I do not wish to translate his book [Geoffrey’s prophecies], 

since I do not know how to interpret it; I would not like to say anything, in case what I say does 

not happen.’612 Wace’s statement suggests that even Geoffrey’s contemporaries did not know 

what exactly the prophecies meant. Bell postulates that the prophecies were intended so that the 

readers had to ‘participate actively in the construction of the text rather than passively receive 

information given to them by Merlin or the narrator’, because there is no commentary on the 

																																																																				
608 Flood, Prophecy, Politics and Place in Medieval England, p. 35 and p. 26 
609 Berard, Arthurianism in Early Plantagenet England, p. 16.  
610 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The Historia Regum Britanniae, p. 156. 
611 See Chapter 1.2 a discussion on Robert’s speech at Lincoln.   
612 Wace, Roman de Brut, p. 191. 
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prophecies in the Historia.613 Bell’s interpretation of Merlin’s role in Geoffrey’s text is useful 

when considering how Geoffrey framed Arthur as an ancestor for the Anglo-Normans. In 

allowing for personal interpretation of the prophecies, Geoffrey’s readers could overlay their 

own connections between Arthur’s presence in the narrative strand and potential allusions to 

contemporary events. Therefore, if the Anglo-Normans wanted to see a connection between 

themselves and Arthur, they were able to do so. In this way, Geoffrey locates Arthur in the 

twelfth century by allowing for associations to be made between the foretelling of Arthur’s birth 

and the events following the death of Henry I. 

Through the narrative arc concerning Merlin, Geoffrey signals the end of Vortigern’s 

reign and the return of the rightful king of Britain. Once Aurelius arrives in Britain, he is 

anointed as king and burns Vortigern alive.614 This method of execution furthers Geoffrey’s 

condemnation of Vortigern’s congress with the pagan Saxons. Vortigern can, by John of 

Salisbury’s definition, be considered a tyrant.615 Takashi Jinno speaks about tyrants in the 

context of how the ‘doctrine of tyrannicide’ develops in Europe from the traditions of Ancient 

Greece, Rome, and Judea, and while he compares the Western concept of tyrannicide with that of 

Japan, his examination of tyrannicide as it pertains to Europe in the Middle Ages is useful for 

this discussion of Vortigern. Jinno says, ‘From the time of the Gregorian church reform in the 

eleventh century, the idea was advocated that tyrants could be expelled and killed to recover the 

justice of God.’616 This is consistent with John of Salisbury’s thoughts on the matter: ‘it is not 

only permitted, but it is also equitable and just to slay tyrants.’617 Therefore, in killing Vortigern, 

Aurelius participates in a twelfth-century practice viewed as morally correct. Furthermore, not 

only is Vortigern a tyrant, but he can be considered a heretic as well.618 This places the manner 

																																																																				
613 Kimberly Bell, ‘Merlin as Historian in Historia Regum Britanniae’, Arthuriana, 10.1 (2000), pp. 14-26 
<https://www.jstor.org/stable/27869518> [Accessed 10 October 2022], p. 18. 
614 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The Historia Regum Britanniae, pp. 160 and 162. 
615 A tyrant is ‘he who has rashly usurped that which is not his, not to he who receives what he uses from 
the power of God. He who receives power from God serves the laws and is the slave of justice and right. 
He who usurps power suppresses justice and places the laws beneath his will.’ John of Salisbury, 
Policraticus, p. 25. 
616 Takashi Jinno, ‘Tyrannicide as an Act of Divine Justice’, in Christianity and Violence in the Middle 
Ages and Early Modern Period, 63-77, ed. by Fernanda Alfieri and Takashi Jinno (Berlin: de Gruyter, 
2021), p. 64. 
617 John of Salisbury, Policraticus, p. 25. 
618 Caesarius of Heisterbach describes heretics as ‘servants of the devil’, which is congruent with 
Geoffrey’s depiction of Vortigern. Caesarius of Heisterbach, The Dialogue on Miracles, trans. by H. Von, 
E. Scott, and C. C. Swinton Bland (New York: Harcourt, Brace, and Co., 1929), p. 339. 
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of his death in a religious context; a sermon delivered by Leo the Great, a contemporary and 

correspondent of Gregory the Great, reminds parishioners that sinners will burn for all 

eternity.619 This was thought to be both a physical and spiritual punishment, where both the body 

and soul are tortured.620 Michael D. Barbezat discusses the practice of burning heretics alive:  

 

Medieval theologians and academics often described the corporate identity of the 

Christian world as a body joined together by the love of God. This love was like a fire, 

melting individuals together into one whole. Those who did not spiritually burn with 

God’s love were destined to burn literally in the fires of Hell or Purgatory, and the fires 

of execution were often described as an earthly extension of these fires.621 

 

Geoffrey contextualises Vortigern’s death within Christian theology in such a way that his vices 

become more pronounced. In contrast, Aurelius is then presented as a saviour by not only 

removing an incompetent king from the throne, but also by enacting divine justice.  

 Geoffrey describes Aurelius as a powerful king able to rectify the wrongs enacted by his 

predecessor. This is partially achieved through his execution of Vortigern, but also through the 

way in which Geoffrey summarises his character, which highlights several of the virtues required 

of a man in order to be considered a virtuous king. Aurelius is described as follows:  

 

When this news reached Hengest and the Saxons, he was filled with terror, since he 

feared Aurelius’ prowess. Such was his strength and boldness that, when he had been in 

France, no one dared to face him. If they had, Aurelius would have toppled them from 

their horses or splintered their lances. Furthermore he was a generous giver, attentive to 

divine offices, moderate in all things and averse in particular to falsehood; he was a fine 

warrior on foot, better on horseback and a skilled commander of armies. Fame had 

incessantly winged the news of his virtues to the island while he still resided in Brittany. 

(Geoffrey, 162)  

																																																																				
619 Leo the Great, The Letters and Sermons of Leo the Great Bishop of Rome, trans. by Charles Lett Feltoe 
(Peabody: Hendrickson, 1995), p. 119. 
620 Alan E. Bernstein, Hell and Its Rivals: Death and Retribution among Christians, Jews, and Muslims in 
the Early Middle Ages (Ithaca: Cornell University, 2017), p. 34. 
621 Michael D. Barbezat, Burning Bodies: Communities, Eschatology, and the Punishment of Heresy in 
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In this passage Geoffrey brings attention to several of Aurelius’ positive characteristics: strength, 

boldness, generosity, piety, moderation, and honesty. Each of these falls under the broad virtues 

of prowess, piety, generosity, and the ability to maintain relationships. However, the primary 

focus of this passage is Aurelius’ prowess. He is a powerful enough warrior that his reputation 

precedes him, and he terrifies the leader of the Saxons, to the point where they do not challenge 

him based purely on his reputation. This sentiment is somewhat undercut in Faletra’s translation 

as Hengist and the Saxons are described as ‘most anxious’ upon hearing of Aurelius’ arrival.622 

Thorpe’s translation describes the Saxons as ‘greatly frightened.’623 The word Geoffrey uses is 

‘timor’, which can be translated as ‘fear, dread, apprehension, alarm, anxiety.’624 In regard to the 

passage by Geoffrey, the variety of interpretations of the word timor has implications relating to 

Aurelius’ reputation, with Wright’s edition providing the most overt display of prowess and 

Faletra’s the least when considering how the Saxon responds to the rightful king’s return. 

Although cross-referencing the translations with the dictionary definition can be a useful tool 

when analysing Geoffrey’s intent, in this instance, there is no significant deviation in 

understanding of the passage through the use of multiple translations and the dictionary.    

The fear Aurelius inspires due to his reputation is similar to how William of Malmesbury 

describes Henry I: ‘What more particularly distinguished Henry was though frequently and long 

absent from his kingdom on account of the commotions in Normandy, yet he so restrained the 

rebellious, by the terror of his name, that peace remained undisturbed in England.’625 In both 

instances, these men are such powerful warriors that their reputations inspire fear in their 

enemies. Through the similarities in the portrayals of Aurelius and Henry I, Geoffrey associates 

the former with a contemporary king who is widely regarded as a strong ruler. This then allows 

Aurelius’ status to be elevated without substantial evidence pertaining to his individual virtues, 

because he can already be compared to Henry I and seen in the same light. However, Geoffrey 

does elaborate upon Aurelius’ virtues beyond the king’s reputation. Not only does Aurelius 

possess prowess, but also he can lead other warriors, enabling him to be an effective king. 

Furthermore, he is generous, which is a necessary virtue for a leader to possess. Again, 
																																																																				
622 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Faletra, p. 145. 
623 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Thorpe, p. 188. 
624 ‘Timor’, Perseus Digital Library, ed. by Gregory R. Crane, Tufts University 
<http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/timor > [Accessed 26 March 2023]. 
625 William of Malmesbury, Chronicles of the Kings of England, p. 443. 
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comparisons can be drawn with Henry I; for example, C. Warren Hollister discusses how Henry 

I bribed potential supporters, not only with material wealth but also with heiresses and his own 

bastard daughters.626 One example of this is how he gives his illegitimate son, Robert, a wealthy 

heiress in marriage, as well as the title of earl.627 This not only rewards loyalty, but also 

demonstrates the favours a king can bestow upon his followers. In giving generously, Aurelius is 

shown to participate in this tradition of rewarding his men, thereby possessing a quality that is 

indicative of a successful kingship.628    

 The Britons and Saxons then do battle, and the difference in religion becomes a primary 

focus. Geoffrey emphasises that Aurelius is leading the Christians; the king says, ‘to let all their 

hopes rest on the Son of God’ (Geoffrey, 164). Through the reliance on Christ to aid them in 

battle, the virtues of piety and prowess become intertwined, in that piety can increase one’s 

prowess. This returns to the idea that for a king to be truly virtuous he must possess many 

virtues, rather than just one, because the virtues become dependent on each other. However, it is 

not Aurelius who ultimately defeats Hengest, but one of his men. This detail is significant, 

because in order for a king to be effective he must have powerful men under his command. Not 

only does this allow him to be victorious in battle, as he would be incapable of triumphing 

against an entire army on his own, but it elevates his own power, through victory on the 

battlefield. Thus, by having a powerful warrior under his command, Aurelius becomes even 

more powerful in comparison. The duel between the Briton, Eldol earl of Gloucester, and the 

Saxon, Hengest, is recounted as follows:   

 

As the various formations swayed back and forth, the pair encountered each other by 

chance and began to exchange blows. As the swords of those unmatched champions 

clashed, their blows scattered sparks like lightning from thunderclaps. For a long time it 

was unclear whose strength was greater; sometimes Hengest yielded to Eldol, sometimes 

Eldol to Hengest. In the midst of this struggle, Gorlois duke of Cornwall arrived with his 

troops, attacking the enemy battalions. When Eldol caught sight of him, he took heart 

and, seizing Hengest with all his might by the nasal of his helmet, dragged him into the 

ranks of his fellow-Britons. (Geoffrey, 166) 
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In this passage, Eldol is established as an equal to Hengest, the leader of the Saxons, when 

Geoffrey describes them as evenly matched: ‘it was unclear whose strength was greater’. 

Geoffrey also indicates that this is a dramatic event by using the simile of their swords creating 

sparks like from lightning, thereby lending importance to the event because of the visual 

representation of the strength of their blows. However, Eldol is not able to defeat Hengest on his 

own and is only able to overcome his enemy when Gorlois arrives. Gorlois’ role in giving Eldol 

strength reminds readers of the importance of relationships, not only between a king and 

magnate, but also between the magnates themselves, which then serves the king. Ultimately 

Eldol is victorious, indicating that he is of equivalent and, in fact, greater strength than the leader 

of the Saxons, and proving that he is the equal of a king. However, he is not the king, which 

becomes significant because of his prowess. Aurelius is a powerful king, but he cannot be the 

best in the Historia, because Arthur is meant to be the pinnacle of virtue. Consequently, by 

having one of his men, Eldol, defeat the leader of the Saxons, Aurelius retains his virtue through 

his own actions as well as having such a man under his command, but he does not receive the 

full glory of the battle, which he would have done had he killed Hengest himself. Similarly, 

Eldol demonstrates prowess and plays a pivotal role in the battle, and returning Arthur’s 

bloodline to the throne; however, as he is not the king he cannot be seen as an equal and thus his 

prowess does not threaten the king’s virtues, but rather enhances them.629 Throughout the 

Historia, Geoffrey carefully constructs the relationships between a king and a magnate so that 

the latter is not portrayed as superior to the former. This allows for the king to maintain his rank, 

and, as will be discussed in Chapter Three, is a fundamental aspect of how Geoffrey frames 

Arthur as the most powerful king in the Historia.   

 Once the battle is over, Aurelius rebuilds the churches and focuses his attention on ‘the 

restitution of his kingdom, the reorganisation of the churches, the renewal of peace and law, and 

the enforcement of justice’ (Geoffrey, 170). His actions here echo previous kings who restore the 

kingdom after a period of turmoil, which means that Aurelius is an effective king in times of 

peace as well as war.630 However, Vortigern’s son decides he wants him dead and Aurelius is 
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poisoned.631 When Aurelius dies, his brother, Uther is crowned king. After his crowning, he is 

almost immediately attacked by Saxons:  

 

Octa, at the head of a huge host, invaded the northern districts, and did not cease ravaging 

them until he had destroyed the cities and castles all the way from Scotland to York. He 

began a siege there, until finally Uther arrived with all the forces of the kingdom to attack 

him. The Saxons fought bravely, resisting the British assaults and driving them back. 

Victorious, they pursued the British all day until they fled to mount Damen. (Geoffrey, 

180) 

 

This passage does not portray Uther as a hero, or as a man possessing prowess. Rather, Uther is 

depicted as a king who allows the Saxons to terrorise his kingdom, as Geoffrey says he ‘finally’ 

arrived, which indicates that Uther’s response to the Saxon attack was prolonged. Additionally, 

all the forces in the kingdom are at his disposal, but he is still unable to defeat his enemy. 

Finally, the Saxons are the ones who are described as brave, whereas the Britons must flee the 

battle. However, the British then plan to attack the Saxons at night, which is recounted as 

follows:  

 

In their surprise the Saxons could not fight back, whilst the Britons had boldness and 

planning on their side. The Britons’ aim was to fight bitterly and, as they strove to cut 

them down, they killed the pagans in their thousands. Eventually Octa and Eosa were 

captured and the rest of the Saxons completely scattered. (Geoffrey, 182)  

 

While the British are victorious and the leaders of the Saxons become prisoners, Geoffrey does 

not present Uther as a warrior of unquestionable prowess. It is Uther’s troops who win the battle 

and kill thousands of Saxons, but they are only able to do so in the middle of the night, taking the 

Saxons by surprise. This indicates strategy and cunning, but there is no overt praise of Uther 

specifically; rather, Geoffrey focuses largely on the Britons as a whole, undermining Uther’s 

contributions to the victory. Due to the fact that Uther is Arthur’s father, Geoffrey must carefully 

position him as a successful king but not to the extent where he is superior to Arthur in terms of 
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virtues or achievements. John J. Parry discusses Arthur’s blood relatives, particularly how the 

figure of Ambrosius allows Arthur to be seen as someone who comes from a heroic family, and 

says, ‘according to Geoffrey, Arthur came to the throne young, so an extra generation was 

needed and Uther was inserted between Constantine and Arthur.’632 It must be noted that there 

are four kings, including Uther, separating Arthur from Constantine; however, Geoffrey does use 

Uther as a placeholder until Arthur ascends the throne, with the purpose of providing Arthur with 

a prestigious bloodline. Furthermore, to build upon Parry’s argument, Uther can also be someone 

for Arthur to supersede, proving himself to be greater than his predecessor. In this way, Geoffrey 

succeeds in providing Arthur with a powerful ancestor in his father, while still allowing Arthur to 

surpass all his forefathers, Uther included, in terms of heroic virtue.  

 Arthur’s conception is a pivotal moment in the text, particularly with regard to Uther’s 

reign and virtues. To bed Igerna and satisfy his lust, Uther sacrifices his relationship with 

Gorlois, Igerna’s husband. There are parallels with Vortigern’s reign, in that the king’s lust for 

an unsuitable woman creates conflict with his people. Where the two kings differ is that Igerna is 

a Christian and the consummation is necessary for Arthur’s birth. Indeed, as Tolhurst points out, 

in the medieval period, it was believed that a woman could not become pregnant unless she 

experienced pleasure during conception, which legitimises Uther’s intercourse with Igerna, at 

least for the purposes of Arthur’s birth.633 Yet despite the necessity of Arthur’s conception, 

Geoffrey still creates a civil turmoil as a result of Uther’s actions. This initially occurs when 

Gorlois departs from Uther’s presence without permission, due to the king’s attention towards 

Igerna. Uther then puts Gorlois’ stronghold under siege. Gorlois is killed in the conflict and ‘the 

besieged castle was taken and the riches it contained divided up unfairly; with greedy fingers 

each man snatched what chance or bravery offered’ (Geoffrey, 186). Although Geoffrey does not 

clarify whose men are doing the plundering, the assumption is that they are Uther’s, given the 

fact that they are the ones who have placed the castle under siege. As a consequence of their 

actions, Uther’s reputation suffers because he is unable to control his men or is uninterested in 

doing so. Geoffrey’s depiction of the looting is similar to William of Malmesbury’s description 
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of Stephen’s men stealing from the churches.634 In both texts, the authors write about a king 

whose heir is a more successful ruler: with Stephen, it is Henry II, and with Uther, it is Arthur. 

Although Geoffrey could not have known what was to occur during the reign of Henry II, the 

comparison nevertheless allows for an understanding of how unsuccessful kings are portrayed, 

while giving the readers hope during the reign of Stephen that it is possible for an ineffectual 

king to be succeeded by one who reigns virtuously.  

 While Geoffrey portrays Uther neither wholly negatively nor positively, Wace is more 

critical of Arthur’s father, which is seen during the king’s courtship of Ygerne. When Uther 

confesses his love of Gorlois’ wife to Ulfin, the baron responds: 

 

‘These are astonishing words […] You have harassed the count with war, destroyed his 

lands and confined him to this castle. Do you think that pleases his wife? You love the 

wife and make war on the husband! I don’t know what sort of help you need; I can’t 

advise you.’ (Wace, 219)  

 

Ulfin’s response to Uther’s desire for Ygerne highlights how Wace’s text adopts more 

conventions of the developing romance genre. As Laura Ashe reminds us, one of the primary 

themes of romance was courtly love, which encompassed both ‘doomed lovers’ and ‘courtship 

and marriage’.635 In the above passage, Wace brings attention to the fact that Uther is not 

courting Ygerne in the proper fashion, which suggests an awareness of the ways in which 

courtship between a noble man and woman is supposed to develop. Ulfin’s astonishment, 

therefore, further emphasises that Uther is not a model king because he does not conform to the 

standards of courtly love. Furthermore, that Uther’s magnate describes his words as ‘astonishing’ 

before extrapolating upon the reason why Ygerne might not welcome the king’s advances clearly 

conveys Uther’s lack of judgment. Judgment is a critical characteristic for a king to possess, as 

has been discussed throughout this chapter, and by attacking Gorlois to win over his wife, Uther 

demonstrates a lack of this quality. However, the absence of judgment does not prevent Uther 

from achieving his ambitions, because Ulfin’s advice is to summon Merlin, and Merlin then 
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assists Uther in consummating his love for Ygerne. Therefore, while Wace does bring attention 

to Uther’s folly and the irony of his actions, it does not have a lasting negative impact on Uther’s 

reign. As a result, Wace increases the detail in which Uther’s actions are described, which is a 

consistent aspect of his adaptation of the Historia, while still allowing Uther to be a powerful 

ancestor for Arthur.  

 Geoffrey later shows Uther’s power as waning, as the king falls ill and grants stewardship 

of Britain to Loth, his daughter’s husband. The transference of power between the two men again 

highlights the importance of family connections and marriage, particularly in regard to how a 

daughter can be used for political gain. Greg Molchan argues that through the marriage of Loth 

and Anna, as the primary example, Geoffrey expresses the Norman fear of ethical impurity.636 

Molchan’s assertion brings attention to the emphasis placed on marital alliances for the success 

of the kingdom; however, there is a precedent for foreign marriages alliances throughout the 

Historia. Marriages, whether between those of the same race or otherwise, play a prominent part 

in ensuring the continuation of the British monarchy, and those that are between a British person 

and someone from abroad enhance the bloodline that culminates with Arthur, as is evidenced by 

the marriages to women of Roman descent earlier in the Historia.        

 Geoffrey does not allow Uther to fully recover from his illness, but Uther does regain the 

power he previously gave to Loth. While Geoffrey articulates that the king must be carried into 

battle, he is still capable of defeating the Saxons. After the battle he says, ‘“The villains called 

me a king half-dead, because I lay sick on a litter. And so I was. Yet I prefer conquering them 

when half-dead to being beaten when hale and hearty, and having to endure a long life thereafter. 

It is better to die with honour than to live in shame”’ (Geoffrey, 190). Uther’s ability to defeat 

the Saxons when he spends the battle on a litter emphasises his prowess. Even though he is half-

dead he is still a capable commander, which reinforces his power as king. Geoffrey uses this 

passage to juxtapose Uther with the Saxons, because despite Uther’s ill health, he is able to 

triumph over healthy opponents, who will then be required to live with the shame of their defeat. 

Therefore, Uther’s virtues can be perceived as greater than those of his enemies. Although 

Uther’s virtues are not clearly defined as those of other kings, due to the conflict with Gorlois 

and needing to be carried into battle, Geoffrey still frames him as a powerful ancestor to Arthur, 
																																																																				
636 Greg Molchan, ‘Anna and the King(s): Marriage Alliances, Ethnicity, and Succession in the “Historia 
Regum Britanniae”, Arthuriana, 24.1 (2014), 25-48 <http://www.jstor.org/stable/44698305> [Accessed 
19 September 2018]. 
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while still allowing Arthur the ability to supersede all of his forebears, including his father.  

 

 

2.4 Conclusion   

 

 

Geoffrey legitimises Arthur’s kingship on a macro and micro scale throughout the Historia. 

Arthur is the inheritor of a prestigious kingdom that was founded by Trojans with kings who 

have competently battled such enemies as the Romans, but he is also of royal blood through his 

direct family tree, as his father and uncle ruled the country before him. As David Dumville says:  

 

The ecclesiastical connexions of the early Germanic law-codes suggest that churchmen 

felt kings-lists and royal genealogies to be important mirrors of the king’s right to rule. A 

king had a long line of royal predecessors: he belonged to a royal tradition. A king 

possessed an appropriately royal pedigree: therefore he was of royal blood.637 

 

This can be applied to Arthur and the list of kings in the Historia given the importance Geoffrey 

places on bloodlines, relationships, and virtues with Arthur’s reign framed as the climax of the 

narrative. One example of this can be seen through the figure of Uther, who is depicted as a 

powerful king whilst not superseding Arthur. Thus, when creating his character, Geoffrey must 

walk a fine line between having Uther be powerful but giving him enough flaws where Arthur 

can be superior.  

 Throughout the Historia there are a multitude of kings who represent a spectrum of 

virtues. Each one, whether he possesses positive or negative characteristics, serves to provide a 

lineage for Arthur. These previous kings either function as models of behaviour and powerful 

ancestors or they are examples of vice and how a king should not behave. The virtuous kings 

serve as the foundation of Arthur’s greatness and provide him with a bloodline and 

characteristics that he can inherit. Although many of the kings discussed in this chapter possess 

virtues of their own and can be called positive examples of kings, each virtue is in service of 

																																																																				
637 David N. Dumville, ‘Kingship, Genealogies and Regnal Lists’, in Early Medieval Kingship, 72-104, 
ed. by P. H. Sawyer and I. N. Wood (Leeds: University of Leeds, 1979), p. 74-75. 
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Arthur. Even the most virtuous kings that have been discussed in this chapter are not equals to 

Arthur, but rather serve as standard against which to measure him. Arthur’s own characteristics 

and his rise to the status of a hero will be further examined in Chapter Three.   
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Chapter Three: King Arthur as a Hero  

 

 

Following the analysis of Arthur’s predecessors and ancestors in Chapter Two, this chapter 

examines the development of Arthur’s character in the Historia, and through the emerging 

literary tradition initiated by Wace’s Brut. Arthur is without equal in Geoffrey’s text, not only 

meeting the minimum requirements for heroic virtue but also surpassing them. He continues to 

grow in heroic stature in Wace’s Brut, particularly through the increased detail with which Wace 

describes him and in the formation of the Round Table. Although the virtues that he possesses 

are not unique, given the extent to which they are outlined by classical authors, the Church 

Fathers, and twelfth-century chroniclers, Arthur is nevertheless a product of his time and among 

the elite in the heroic pantheon. This is for the purpose of creating a prestigious lineage for the 

Anglo-Norman magnates and is achieved through the depiction of Arthur as possessing virtues to 

such a degree that he is without peer. The way in which Geoffrey, and later Wace, depicts 

Arthur’s embodiment of virtue, more so than any of his contemporaries or predecessors, is what 

enables him to be seen as a hero.    

 As discussed in the Introduction, Geoffrey drew inspiration from the lives of great men, 

such as Alexander the Great and Charlemagne, in order to create Arthur.638 Many heroes are 

intertwined before Geoffrey wrote the Historia, which indicates a natural formation of an elite 

group of heroes whose virtues are predicated on commonalities. For example, Julius Caesar is a 

character in the Historia;639 Godfrey of Bouillon is a descendant of Charlemagne, who is a 

natural choice for a prestigious ancestor given the legacy that is still present in the eleventh and 

twelfth centuries;640 the Iliad, in which Hector features, is Alexander the Great’s favourite 

book;641 Judas Maccabeus is instructed to use David and Joshua as models.642 The 

aforementioned are only a few examples of the intertextuality of these figures in literature, as 

well as historically. The interconnectedness of such men both before and during the twelfth 

century suggests an established heroic standard that allows for one hero, or the author 

transcribing the deeds, to utilise the virtue of the earlier heroes so as to create heroism in the 
																																																																				
638 See Chapter I.2 for a discussion on Geoffrey’s sources.  
639 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The Historia Regum Britanniae, p. 68. 
640 William of Malmesbury, Chronicles of the Kings of England, p. 365. 
641 Carol G. Thomas, Alexander the Great: In His World (Blackwell: Malden, 2007), p. 1. 
642 Catholic Bible, 1 Maccabees 2.33.  
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latter.643 Geoffrey’s text, in utilising common heroic virtues, as well as inspiration from several 

of these heroes, provides associations that are a contributing factor to Arthur becoming a 

prominent figure in public rhetoric soon after his inception in the Historia. Berard concurs, 

saying that ‘the Arthur of the Historia is very much an amalgamation of the great kings of 

Western culture.’644 It is evident that Berard’s claim is correct to the extent that Arthur does 

possess similarities to heroic kings through shared virtues, and that the depiction of Arthur is 

politically motivated by the succession crisis caused by Henry I’s death and lack of male heir. 

This can be seen not only through Geoffrey’s sources, as was discussed in the Introduction,645 

but also through his dedication in its various forms, as well as themes throughout the Historia, 

such as the dangers of familial discord and betrayals by a nephew, the primary example of which 

is Modred.646 However, saying that Arthur is an ‘amalgamation’ of other kings neglects the 

necessity of a set of virtues that act as a precursor to heroism. Arthur shares these virtues with 

other kings throughout time, culture, and literature, and this standard is what allows him to 

embody the traits that are deemed necessary for a hero to possess. Therefore, while Arthur does 

share similarities with previous heroes, like Alexander the Great and Charlemagne, and Geoffrey 

does draw inspiration from these figures for Arthur’s character, Geoffrey constructs Arthur in a 

way where he is a unique individual who embodies the accepted and lauded characteristics 

necessary to be considered a hero that have been established by Arthur’s heroic predecessors, 

like Charlemagne and Alexander.   

 The primary purpose of this chapter is to localise and examine the virtues that Geoffrey, 

and therefore Wace, deems most fundamental for the development of Arthur’s character. This 

will be done first by looking at the introduction of Arthur, so as to see how Geoffrey provides a 

broad overview of the king’s characteristics that serve as the foundation for his initial regnal 

power, as well as the virtues that will be exhibited further along in the narrative. The second 

section will discuss Arthur’s generosity, given the necessity of this quality for the success of a 

man’s reign, as has been discussed throughout the thesis. That Geoffrey frames Arthur as both 

able and willing to participate in this heroic tradition distinguishes him from his peers and 

predecessors, and allows him to successfully win the loyalty of soldiers so that he may embark 

																																																																				
643 See Chapter I.4 for more on the subject of heroes and heroism. 
644 Berard, Arthurianism in Early Plantagenet England, pp. 16-17. 
645 See Chapter I.2.  
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on military campaigns. Therefore, the third and final section will focus on Arthur’s prowess, 

which is framed as the most essential quality to ensure his legacy. Although there are further 

virtues that are necessary for a king’s rise to the status of cultural hero, there are only several that 

are directly relevant to Arthur’s character, and these are separated into the categories of either 

generosity or prowess due to the intertwined nature of heroic characteristics. Piety, for example, 

is a necessity for a king, but when considering Arthur’s character and actions, piety is often used 

on the battlefield, and will therefore be discussed in relation to prowess. Similarly, a king’s reign 

is often dependent on his ability to maintain relationships, and generosity is the foundation upon 

which a king builds interpersonal connections with his magnates. Finally, the introduction of 

Arthur in both the Historia and the Brut is examined separately from the aforementioned 

categories, based on the succinct summaries of Arthur’s virtues and how they immediately 

provide a heroic foundation for his reign.  

 

 

3.1 The Introduction of Arthur 

 

   

Arthur is crowned king at Caerleon when he is fifteen after a long period of turmoil instigated by 

the Saxons. His uncle, Aurelius Ambrosius, and his father, Uther Pendragon, battle against the 

Saxons with varying levels of success, but are unable to vanquish them entirely.647 Arthur, 

therefore, is introduced at a critical moment in his family’s and country’s history. The Saxon 

invasion occurs during the reign of Arthur’s uncle, Constans, and so the actions of Ambrosius 

and Uther are an attempt to reclaim their stolen inheritance and redeem their family. This is a 

result of their elder brother, Constans, reneging on his holy vows and allowing Vortigern to seize 

power.648 That Ambrosius and Uther are unsuccessful becomes significant insofar as it allows 

Arthur to gain prominence in not only continuing to right the wrongs of his forbear, but also in 

proving his own virtue against a formidable enemy when others failed.       

 Geoffrey immediately provides a summary as to why Arthur is a good and virtuous king 

upon the coronation. The framework he provides for Arthur’s virtue is layered, with the initial 

																																																																				
647 See Chapter 2.3.  
648 See Chapter 2.3.  
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description serving as a broad overview of Arthur’s positive characteristics, with significant 

examples of each virtue provided later in the text. This method of description is not unique to the 

Historia, however, and through the similarities between Geoffrey’s text and those of other 

twelfth-century authors, it is possible to begin understanding Arthur as an Anglo-Norman hero. 

William of Malmesbury, for example, structures the characterisation of Stephen in a similar 

manner, though he is critical of the king, in that he provides a summary of Stephen’s character at 

his coronation and then as the narrative progresses substantiates his claims through proof of his 

initial assessment.649 Robert of Lewes employs the same device when describing Stephen in the 

Gesta Stephani, by summarising his character with positive traits without providing specific 

details.650 These stylistic choices allow for the immediate establishment of the king as either a 

hero or villain, but do not ask a significant amount of trust from the reader, as the virtues or vices 

will be enumerated as the narrative progresses.  

 Despite the circumstances of Arthur’s birth,651 his right to rule is never questioned, and it 

is both his bloodline and his individual characteristics that distinguish him. Geoffrey provides a 

foundation on which Arthur is able to continuously expand his virtues, throughout the Historia 

and the subsequent literary tradition, beginning with Wace’s Brut. Arthur possesses ‘great 

promise’ as an individual, as well as being the leader of a wider heroic community who attracts 

followers to aid him in his imperial ambitions; this limitless potential, initiated by Geoffrey’s 

reference to Arthur’s future virtues, propels him into a heroic pantheon that will be lauded on the 

world stage. Although the phrasing ‘great promise’ is absent from other editions of the Historia, 

in Faletra’s translation Arthur is described as ‘a youth of outstanding virtue and largesse.’652 

While the phrasing is different than it is in Wright’s edition, Faletra’s translation still establishes 

Arthur as someone with a significant amount of virtue. While it is true that anyone can possess 

limitless potential, Arthur is unique in that he acts on his ‘great promise’ to such an extent that he 

is without equal in his own time, as well as in his lineage. Arthur’s ability to act on his promise is 

a contributing factor to his primacy throughout the Historia, because he combines the possession 

of virtue with actions. Geoffrey’s introduction to Arthur’s character is as follows:  
 

																																																																				
649 William of Malmesbury, Historia Novella, p. 29. 
650 Robert of Lewes, Gesta Stephani, p. 5.  
651 See Chapter 2.3 for a discussion on Arthur’s birth. 
652 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Faletra, p. 163. 
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He was a youth of fifteen, of great promise and generosity, whose innate goodness 

ensured that he was loved by almost everybody. As newly-crowned king, he displayed 

customary open-handedness. Such a crowd of knights flocked to him that he ran out of 

gifts. Yet a man who combines an upright character with natural generosity may be out of 

pocket for a short time, but will never be the victim of lasting poverty Arthur, who was 

both upright and generous, decided on war against the Saxons, to use their wealth to 

reward his household retainers. Right was on his side as he should have been ruler of the 

entire island by lawful inheritance. (Geoffrey, 192)  
 

The primary emphasis in this passage is on Arthur’s generosity, and it is this quality that 

provides the foundation upon which he is able to build his other virtues. The ‘customary open-

handedness’ [emphasis added] places Arthur’s actions in an established context, where it is 

understood that he is following convention. Indeed, Bede and Nennius, both of whose works 

were sources for the Historia, draw attention to this quality by lauding the generosity of powerful 

men.653 Additionally, as Finke and Shichtman point out, the spending of wealth often marked 

relationships in the twelfth century, and so Arthur engages in a custom that contemporary readers 

would have considered as both normal and expected.654 One contemporary example of this is 

when Orderic Vitalis says, ‘Almost all the Norman lords presently paid their court to William 

[Rufus] with great zeal, offering him presents in the expectation of receiving greater in return.’655 

Although Arthur’s gift giving does not immediately distinguish him from other kings, noblemen, 

or heroes of the past, it nevertheless positions him in relation to those who have embodied this 

virtue in the correct form. Alexander the Great, for example, provides his men with wedding 

gifts upon their marriages, and Caesar rewards his soldiers with fiscal compensation for their 

efforts.656 Arthur, in bestowing gifts upon knights, is participating in a well-established heroic 

tradition that serves as the foundation of his regnal power, both in the present and the future. 

This is due to his prudence in utilising his wealth to attract knights, thereby furthering his 

militaristic ambitions that will ensure his status as the greatest king in the Historia.      

 However, Arthur’s virtue in Geoffrey’s introduction of his character is not a universally 
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accepted fact. Carol A. N. Martin points out that Arthur’s later declaration of war against the 

Saxons stems from his lack of funds.657 Martin uses Thorpe’s translation of Geoffrey’s text, and 

considers that, while Thorpe uses the literal translation of largito to mean ‘generosity’ and 

‘open-handedness’, he does not take into consideration the fact that this term can also mean 

‘prodigality’ and ‘a bribe for obtaining public office.’658 Yet Faletra and Wright also uses 

positive translations of this word for Arthur’s character in their editions, with the former using 

‘largess’ and ‘generosity’ and the latter using ‘generosity’ and ‘open-handedness’.659  The word 

largitatis (with its different conjugation of largitati) generally means ‘abundance’, ‘bounty’, or 

‘liberality’.660 The later used largitio, which Wright translates as ‘generosity’ can also mean 

bribery.661 Given the earlier use of largitatis, which has a positive connotation, the later use of 

‘generosity’ rather than ‘bribery’ for the word largitio is more logical. Indeed, Geoffrey further 

emphasises Arthur’s morality when he adds that, ‘right was on his side as he should have been 

ruler of the entire island by lawful inheritance.’662 There is no condemnation of Arthur’s actions, 

but rather praise and the certainty that he is acting in the proper form in distributing gifts to his 

men so that he is able to defeat the Saxons and reclaim his inheritance.  

 However, Martin also asserts that ‘in order to qualify as a just war, the authority waging 

the war had to be motivated by the intention to convert or correct the unjust enemy to the ways 

of just peace, and a war conducted in the hopes of enrichment or for the love of domination was 

ipso facto unjust.’663 The nature of Arthur’s warfare against the Saxons, however, is more 

complex than Martin suggests, as her emphasis remains on Arthur’s desire for spoils to reward 

his men. This dilemma of morality as it pertains to battle is summarised by Saint Augustine 

when he says:  

 

Hence waging war and extending their dominion over conquered nations is in the eyes of 
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the wicked a gift of fortune, but in the eyes of the good it is a necessary evil. Yet since it 

would be worse for wrongdoers to rule over the just, this necessary evil is also properly 

termed a fortunate event. But without doubt it is better fortune to live in peace with a 

good neighbour than to subdue a bad neighbour in war.664    

 

Geoffrey was likely familiar with Augustine’s writing,665 which was influential throughout the 

Middle Ages and across genres,666 though it is unclear if authors in during this time directly 

accessed Augustine’s texts or developed an understanding of his work from other sources.667 R. 

A. Markus credits Augustine with the secularisation of society within three strands: history, the 

Roman Empire, and the Church.668 Schrock points out that authors in the chivalric tradition, 

notably those who adapt the Arthurian narrative with such figures as Lancelot and Tristan, 

participate in blurring the line between religious and secular, which then contributes to the 

broader secularisation of society.669 Geoffrey partakes in this secularisation because of the way 

in which he uses piety on the battlefield. Although Augustine’s discussion in the above passage 

is centred on the Romans, it can also be applied to Geoffrey’s text regarding the episode of 

Arthur’s war against the Saxons, due to Augustine’s relevancy during the time in which Geoffrey 

wrote, as well Geoffrey’s own use of religious subject matters in a secular text. Arthur’s 

campaign against the Saxons is a necessary evil, as he cannot allow the ‘wrongdoers’ access to 

his kingdom, particularly because they are pagans.670 They have attempted to deny Arthur his 

inheritance and so he must fight against them if he is to be a Christian king over his rightful 

territory. William of Poitiers emphasises this point in relation to William the Conqueror: ‘Nor 

could it ever be said that he undertook a war where justice was lacking. In this way do Christian 

kings of the Romans and Greek peoples protect their own, repel injuries, and fight justly for the 
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palm of victory. For who will say that it behoves a good prince to suffer rebellious brigands?’671 

As is evident here, there are justifiable reasons for a king to declare war: to protect their 

inheritance and to fend off enemies, like Saxons. That Arthur will then be able to reward his 

followers is a necessity of war and kingship, and his desire to do so is a virtue, rather than a vice. 

In labelling Arthur’s generosity as bribery, there is a failure to consider the accepted, and 

necessary, symbiotic relationship between a king and his magnates, which will be further 

discussed in the following section.     

 Furthermore, Geoffrey’s description of Arthur as someone who possesses ‘great promise’ 

is similar to William of Malmesbury’s mention of a ‘youth of great promise’ in his Chronicles 

[‘The latter, a man, as they report, of courteous manners, left Constantine, his son by Helena, a 

tender of cattle, a youth of great promise, his heir.’672], which suggests that this is an accepted 

description to indicate the virtues of a young man. It also shares similarities with how Abbot 

Suger portrays King Louis: ‘a young man who by age fourteen or fifteen was developing in 

character and perseverance every day.’673 Louis is approximately the same age as Arthur and has 

the ability to grow in character so that his virtues are always expanding. The characterisation of 

Arthur depicts him as a virtuous king immediately upon his coronation, while still allowing him 

the ability to develop his virtues as his reign progresses. This is a fundamental aspect in Arthur’s 

rise to the status of hero.  

 Geoffrey continues to extol Arthur’s virtues by referencing his ‘innate goodness’, which 

indicates that Arthur’s characteristics, to a certain extent, are not learned behaviour, but rather 

inherent to his personality. ‘Innate goodness’ suggests preordained virtue that furthers Arthur’s 

claim not only to the throne, but also to the status of a great king. Geoffrey’s initial description of 

Arthur attempts to ensure that his virtues are incontestable, where he not only acts virtuous, but 

virtue is embedded in who he is. This is a direct contrast to the Anglo-Norman nobility involved 

in the succession crisis and subsequent civil war, given the divided nature of the country and, 

more specifically, the differing opinions of the chroniclers regarding who was the rightful ruler. 

While several of Geoffrey’s contemporaries lauded Robert of Gloucester, others supported King 

Stephen, which means there was little to no consensus on who is the rightful, virtuous ruler. 
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While the majority of the division occurs after the Historia began circulation, it is against this 

backdrop that readers would have read the text. Geoffrey’s depiction of Arthur, therefore, 

contributes to his status as a peerless king. As a result, Arthur becomes a hero for the Anglo-

Normans that is lacking in the twelfth century. His ‘goodness’ is a part of him, to the same extent 

that his blood is an intrinsic aspect of his character, and Geoffrey’s emphasis that Arthur is the 

rightful inheritor of the island returns to the idea of the importance of bloodlines. Although 

Arthur possesses a significant number of virtues upon his coronation, it is his lineage that grants 

him the crown. As a result, Arthur’s heroism stems from two foundations: his individual virtues 

that leads to direct action and his royal pedigree.  

 Finally, the people love Arthur because of his virtues. This is particularly significant 

when read in the context of the twelfth century. In his dedication to Robert of Gloucester, 

William of Malmesbury says:  

 

the virtue of celebrated men holds forth as its greatest excellence, its tendency to excite 

the love of persons even far removed from it: hence the lower classes make the virtuous 

of their superiors their own, by venerating those great actions, to the practice of which 

they cannot themselves aspire.674   

 

If William’s logic can be applied to general twelfth-century beliefs, then the population’s love of 

Arthur once again suggests the cyclical nature of virtues. Arthur inspires virtue in others, and 

those virtues then reflect positively on him for ruling over such morally upright people. Arthur 

then becomes a model for behaviour, because he inspires those around him to emulate his 

qualities and actions.675 Furthermore, according to Gerald of Wales, ‘it is the greatest prudence 

of a ruler to show himself approachable and friendly to his own men, and to seek to be loved by 

his subjects rather than feared.’676 By describing Arthur as loved by his people, Geoffrey is 

participating in an accepted contemporary approach to a ruler’s interaction with those he rules 

over, so that Arthur can be seen as possessing the qualities of a good king in the twelfth century. 

Furthermore, this harkens back to how Brutus is initially described in Geoffrey’s text, and thus 

																																																																				
674 William of Malmesbury, Chronicles of the Kings of England, p. 1. 
675 See Chapter Two for previous kings who were models for behaviour.  
676 Gerald of Wales, De Principis Instructione, p. 145. 



	 180	

creates an association between the two men.677 Although genealogically speaking, they are far 

removed, this connection allows for a correlation between Arthur and Trojan virtue. The fact that 

Arthur is beloved by his people creates a cyclical effect where his virtues earn their love, and 

through their love he is able to demonstrate further virtue. That virtues are intertwined indicates 

that to be truly virtuous a man must embody a multitude of positive characteristics before being 

considered a hero.  

 Geoffrey’s initial description of Arthur portrays him as a king of such virtue that he is 

unrivalled by his predecessors. Wace continues to enhance Arthur’s virtues by building upon the 

foundation that Geoffrey begins. In doing so Wace’s Arthur becomes greater even than 

Geoffrey’s, through the increased detail in which Arthur is described in the Brut. Wace’s text, 

then, is a pivotal moment in the Arthurian narrative, because it not only continues to elevate 

Arthur’s status as a hero, but also begins to provide a literary tradition for Arthur’s character that 

is essential for every hero; this is evidenced by the bodies of literature surrounding such figures 

as Charlemagne and Alexander the Great, for example.  

 When Wace introduces Arthur, the descriptions are much more specific than in the 

Historia, while still engaging with Geoffrey’s narrative structure of providing a summary of 

Arthur’s virtues before elaborating on each characteristic further on in the text:  

 

He was a young man of fifteen, tall and strong for his age. I will tell you about Arthur’s 

qualities and not lie to you. He was a most mighty knight, admirable and renowned, 

proud to the haughty and gentle and compassionate to the humble. He was strong, bold 

and invincible, a generous giver and spender, and if he could help someone in need, he 

would not refuse him. He greatly loved renown and glory, he greatly wished his deeds to 

be remembered. He behaved most nobly and saw to it that he was served with courtesy. 

For as long as he lived and reigned, he surpassed all other monarchs in courtesy and 

nobility, generosity and power. (Wace, 227) 

 

This passage begins to explore Arthur’s character on a more human level. While Geoffrey’s text 

focuses on Arthur as a king, Wace’s shifts the emphasis of Arthur’s heroism onto who he is as a 

person. Jean Dunbain points out that, ‘for the French aristocracy the humanising of history gave 
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it immediate and personal relevance.’678 This understanding of history is consistent with Wace’s 

Brut, and the dual approach to Arthur’s character, where he is both an extraordinary king and 

man, continues to elevate his status as a hero. This is achieved through Wace’s emphasis on 

Arthur’s prowess, generosity, and nobility, just as Geoffrey does, but with an increased level of 

detail. Arthur interacts with his subjects beyond merely being generous, but is ‘gentle and 

compassionate’ to his inferiors, and desires to help his people. The last line is of particular 

significance, because if the reader had not already gauged Arthur’s greatness through the traits 

listed, Wace ensures that by the conclusion of the passage the reader knows that he is without 

equal. As Véronique Zara says, Arthur ‘captures the essence of what it means to be a great king: 

he is at once a conqueror, an able administrator of the realm, and a worthy ruler imbued with the 

spirit of courtoisie.’679 While this is indeed an accurate depiction of Arthur’s characteristics, it 

does little to help us distinguish Wace’s Arthur from Geoffrey’s. Where Wace’s Arthur differs 

from other kings, including the Arthur of the Historia, is that he is humanised in the Brut. Wace 

achieves this humanisation through describing Arthur’s loves and desires on a more detailed 

level. This provides insight into Arthur’s mind, so that readers have both an internal and external 

understanding of his character. As a result, he is a more relatable character for readers and thus a 

more accessible model for behaviour. Therefore, Wace allows him to not only have an impact on 

people within the text, but outside it as well, through the virtue he is able to inspire in readers 

who are able to relate to him on a human level due to the insights provided into Arthur’s mind.  

 

 

3.2 Arthur’s Generosity  

 

 3.2.1 Marriage and Female Agency  

 

 

Although it is difficult to segregate heroic virtues, as they are all, to a certain extent, 

interconnected, for the purposes of this chapter, they will be broken into two categories: 
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679 Véronique Zara, ‘The Historical Figure of Arthur in Wace’s “Roman de Brut”’, Arthuriana, 18.2 
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generosity and prowess. Following Geoffrey’s broad summary of Arthur’s character discussed in 

the previous section, examining the virtues of generosity and prowess in detail will allow for a 

comprehensive understanding of how and why Arthur became such a revered hero. Generosity 

will be discussed first, due to it being the foundational virtue upon which Arthur his able to 

demonstrate his martial capabilities. This is largely because of the way in which material 

generosity is used by a king in exchange for loyal support on the field of battle. Thus, while 

Arthur himself prioritises imperial conquests, this desire and his subsequent actions are derived 

from the relationships he fosters, which both provide him with physical support, as well as the 

reputation as someone who is the leader of a powerful retinue, each of whom reflects positively 

on the king.     

 While generosity is a broad characteristic, for it to be considered a heroic virtue, a king 

must use discernment to ascertain who to be generous towards. In the Historia, Arthur’s 

generosity throughout his reign is gendered, with the men central to the narrative of his kingship. 

Arthur’s martial ambitions are pivotal to his reign, which indicates that men are the logical 

beneficiaries of his wealth as they provide an equal exchange in the form of their physical 

prowess. The women, meanwhile, are precluded from offering such services, and so they are 

reduced to mere foils for Arthur’s character, each one serving to elevate him and highlight his 

virtues. His wife, therefore, must be carefully projected as the ideal mate to promote Arthur’s 

heroism, whilst not trespassing on the masculine nature of symbiotic relationships.  

 In the twelfth century it was common for men to gain land and titles through their wives, 

a contemporary example of which is Robert of Gloucester’s marriage to Mabel, and a later one 

being Henry II’s union with Eleanor of Aquitaine. As Weiss aptly notes, ‘the nobler [a woman] 

was, the more her choice of husband was controlled by others, concerned with questions of land, 

money and rank’.680 There is an expectation at this time that women serve to further a man’s 

power. Robert of Lewes, for example, in one of the few times she is present in the narrative of 

the Gesta Stephani, describes Queen Matilda, wife of King Stephen, as attempting to free her 

husband from prison and ensure her son’s rightful inheritance.681 Her ultimate purpose is to 

further the cause of her male kin. Theresa Earenfight brings attention to the fluidity of queenship, 
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	 183	

as well as the complexity of the term ‘queen’ and says that ‘some queens governed in their own 

right, most were queen consorts who bore royal children, but not all queens had children. Some 

had official authority, others did not. Some were foreign, some native.’682 This is a 

comprehensive summary of a queen’s potential duties or positions in court; however, many 

queens, at least in the twelfth century, served a man’s needs or desires, as is evident with the 

custom of marrying for lands and titles, or through the example of Queen Matilda who, while 

exercising power, primarily utilised that power for the purpose of serving her male kin.  

Another contemporary example of how queens are treated is William of Malmesbury 

description of Queen Matilda, wife of Henry I. The chronology of these events jumps from 1106 

to 1119 to depict the men around Henry I, before describing the king himself. William then 

returns to 1107 to describe Matilda.683 This order suggests that Matilda’s importance was not as 

significant as that of the men. She is shown to possess many womanly virtues, such as piety and 

chastity, but when she begins to bestow gifts too widely, thereby jeopardising her virtue, William 

describes her subsequent death.684 Although it cannot be argued that William suggests that her 

death was a result of the prodigious spending, but there is an implication that when her virtue is 

impugned and she is therefore of no further use to Henry I, she is removed from the narrative. 

While it is an incontestable fact that she did die, William records the event in such a way that it 

appears as if her presence in the text is predicated upon her virtues.  

Similarly, in Geoffrey’s text, Ganhumara is also described as possessing virtue, namely 

through her pedigree: ‘a woman of noble Roman ancestry brought up at the court of duke Cador, 

who was the most beautiful woman in the island’ (Geoffrey, 204).685 She is valued for her beauty 

and ancestry, not for her actual person. Kirsten A. Fenton brings attention to the fact that 

according to William of Malmesbury, Henry I’s love for Matilda was predicated ‘upon her Old 

English pedigree and the potential of a rich dowry.’686 Although Geoffrey does not mention a 

dowry in relation to Ganhumara, there is the implication that her ancestry is of importance to her 
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value as a wife. She provides Arthur with her Roman blood, but she receives nothing in return. 

This is not the exchange of services that remains at the forefront of Arthur’s other interpersonal 

relationships, but is a relegation to the status of support, where she boosts Arthur and then 

retreats into the shadows of the text when she has nothing more to offer. However, while her 

presence in the text is predicated upon her usefulness, she is nevertheless a critical aspect for 

Arthur’s rise to the status of hero regardless of and, in fact, due to her status as foil.    

  As discussed in Chapter Two, several of the pre-Arthurian kings marry women of Roman 

descent, including Arthur’s grandfather.687 Given that Geoffrey places significant emphasis on 

both the martial might of Rome and Britain’s superiority over the empire, the intermarriage of a 

Briton and Roman feeds into the construction of Britain as an imperial power. This is due to the 

intermingling of bloodlines through the production of children in such a marriage, which results 

in heirs with the ability to claim Roman descent. In the twelfth century there is emphasis placed 

on bloodlines, and this is a contributing factor in marital alliances.688 William of Malmesbury, 

for example, stresses that Henry I’s wife, Matilda, is the daughter of the king of Scotland, and 

that she is ‘of noble descent, being grand-niece of king Edward, by his brother Edmund.’689 Yet 

he also frames her lack of living parents as a flaw, which suggests the importance of familial 

bonds to a woman’s value as a wife. Arthur, whose wife is of a noble bloodline and is initially 

presented without flaw, is then subtly elevated, at least in this regard, above kings whose wives 

do have a blemish on their nobility, including Henry I. While there is little to distinguish 

Ganhumara or her marriage to Arthur, it is nevertheless a necessary precursor to the development 

of Arthur’s status. This is due that he must at least equal his predecessors in virtue, and one of 

the ways in which Geoffrey achieves this is by providing him with a Roman wife.  

  There is a counter-argument to Ganhumara occupying a secondary role in Arthur’s reign, 

provided by Tolhurst. Tolhurst argues that the manner in which Geoffrey describes Ganhumara 

leads the readers to believe that she will wield ‘significant power’, through her Roman lineage, 

her upbringing by Cador, duke of Cornwall, her likeness to the Empress Matilda, and through her 
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ceremonial role, particularly during the crown wearing at Caerleon.690 Tolhurst also works to 

absolve Ganhumara of guilt in the betrayal of Arthur that eventually leads to his downfall.691 

Although this thesis does not focus on feminism in relation to Geoffrey’s text, nor overtly on the 

female characters, it is worth briefly discussing here as Ganhumara’s position in Arthur’s court 

both aids his power and is eventually a contributing factor in his demise. Yet the aspects of 

Geoffrey’s depiction of Ganhumara that Tolhurst brings attention to all serve to elevate Arthur’s 

status. Ganhumara is co-ruler to a certain extent, but her own power is predicated upon what she 

offers to Arthur, primarily through her lineage. She is only present in three episodes of the 

Historia: her marriage to Arthur, the celebrations at Caerleon, and the betrayal of her marriage 

vows with Modret, and does not display any personal agency like that of earlier royal women in 

Geoffrey’s text.692 As Susan M. Johns articulates, ‘noblewomen appear in twelfth-century texts 

as both active subjects and passive objects, in complex ways, pursing political ambition, as 

religious, pious wives, mothers and daughters.’693 While women do feature in twelfth-century 

writing, as is evident by Johns’ summary, they are often seen in relation to the men in their 

lives—husbands, sons, and fathers. Ganhumara, for example, is presented by Geoffrey as an 

important figure in the text, in that through her character Geoffrey ensures that Arthur is an equal 

to his predecessors in terms of marriage; but her only significance comes from being adjacent to 

the king, rather than being a powerful figure in her own right.  

  Arthur’s marriage is integrated into the narrative of his reign in later texts as well, such as 

Wace’s Brut. Wace’s primary contribution to the development of the Arthurian tradition is 

enhancing the details of Geoffrey’s narrative structure, particularly when describing those in 

Arthur’s social circle, his wife included. This initiates the shift from Arthur as an individual, and 

primarily a warrior king, to the leader of a wider chivalric community that becomes the standard 

in later writing, particularly with the work of Chrétien de Troyes. This wider community, 

however, is, similarly to Geoffrey’s text, largely centred on men. While the women are given 

more comprehensive descriptions in the Brut this is not a re-focusing, but rather a stylistic choice 
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that is prevalent throughout the text. When describing Guinevere upon her marriage to Arthur, 

Wace says she is a noble woman, of Roman descent, raised by Duke Cador of Cornwall, and 

alongside her pedigree she is beautiful, courteous, well-mannered, speaks well, and behaves 

nobly.694  One of the ways in which Wace emphasises Arthur’s virtue is by extolling those of the 

people around him, and this can be surmised by the figure of Guinevere. She remains a foil for 

Arthur’s character, as she was in the Historia, but Wace elevates the entirety of the Arthurian 

narrative through the detail in which he describes characters—both Arthur and those around 

Arthur. The increased detail in which Wace describes Guinevere, therefore, does not elevate her 

own status per se, but rather is congruent with Wace’s agenda of extolling those around Arthur 

so as to continue building the strength of the king’s character.  

 Guinevere’s purpose is to be a virtuous figure in times of peace, which she is 

incontestably allowed to do given her gender. There is discussion amongst Arthur’s magnates, 

particularly Cador and Walwein, that peace breeds weakness in men, which is, of course, the 

antithesis of heroic virtue.695 However, Arthur, as king, is separate from this fear of weakness, 

given that his exploits during times of peace are as important to his reign and heroism as those on 

the battlefield. Guinevere then, alongside Arthur, occupies a unique position in possessing 

‘domestic’ characteristics, without there being any discussion of idleness lessening her virtue. 

Unlike the Ganhumara in Geoffrey’s text, the Guinevere in Wace’s Brut possesses virtues 

outside of pedigree and beauty. Although the adjectives attached to her are still vague, they carve 

out her individualism more so than in the Historia, in the same way that Wace does for his male 

characters. While Guinevere occupies a relatively small role in Arthur’s court and in the Brut 

itself, Wace nevertheless ensures that she is the embodiment of feminine virtue. One example of 

medieval writing on female virtue, is William of Malmesbury, who says of Queen Matilda, wife 

of Henry I:  

 

She was singularly holy; by no means despicable in point of beauty; a rival of her 

mother’s piety; never committing any impropriety, as far as herself was concerned; and, 

with the exception of the king’s bed, completely chaste and uncontaminated even by 
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suspicion.696  

 

William’s description of Matilda provides further reinforcement that women are intended to be 

secondary characters, quiet and beautiful, until a man has need of them. Guinevere meets these 

standards, at least upon her initial introduction in the text, proving herself as the ideal wife for 

Arthur. It is tempting to attempt to compare Guinevere with Eleanor of Aquitaine, as Tolhurst 

does to a certain extent with Ganhumara and the Empress Matilda. This is possible in part due to 

the allegations of ‘unholy love’ and adultery against Eleanor that echo those of Guinevere.697 

However, this depiction is not a universal opinion as Richard of Devizes describes Eleanor as ‘a 

matchless woman, beautiful and chaste, powerful and modest, meek and eloquent’.698 These 

descriptions, however, are not unbiased accounts of the role women played in the twelfth-century 

political landscape. There were queens at this period who wielded power, and who acted as 

regents or co-rulers for sons and husbands.699 In portraying women as meek, chaste, and pious, 

however, the chroniclers are able to use them to bolster the strength of the king. In relation to the 

Arthurian narrative, when those around Arthur possess virtue, he is then able to absorb their 

characteristics, which increases his strength on an individual as well as regnal level. This is true 

of Guinevere, but becomes more evident when Wace depicts Arthur’s men. Each character 

Arthur comes into contact with serves the authors’ agendas of portraying him as a hero, which is 

particularly evident in battle, but just as important in times of peace.        

 

 

 

 

 
																																																																				
696 William of Malmesbury, Chronicles of the Kings of England, p. 453.  
697 Walter Map, Courtiers’ Trifles, trans. by Frederick Tupper and Marbury Bladen Ogle (London: Chato 
& Windus, 1924) <https://archive.org/stream/in.ernet.dli.2015.184466/2015.184466.De-Nugis-
Curialium_djvu.txt> [Accessed Online 24 November 2021], Section 297. 
698 Richard of Devizes, The Chronicle of Richard of Devizes Concerning the Deeds of Richard the First, 
King of England Also Richard of Cirencester’s Description of Britain, Giles, J. A. (1841) [Accessed 
Online 24 April 2020], p. 24. 
699 Michael R. Evans uses Matilda of Flanders, Matilda of Scotland, Adeliza of Louvain, and Matilda of 
Boulogne as examples of women who wielded power during this period. Michael R. Evans, Inventing 
Eleanor: The Medieval and Post-Medieval Image of Eleanor of Aquitaine (London: Bloomsbury 
Academic, 2014), p. 13. 



	 188	

3.2.2 Arthur’s Household  

    

 

When Arthur returns to Britain after a period of foreign conquests, he rules in peace for twelve 

years, in both Geoffrey and Wace’s texts. Again, there is a balance of military and domestic 

responsibilities that Arthur successfully maintains. Not only does he fulfil an obligation to his 

people, but also uses these years of peace as an opportunity to expand his household. To turn 

first to the Historia:    

 

Then Arthur began to increase his household by inviting all the best men from far-off 

kingdoms and conducted his court with such charm that he was envied by distant nations. 

All the noblest were stirred to count themselves as worthless if they were not dressed or 

armed in the manner of Arthur’s knights. (Geoffrey, 204) 

 

Geoffrey presents Arthur’s expansion of his court as strategic and his virtues cyclical. It is the 

king’s generosity and success in battle that allows him to attract followers, and he utilises the 

twelve years of peace to increase his household with the greatest warriors from around the world. 

That men considered themselves worthless if they were not part of Arthur’s retinue emphasises 

Arthur’s prestige as king. Not only is he himself a model for behaviour, but his court is as well, 

given that it inspires men to join the ranks of Arthur’s knights. In fact, Thorpe specifically uses 

the word ‘imitate’ when discussing how people interacted with Arthur’s court, thereby placing 

further emphasis on Arthur and his household being models for behaviour.700 J. O. Prestwich 

says that ‘the power and dignity of a king was reflected in the size of his familia’, and this is seen 

in how the size of Arthur’s household reflects his attractiveness as a leader.701 His domestic 

exploits are still largely martial in nature, and his gathering of men, which is the only activity 

mentioned in these twelve years, is given more attention than his marriage, which occupies only 

one sentence before he departs to conquer Ireland. Arthur is primarily a warrior king, and his 

time at home is used to further his imperial ambitions. Gillingham criticises Arthur by pointing 
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out that he does not found any towns, create any laws, or show concern for farmers, and that he 

is a warrior king with no interest in being a good civilian king.702 Gillingham’s criticisms are 

legitimate when looking at Arthur’s quality as king; however, Geoffrey purposefully does not 

depict Arthur as a typical ruler. Arthur’s predecessors found towns, create laws, and are largely 

focused on the country of Britain. Arthur, meanwhile, has imperial ambitions, and, with the 

exception of the battles against the Saxons and Scots, focuses the majority of his attention 

beyond his own borders. This is expansion in both a literal and figurative sense, as the literal 

expansion of Arthur’s dominion allows for an expansion of his own power and virtue beyond 

that of his predecessors. Arthur does not found towns, but he does found an empire, thereby 

elevating him above his forefathers.  

  Arthur does not, however, completely neglect his domestic responsibilities. For example, 

when he returns to York after defeating the Scots and Picts he rebuilds the churches that were 

razed by the pagans and appoints his chaplain to the archiepiscopal see.703 Although Arthur’s 

actions do indicate piety, which will be discussed in the following section about prowess, his 

restoration of the churches is a necessary step in maintaining his relationship with the Church. 

This is one symbiotic relationship that exists outside the masculine bonds of physical reciprocity, 

given the necessity of the Church for the success of a ruler, which was discussed in Chapter One 

in relation to King Stephen.704 Furthermore, Arthur restores titles to the nobles who were 

dispossessed by the Saxons.705 This returns us to the idea of legitimate inheritance, similarly to 

Geoffrey’s underlining of the fact that Arthur is the rightful king of Britain, as was discussed in 

the previous section. Once Arthur wins back his own inheritance, he ensures that his magnates 

are also restored to their former position before the Saxon invasion. Reciprocity is what enables 

Arthur to maintain relationships, but also to expand his own power.  

  It is Arthur’s generosity that allows him to fulfil his imperial ambitions, which is a 

contributing factor to his development as a hero. This quality is evident in the king when 

Geoffrey says: 

 

As his reputation for generosity and excellence spread to the farthest corners of the 
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world, kings of nations overseas became very frightened that he would attack and deprive 

them of their subjects. Overcome by nagging doubts, they began to put their cities and 

fortifications in order and built castles in appropriate spots as places of last resort should 

Arthur attack them. When Arthur learned of this, he exulted at being universally feared 

and decided to conquer all Europe. (Geoffrey, 204)706  

 

Arthur’s decision to expand his household is a fundamental aspect of his rise to the status of a 

hero, due to the necessity of a king having powerful men under his command. In attracting the 

best men from various nations, Arthur’s court is elevated above those of other kings. He is able 

to accomplish this through his own personal virtues, such as generosity, which provides another 

example of how a man’s heroism is dependent on a multitude of factors rather than just one 

virtue or action. Arthur’s generosity and ‘excellence’ is what allows his household to grow, 

which then provides him with a fearsome reputation; it is this that inspires him to conquer 

Europe. Each virtue grows upon the next until Arthur becomes more powerful than any of his 

contemporaries or predecessors. William of Malmesbury depicts William ‘the First’ in a similar 

manner:   

 

For William had now attained his manly vigour; an object of dread even to his elders, and 

though alone, a match for numbers. Unattended he would rush on danger; and when 

unaccompanied, or with only a few followers, dart into the thickest ranks of the enemy. 

By this expedition he gained the reputation of admirable bravery, as well as the sincerest 

regard of the king; so that, with parental affection, he would often admonish him not to 

hold life in contempt by encountering danger so precipitately; a life, which was the 

ornament of the French, the safeguard of the Normans, and an example to both.707 

 

This passage reinforces the idea that it is necessary for a great man to have a formidable 

reputation predicated upon his actions, like Arthur’s generosity or William’s bravery. That 

William inspires dread in his elders is similar to how Arthur arouses fear in foreign rulers. 
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Through these two examples there becomes evident a cultural desire for a leader of such strength 

that he is known and feared by opponents. However, while Malmesbury articulates that William 

is cautioned against taking full advantage of his prowess, due to concerns over his safety, 

Geoffrey depicts Arthur as utilising his reputation to conquer territories and begin building an 

empire. This is one of the ways in which he is differentiated from predecessors and 

contemporaries, both within the Historia and without. Geoffrey describes him as embodying 

virtues to an extreme degree, more so than anyone else, and then he is shown to use said virtue to 

build an empire. This contributes to his enduring legacy and therefore his status as hero because 

of how rare the extent of his virtue is.   

 Wace follows the narrative structure of Geoffrey’s text, articulating that Arthur conquers 

Ireland, Iceland, Orkney, Gotland, and Wenelande, and then returns to Britain to rule in peace for 

twelve years.708 Wace, however, adds in more detail about Arthur’s activities in this twelve-year 

gap between battles:  

 

On his own, with no other instruction, he acquired such knightly skill and behaved so 

nobly, so finely and courteously, that there was no court so talked about, not even that of 

the Roman emperor. He never heard of a knight who was in any way considered to be 

praiseworthy who would not belong to his household, provided that he could get him, and 

if such a one wanted reward for his service, he would never be deprived of it. On account 

of his noble barons—each of whom felt he was superior, each considered himself the 

best, and no one could say who was the worst—Arthur had the Round Table made about 

which the British tell many a tale. (Wace, 245) 

 

This passage balances between Arthur and his men, extolling the virtues of both. Wace achieves 

this effect by saying that Arthur was such virtue on his own that he was able to elevate his court 

above all others, including that of the Roman emperor. As a result, he attracts praiseworthy 

knights, which continues to allow him to expand the prestige of his court. There is a shift in 

Wace’s text to a courtly version of Arthur that is more chivalric than the Arthur in Geoffrey’s 

text. Remembering the qualities of the preudomme,709 Wace restructures Arthur’s character to be 
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more reminiscent of a contemporary man whilst still maintaining his extraordinary virtues. It is 

Arthur’s behaviour in times of peace that garners his court attention on an international stage. 

Even prior to when his conflict with the Romans begins, Wace places Britain above Rome, due 

to Arthur’s virtues. It is his generosity, as was discussed in relation to Geoffrey’s text, that 

attracts his followers. This passage is an example of how Wace’s Brut is a transitional text, 

where the focus is not entirely on Arthur but neither is it entirely on his men. Through the efforts 

of Geoffrey and Wace, Arthur is an exemplary individual, but Wace begins to shift the narrative 

towards those around Arthur to continue increasing his own standing as the leader of a heroic 

community. He particularly achieves this through the formation of the Round Table. Yet Wace 

introduces a note of conflict amongst the magnates who serve in Arthur’s court. The excellence 

of Arthur breeds competition and to combat this conflict Arthur creates the Round Table. The 

table serves as an equaliser in Britain so that no man is placed above another. However, it also 

serves to consolidate the individuals so that they become a stronger force. While each individual, 

particularly Arthur, possesses his own skills and virtues, they serve the greater good of the 

country through belonging to the Round Table. W. R. J. Barron, Françoise Le Saux, and Lesley 

Johnson argue that the men who make up the Round Table equate Arthur with Charlemagne and 

the twelve peers.710 Although Geoffrey also references the twelve peers as part of Arthur’s court, 

the creation of the Round Table formalises the men who serve under Arthur, in a similar way that 

the twelve peers do for Charlemagne’s court. As will be discussed in the following section, 

Arthur’s retinue is a fundamental aspect of his martial success and so both the Round Table and 

the association is provides with the twelve peers, as articulated by Barron, Le Saux, and Johnson, 

serves to elevate his status.    

 The Round Table is a pivotal moment in the Arthurian tradition, and yet it is necessary to 

not ascribe an anachronistic analysis of its importance in the Brut. In Wace’s text, it is a unifier, 

but it does not yet have the mythic proportions that develop in the later medieval period and the 

romance tradition. In fact, after its inception, the Round Table is not often mentioned during 

Arthur’s reign. Wace references it twice more, when Arthur’s barons attend his court at Caerleon 

and at the battle of Camlan.711 Nevertheless, Le Saux says that the Round Table is ‘an important 
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structural marker in the account of the reign of Arthur, linking different phases of the king’s life 

and affording a greater cohesion and unity to the narrative. Intimately bound to Arthur, the 

Round Table becomes the emanation of his royal power.’712 I agree with Le Saux’s assertion to 

the extent that the Round Table serves as a label for Arthur’s men, who play a significant role in 

the establishment and embellishment of Arthur’s regnal power. The Round Table gives a name 

to a community of which Arthur is the leader, and so it, and the men who form it, become an 

intrinsic part of Arthur’s kingship and person, particularly in regard to Arthur’s virtue. However, 

in claiming that it is the ‘emanation’ of Arthur’s power Le Saux does not consider the cyclical 

nature of Arthur’s virtues. Arthur’s own person is the origin of his power and the formation of 

the Round Table is a consequence of his personal virtues. When it is formed it then becomes an 

amplifier for the qualities he already possesses, due to the fact that an increase in his household 

showcases his attractiveness as a leader and allows him to pursue his militaristic ambitions.  

 Tatlock is another scholar who devotes attention to the Round Table in Wace’s Brut. He 

explores the potential origins of the Round Table, but concludes that there is little evidence to 

support an earlier source before Wace’s inclusion of it in the mid twelfth century.713 He 

dismisses the theory that it is from a Celtic tradition and that it is similar to the table used at the 

Last Supper. The most intriguing possibility, according to Tatlock, is that Odo, brother to 

William the Conqueror, is depicted as sitting at a semi-circular table in the Bayeux Tapestry.714 

However, there is no further evidence that this is the inspiration behind the Round Table, and so 

there is the distinct possibility that Wace invented this device for the purpose of bringing 

equality to Arthur’s court. Contrary to Tatlock’s assertions, though, Wace claims that, ‘the 

British tell many a tale’ (Wace, 245) about the Round Table, which suggests that the table is 

already an integral part of the Britons’ mythos. Le Saux says about this passage that, ‘Wace takes 

pains to dismiss these tales as fables, and therefore inferior to his own work; yet he also 

recognises in them a kernel of truth that he, as a historian, can identify.’715 However, there is no 

derision in Wace’s tone that these ‘fables’ are inferior to his own text; rather he uses this 
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‘tradition’ of the Round Table to legitimise his own text, in a similar way that Geoffrey uses 

Walter’s book. Once again, it is necessary to remove all modern knowledge of the development 

of the Round Table in later Arthurian narratives. This is due to the fact that saying that Wace is 

attempting to dismiss the tales of the Round Table to emphasise the importance of his own work 

approaches an anachronistic understanding of what is currently a mere literary device.      

 The Round Table is, in essence, a method of expansion for Arthur’s court. Helen Cooper 

points this out by saying that after the inception of the Round Table there is space for ‘the 

infinite generation of further stories’, in part due to the fellowship of knights.716 Cooper’s 

assessment of the Round Table serving as an expansion tool for later writers aligns with the idea 

that Wace is beginning to shift the focus from Arthur to his men so that Arthur’s prestige can 

continue growing. The formalisation of Arthur’s court through the medium of the Round Table is 

what allows for the expansion of both Arthur’s power and his legend, and serves as the vehicle in 

which his men become a more prominent fixture of the Arthurian tradition. This is a similar idea 

to Arthur’s limitless potential that was referenced in Geoffrey’s introduction to Arthur. In 

allowing Arthur room for infinite expansion, both authors create a circumstance where he can 

become a great king and hero through a never-ending possibility of virtue, whether that is his 

own or his men’s.      

 While Arthur as an individual is a prominent fixture of both Geoffrey and Wace’s texts, 

with the former making him a superior king and the latter humanising him, his men contribute 

significantly to his status as a great hero. The Historia is largely focused on Arthur as an 

individual, rather than the leader of a heroic community, but his men are still prominent aspects 

of his reign, particularly regarding martial activities. Arthur’s conquests are often followed by a 

period of celebration where Geoffrey focuses the narrative on his household and Britain not as an 

empire but as the seat of Arthur’s power. Now that Arthur is an established king, his relationship 

with his men shifts to a service and reward system rather than one where Arthur uses his wealth 

to attract followers. After the campaign against Frollo, for example, Arthur gifts Normandy to 

Bedeurus and Anjou to Kaius in response to their service during the war.717 As was discussed in 

the beginning of this section, Arthur’s generosity moves in a cyclical fashion where he and his 

magnates have a symbiotic relationship. However, now that he has the loyalty of his men the 
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order of events is reversed: he rewards his magnates after he has achieved his desired goal. This 

allows Arthur to consistently grow his power and conquer foreign territories because his men are 

more motivated to perform well on his behalf.  

These locations are also an obvious reference to the time in which Geoffrey wrote, given 

that he sought the patronage of an Anglo-Norman magnate, Robert of Gloucester, and Robert’s 

sister, Matilda, was the countess of Anjou.718 That Geoffrey has Arthur give these places to two 

of his greatest men indicates flattery of the Anglo-Norman elites for whom he wrote. In framing 

these two territories—Normandy and Anjou—as gifts worthy of such capable warriors Geoffrey 

suggests that the locations are equivalently great. This is also a possible reference to Henry I, 

who gave lands and titles to loyal men, like Robert of Gloucester, for whom Henry created the 

earldom of Gloucester.719 Although this practice of rewarding followers with gifts, like land, is 

not unique to Henry I or Arthur, Geoffrey’s use of Normandy and Anjou situates the events in 

such a way that twelfth-century audiences would understand in relation to their own time. 

Therefore, Arthur participates in an ancient heroic tradition while still being a hero of the time 

and culture in which he was created.   

 Following the campaign against Frollo, Arthur returns to Britain and holds a feast at 

Caerleon. Geoffrey describes Caerleon in detail, including that it held two churches and a college 

with two hundred scholars, known for their skill in astronomy and other sciences.720 Caerleon is 

a city in Glamorgan, which was part of Robert of Gloucester’s territory. The prominence of 

Caerleon as the setting of Arthur’s feast and as a place of scholarship (remembering that both 

Geoffrey of Monmouth and William of Malmesbury refer to Robert’s learning721) could be an 

attempt to flatter the Earl of Gloucester. As it pertains to Arthur, however, the description of 

Caerleon emphasises that the king promotes Christian worship and studious pursuits. His 

domestic exploits, therefore, serve to elevate Britain above a militaristic country, bringing 

renown to the land through learning as well as conquest. Michael J. Curley suggests that the 

celebrations at Caerleon are an attempt ‘to Normanize the British past.’722 While Geoffrey draws 
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upon a multitude of sources and inspirations,723 two of his alleged motivations are to obtain the 

patronage of Robert of Gloucester and to create a prestigious ancestry for the Anglo-Norman 

magnates. However, rather than interpret Geoffrey’s decisions as overlaying Norman customs on 

a pre-Norman culture, it is perhaps more accurate to say that Geoffrey is creating a filiation 

between the two peoples, so that one originates from the other. In his ‘Normanization’ of 

Arthur’s court, Geoffrey creates a connection between the Normans and the Britons, just as he 

does between the Trojans and Britons. This then becomes vital to Geoffrey’s supposed agenda of 

providing an ancestry for the Anglo-Norman magnates. The Britons themselves are an 

amalgamation of the Trojans, Greeks, and Romans, through blood and marriage, and so by 

‘Normanizing’ Arthur’s court, the Anglo-Normans can then claim this cultural inheritance for 

their own.        

 There are many dignitaries who attend the celebration at Caerleon, all of whom illustrate 

Arthur’s importance, not only in Britain, but internationally as well. It is, to use the words of 

Robert M. Stein, an ‘imperial occasion’.724 Present are the kings of Albania (Scotland), Moray, 

the Venedoti (North Welsh), the Demetae (South Welsh), Cornwall, Ireland, Iceland, Gotland, 

Orkney, Norway, and Denmark; the archbishops of London, York, and Caerleon; the earls of 

Gloucester, Worcester, Kaergueir (Warwick), Leicester, Chester, Canterbury, Salisbury, Bath, 

Dorchester, and Ridochen (Oxford); the dukes of Flemings, Normandy, Anjou, the Amorican 

Britons; and the twelve peers of France, among others.725 A list such as this is unprecedented in 

the Historia, and therefore positions Arthur as superior to his predecessors for ruling over such a 

prestigious retinue. In his own time his lordship over kings suggests that he himself is no 

ordinary ruler. Faletra points out that while there are accounts of Arthur’s conquest of Iceland, 

Ireland, Norway, Denmark, Gotland, and Orkney, there is no account of him needing to subdue 

Scotland, Wales, or Cornwall.726 This, suggests Faletra, is Geoffrey’s attempt to unify the island 

of Britain.727 Faletra’s assertion is useful insofar as Arthur is framed as the ultimate king in the 

Historia. That he does not need to subdue the other kings on the island of Britain suggests his 
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unquestioned dominance. The subordination of these kings, particularly those on the island of 

Britain, shifts the perspective of Arthur as a great king to Arthur as a king of unrivalled power. 

This is due to his superiority over others who should be his equals but are, in fact, his vassals. 

The conquest of foreign territories is a theme throughout the Historia, but also in other 

historiography and stories about heroes throughout time. Even a near contemporary of Geoffrey, 

William I, was known as ‘the Conqueror’. In having the men Arthur has conquered attend his 

court Geoffrey reinforces Arthur’s participation in the accepted heroic tradition. This framing is 

what allows him to become a true hero.      

 Finally, Geoffrey’s reference of the twelve peers of France warrants discussion due to its 

likelihood that he is referring to the knights who served under Charlemagne, as is mentioned in 

The Song of Roland, for example. Geoffrey’s inclusion of the twelve peers creates not only an 

association between Arthur and Charlemagne, but also contributes to the development of 

Arthur’s own literary tradition. In the works of Nennius and William of Malmesbury, Vortigern 

welcomes the Saxons in the year 447, which places Arthur’s life in the mid-to-late fifth 

century.728 Charlemagne lived in the eighth century, but The Song of Roland first began 

circulating in the eleventh century, which means that there is a possibility that some readers of 

the Historia would be familiar with the text and understand the reference to the twelve peers. 

Simon Gaunt and Karen Pratt say that there is little evidence that the version of The Song of 

Roland we have today is the same that was circulated in the twelfth century.729 However, 

according to Phillipa Hardman and Marianne Ailes ‘the Oxford text of the Chanson de Roland is 

usually dated from around 1100; the earliest Latin version of the Pseudo-Turpin Chronicle dates 

from the early twelfth century, while the Anglo-Norman version dates from the early thirteenth 

century, by which time copies in Latin and the continental French translation were already 

circulating in England.’730 It is likely that audiences reading the Historia would be familiar with 

the figure of Charlemagne, because of the continued transmission and adaptation of his legend. 

Given that Charlemagne is a well-established and lauded hero, and Arthur is still in the infancy 
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of his heroic legacy, this association elevates Arthur’s status simply by utilising Charlemagne’s 

reputation and applying it to Arthur. There is also the fact that in following this timeline, Arthur 

predates Charlemagne, placing him in the ancient tradition of heroism, where it is Arthur who 

first rules the twelve peers, before Charlemagne ever can. This then, while not necessarily 

placing Arthur above Charlemagne, elevates him to at least the same level. Yet Geoffrey 

specifies that it is Arthur’s ‘world-famous open-handedness’ that draws these men to his court 

and makes ‘them all love him’.731 Therefore, the prestige of Arthur’s court is predicated upon his 

individual virtue of generosity. It is through his open-handedness that these men flock to his side 

and it is the reason that Geoffrey is able to reference Charlemagne in relation to Arthur. As a 

result, Arthur’s virtues are interconnected, where the demonstration of one allows for the 

development of another, thereby heightening his power and allowing for the continuation of his 

heroism.   

 When the court has assembled in Caerleon, Dubricius performs a second coronation for 

Arthur.732 This leaves little doubt that he is king, because a bishop has now twice consecrated 

him. There is a direct contrast between the certainty of Arthur’s inherent right to rule and the 

confusion that surrounded the Anglo-Norman succession after Henry I’s death.733 In referencing 

contemporary events, however subtly, Geoffrey positions Arthur as a superior king to Stephen 

through the contrast. This allows for the Anglo-Normans to retain a connection to a heroic king 

during a period of civil conflict and poor leadership, thereby serving as an antidote to Stephen’s 

reign and allowing the magnates to retain their prestige as a people. Following Arthur’s second 

coronation there is a feast in which the men and women eat separately, which is a Trojan 

custom.734 This reference is a method Geoffrey uses to continue the narrative strand of Troy as 

the precursor to Britain, thus linking Arthur’s court to that of Hector’s. The continuity 

throughout the Historia, such as the repeated references to Trojan culture, are a necessary aspect 

of Arthur’s heroism because in creating an association between his reign and the Trojan empire, 

despite the fact that he likely does not share blood with Brutus, he possesses the same advantages 

as his predecessors in sharing a link with an ancient heroic culture.    

 Similarly to Geoffrey’s text, Wace also includes a list of those who arrive in Caerleon, 
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thereby continuing the narrative of Arthur’s prestigious court. Wace says, ‘whether Scot, Briton, 

Frenchman, Norman, Angevin, Fleming, Burgundian or Lorrainer’, all attended Arthur’s 

court.735 In fact, Wace frames attendance at Arthur’s court as the standard for courtliness. 

Although the idea of courtliness emerges before the twelfth century, in the Carolingian empire 

and indeed in the Roman Empire, in the mid-to-late twelfth century there is a shift towards 

courtliness as an ideal in literature. Jaeger points out that this allows for a fusion of warrior and 

statesman736. This categorisation is true of Geoffrey’s Arthur to a certain extent but becomes 

more pronounced in Wace’s text as Arthur begins to shift away from an individual to the leader 

of a community. This shift is necessary due to the aforementioned humanisation that Arthur’s 

character undergoes in the Brut; while the focus on his humanity emphasises his prestige because 

of the amount he is able to achieve despite his human limitations, this also creates more potential 

for failure. Thereby, in positioning Arthur as the leader of a heroic community his men are able 

to gain prominence, which still reflects positively on him whilst removing much of the dangers 

of personal fallibility.     

Following Arthur’s defeat of Frollo in the Brut, Wace articulates that he rewards his 

followers. He sends the elderly soldiers home with gifts, and keeps the young men with him for 

nine years to allow them further opportunities for conquest.737 Wace reiterates that Kei is 

presented with Anjou, and Bedoer with Normandy.738 This gift giving assumes a renewed 

relevance given the time that Wace was writing, as Henry II’s paternal inheritance was Anjou, 

and Normandy his maternal. Although this detail can be directly attributed to the Historia, it 

nevertheless serves to connect the Anglo-Normans of Wace’s time with the prominent men of 

Arthur’s court, thereby linking Henry II with the heroic king. Furthermore, Arthur rewards other 

followers whilst in France, and continues to do so upon his return to England. Thereupon he 

holds a feast at Caerleon, which Wace describes as ‘another Rome’ (Wace, 255). This is due to 

its location and wealth. Wace continues to draw connections to Rome and this association 

elevates Arthur’s status, similarly to how Geoffrey utilises Rome, as was discussed earlier in this 

chapter and in Chapter Two. Wace also includes the list of nobles and kings who attends 

Arthur’s court and adheres to a similar structure as Geoffrey’s text regarding the feast at 
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Caerleon, which includes the fact that the Britons follow the Trojan custom of the men and 

women dining separately. It is necessary for Wace to closely follow the narrative arc provided by 

Geoffrey because it creates continuity whilst still expanding Arthur’s power. Wace appropriates 

episodes from the Historia and increases the detail of these events, which serves to increase the 

glory of Arthur and his court. One example of this is on the fourth day of the feast when Arthur 

gives gifts to his followers. Geoffrey merely says, ‘Arthur rewarded all those who had been 

victorious [in the games] with liberal gifts’ (Geoffrey, 214). Meanwhile, Wace provides 

extensive examples of the gifts Arthur gives, and it is worthwhile quoting this passage at length 

so as to be able to accurately compare the two texts:  

 

Treis jurs dura la feste issi.  

Quant vint al quart, al mecresdi,  

Li reis ses bachelers feufa,  

Enurs delivres devisa;  

Lur servises a cels rendi 

Ki pur terres l’ourent servi;  

Burcs duna e chasteleries 

E evesquiez e abeïes. 

A cels ki d’altre terre esteient,  

Ki pur amur al rei veneient,  

Duna cupes, duna destriers,  

Duna de ses aveirs plus chiers.  

[Duna deduiz, duna joiels,  

Duna levriers, duna oisels, 

Duna peliçuns, duna dras,  

Duna cupes, duna hanas, 

Duna palies, duna anels, 

Duna blialz, duna mantels, 

Duna lances, duna espees, 

Duna saietes barbelees.  

Duna cuivres, duna escuz, 
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Ars e espiez bien esmoluz,  

Duna lieparz e duna urs,  

Seles, lorains e chaceürs.  

Duna haubercs, duna destriers, 

Duna helmes, duna deniers,  

Duna argent e duna or, 

Duna le mielz de sun tresor. 

N’i out hume qui rien valsist 

Qui d’altre terre a lui venist 

Cui li reis ne dunast tel dun 

Qui enur fust a tel barun. 

 

[In this way, the feast lasted three days. When it came to the fourth, a Wednesday, the 

king gave his young men fiefs and shared out available domains. He repaid the service of 

everyone who had served him for land: he distributed towns and castles, bishoprics and 

abbeys. To those who came from another land, for love of the king, he gave cups and 

war-horses and some of his finest possessions. He gave playthings, he gave jewels, he 

gave greyhounds, birds, furs, cloth, cups, goblets, brocades, rings, tunics, cloaks, lances, 

swords and barbed arrows. He gave quivers and shields, bows and keen swords, leopards 

and bears, saddles, trappings and chargers. He gave hauberks and war-horses, helmets 

and money, silver and gold, the best in his treasury. Any man worth anything, who had 

come to visit him from other lands, was given such a gift from the king that it did him 

honour.] (Wace, 266-67)  

     

This passage provides a lengthy example of all the individual items that Arthur bestowed upon 

his followers. The repetition of ‘he gave’ (duna), while also a stylistic choice, emphasises 

Arthur’s virtue by continuously reminding the readers of his largess in a visual way. 

Furthermore, the recounting of each gift stresses Arthur’s wealth, as not only does he possess 

such items as jewels, castles, and leopards, but also he is so affluent that he is able to gift these 

items to his followers. The length that Wace goes to describe Arthur’s wealth is almost 

exaggerated and serves to establish Arthur as without peer. Wace begins the list with the largest 
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items of towns and castles, then bishoprics and abbeys, which serve to enhance the power of the 

individuals who are in receipt of such gifts, before moving into smaller objects, like horses, 

jewels, weapons, and exotic animals, which contribute to an individual’s wealth. That Arthur is 

able to give such riches away then contributes to the development of his power because these 

gifts will ensure the loyalty of the recipients. During the time Wace wrote it was expected that a 

king was generous to his people. One example of this is when Gerald of Wales, a near 

contemporary of Wace’s, says, ‘better was Alexander, who gave a city to someone, and when 

they said that such a great gift was not appropriate for their humble status, replied: "I do not seek 

what is fitting for you to accept but what is fitting for me to give."'739 This suggests that a king 

must give in proportion to what he possesses. Therefore, when applying this understanding of 

generosity to Wace’s text, the expansion of Geoffrey’s description of ‘liberal gifts’ elevates 

Arthur’s power and virtues. This expansion functions on an individual as well as cultural level; 

Arthur’s possessions serve to highlight his own generosity, but the fact that he has such riches 

indicates how powerful his kingdom is. It is also what allows him to gain new followers. 

Although this is true in the Historia as well, Wace’s difference and his expansion of Arthur’s 

status as a hero stems from the details he includes in regard to Britain and Arthur’s character.       

 Geoffrey and Wace do not merely highlight Arthur’s supremacy as a man and king, but 

also Britain’s pre-eminence as a nation under Arthur’s rule over other countries, as well as 

Britain under the reigns of Arthur’s predecessors. The descriptions of wealth are unprecedented 

in these texts and Geoffrey emphasises Britain’s status by saying, ‘so noble was Britain then that 

it surpassed other kingdoms in its stores of wealth, the ostentation of its dress and the 

sophistication of its inhabitants’ (Geoffrey, 212-13). This underscores the prominence of Britain 

and how the country is thriving under Arthur’s rule and surpassing everywhere else in terms of 

nobility and wealth. Wace expands upon this idea by explaining who is nobler than those in other 

kingdoms: 

 

Beyond all the surrounding realms, and beyond all those we now know, England was 

unparalleled for fine men, wealth, plenty, nobility, courtesy and honour. Even the poor 

peasants were more courtly and brave than knights in other realms, and so were the 

women too. (Wace, 265)  
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The fact that peasants and women are of greater skill than knights in other countries brings 

prestige to Arthur’s kingdom, because it not only elevates England as a whole, but also Arthur 

and his men. If foreign knights cannot compete with English peasants, then there is little chance 

that they will prove superior to Arthur or one of his own knights. The positioning of England, or 

Britain, as superior to other countries as a whole frames Arthur as a powerful and competent 

leader who brings wealth to his subjects and attracts only the greatest people to his court. This is 

a contributing factor to him becoming a hero because of how his own individual virtue leads to 

virtuous men flocking to his side and thereby furthering the prestige of his court and enabling 

him to conquer foreign territories.            

   

 

3.3 Arthur’s Prowess  

 

 3.3.1 The Domestic Battles  

 

 

The final virtue that will be discussed in this chapter is prowess, which is the quality that 

cements Arthur’s place in the heroic pantheon within the context of the twelfth century. Each of 

his virtues, whether it be generosity, as discussed in the previous section, or piety, which will be 

looked at in tandem with prowess, serves to further his militaristic ambitions. Arthur is, 

primarily, a warrior king and his prowess establishes both his regnal power as well as his 

individual virtue. While each characteristic that he possesses contributes to his status as hero, the 

way in which the authors frame his imperial desires and actions are what ultimately place him on 

the path towards true heroism. As was discussed in the Introduction, a common prerequisite for 

heroism was for a man to be a warrior and commander, and, in most instances, conquer vast 

swaths of land during his rule. Geoffrey and Wace, then, through Arthur’s foreign military 

campaigns, show him to participate in the ancient heroic warrior culture. Arthur is, however, a 

Christian, and this is a distinguishing factor in his rapid rise to popularity in the twelfth century. 

Although Christianity is not a necessary precursor to becoming a hero, as is evident by the long 

tradition of heroism that predates the birth of Christ, Arthur must be pious to be considered a 
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hero during the time in which Geoffrey wrote the Historia.   

 Immediately following his coronation and gift giving, Arthur is established as a warrior 

king when he embarks upon a campaign against the Saxons. The immediacy of Arthur’s martial 

actions after he ascends the throne positions his reign as a militaristic one and foregrounds his 

rule as a period of superiority for the Britons. This is reinforced when he is initially described as 

victorious against the Saxons. It also creates an additional connection between Arthur and 

Charlemagne, as the latter engaged in warfare against the Saxons, though this particular enmity 

is not necessarily unique to Arthur and Charlemagne.740 Geoffrey then describes Arthur as 

putting the Saxons under siege at York, before following the advice from his retainers to 

withdraw.741 The entirety of the campaign against the Saxons is an opportunity for a practical 

application of the commingling of his relationship building abilities with his martial ambitions. 

One episode where this is particularly prevalent is when Geoffrey has Arthur send messengers to 

Armorica, where his nephew, King Hoelus, rules. Hoelus then gathers fifteen thousand men and 

sails to his uncle’s aid.742 Remembering how virtues are intertwined, it is Arthur’s relationship 

and familial connection that allows him to continue to do battle against the Saxons and reclaim 

his stolen inheritance. Pace, however, ascribes a different interpretation to Arthur’s use of 

Hoelus, and says that the Historia is an attempt ‘to glorify tenth-century Breton dynasts.’743 This, 

he claims, is in part due to the fact that in Geoffrey’s text, during each substantial battle against 

pagans, the king calls upon the Bretons for aid, which Arthur does with Hoelus.744 However, 

while Pace presents an interesting interpretation of Geoffrey’s motivations, the focus of this 

chapter is on Arthur’s character and how he utilises resources, specifically people and wealth, to 

further his imperial ambitions and demonstrate his virtue. Hoelus, therefore, enters into the 

established system of symbiotic relationships that characterises Arthur’s other, militaristic 

connections, where the former earns prestige by aiding his uncle and the latter gains the support 

of a powerful king so that he can continue his campaign against the Saxons.      

It is during the initial battle with the Saxons that Geoffrey provides a specific example of 
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1880) <https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/einhard.asp#Saxon%20War> [Accessed online 15 
September 2021], section 7. 
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Arthur’s individual prowess. This positions him as a capable warrior, which is a prerequisite for 

a hero, as discussed in the Introduction to this thesis.745 His generosity and his ability to create 

and maintain relationships all provide the foundation on which he is able to build his martial 

capabilities, which then allows him to be framed as the greatest king in the Historia. The first 

description of his prowess is as follows:  

 

[He] swiftly hurled himself upon the dense ranks of the enemy. As he called on God, he 

killed any man he touched with a single blow and pressed forward until with Caliburnus 

alone he had laid low four hundred and seventy men. At this sight, the Britons closed 

ranks and followed him, spreading slaughter. (Geoffrey, 198)746  

 

Arthur’s prowess functions on a dual level here: he is both an individual and a leader of men, and 

both roles require prowess. However, it is his martial abilities that are at the forefront of this 

passage. Arthur is portrayed here as a superior warrior, evident from the fact that he is able to 

single-handedly kill almost five hundred men. When describing the epic hero, Dean A. Miller 

specifies that ‘the protagonist is induibitably human, though almost always invested with 

oversized and probably superhuman characteristics and powers.’747 Miller’s definition can be 

applied to Arthur, given that his martial abilities are extraorindary, but there is no indication that 

they have a supernatural origin. Furthermore, Arthur’s prowess then inspires his men to slaughter 

their enemies, which indicates that the Britons’ victory stems from Arthur’s individual actions. 

The duality of Arthur’s purpose in this passage is one of the ways in which he is portrayed as the 

embodiment of heroic virtue. His actions are driven by his virtue, but he also inspires his men to 

act more virtuously, which in turn, serves his own agenda and growth as a hero.      

 Furthermore, when battling the Saxons, Geoffrey says that Arthur calls upon God, which 

is a method of indicating that the king is pious. Geoffrey continues to stress this point by saying 

that Arthur refers to his men as ‘distinguished by your Christian faith’ when motivating them for 

battle.748 Divine aid in battle is not unique to Arthur, as his Christian forebears also received such 
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help;749 however, Geoffrey must ensure that Arthur first meets the standards of his predecessors 

before surpassing them. Therefore, the commonalities he shares with other kings becomes 

significant in his heroic journey. Yet the nature of his religious devotion, in that he is Christian, 

elevates him above his enemies, who are pagan, as well as his pre-Christian forefathers. Geoffrey 

also articulates that Arthur carries an image of the Virgin Mary on his shield,750 which is a level 

of devotion that is unmatched by any of his predecessors, including the Christians. There is a 

similar depiction of Arthur in Nennius’ text:  

 

the eighth [battle] was near Gurnion castle, where Arthur bore the image of the Holy 

Virgin, mother of God, upon his shoulders and through the power of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, and the holy Mary, put the Saxons to flight, and pursued them the whole day with 

great slaughter.751  

 

Of course, by the twelfth century Christianity has been well established as the religion of the 

Anglo-Normans. Any king who was to be deemed virtuous must be Christian; one example of 

this is how William the Conqueror and his men were depicted the evening before the Battle of 

Hastings confessing their sins, and that William calls upon God for assistance, which is an event 

recounted by William of Malmesbury.752 Another example of Anglo-Norman piety is how 

William of Poitiers describes William the Conqueror: ‘In the midst of the warlike activities and 

domestic occupations which are called worldly, this most excellent prince nevertheless devoted 

his greatest efforts to all things divine; they are too many and too great for our humble pen to 

describe in detail.’753 Poitiers nevertheless does go on to elaborate upon William’s piety. Mark 

Hagger suggests that while the Gesta Guillelmi could be a mirror for princes, and the extent to 

which Poitiers describes William’s piety might be due to the fact that there were doubts about 

that particular virtue in relation to the duke.754 Regardless of the author’s motivations, it is 

evident that contemporaries of Geoffrey valued piety in a king. Arthur’s piety in the Historia is 

never questioned and he is always depicted as having the aid of God in his pursuits. In this way 
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he is framed as a virtuous leader who conforms to contemporary thought on the necessity of a 

king possessing piety.   

Geoffrey presents Arthur as a man and king without flaw; as a result, he becomes 

superior to both his direct predecessors in the Historia as well as the twelfth-century rulers. 

Remembering contemporary views on Christianity and how it is intertwined with kingship, 

Arthur’s piety, especially early in his reign, sets a powerful precedent for his rule. The fact that 

he intertwines religion with battle further combines virtues so that one is dependent on another; 

as a result of the possession of multiple virtues, his status is elevated. Therefore, while Arthur’s 

actions are not, in essence, different from other virtuous men’s, his superiority originates from 

the degree to which he embodies the required characteristics of heroism. He does not simply call 

upon God for aid; he carries an image of the Virgin Mary on his shield. He does not kill dozens 

of men, but rather hundreds. Geoffrey gives specificity to Arthur’s character and actions that is 

lacking in his predecessors, and these details are what allow him to rise above the kings who 

ruled before him.  

While the Historia is largely a secular text, intended for an aristocratic audience, evident 

by the dedications,755 there are Biblical references and religious themes throughout the narrative. 

It is especially necessary for Arthur to be a pious king because the Saxons are pagans and were 

invited to Britain by a man who usurped the throne from Arthur’s direct ancestor.756 That Arthur 

is a good Christian who battles against the pagan invaders to reclaim his rightful inheritance 

juxtaposes him not only against the Saxons, but against Vortigern as well. Barry Lewis says that 

in the context of Vortigern accepting the aid of pagans and taking a pagan woman as a wife, he is 

a ‘tool of Satan’.757 This is a somewhat dramatic, if accurate, depiction of how Vortigern’s 

character is portrayed in the Historia, and the fact that Vortigern, who usurped Arthur’s familial 

inheritance, is influenced by Satan only serves to underscore Arthur’s piety through their 

contrasting values and actions.     

 While the battle with the Saxons as recounted in the Historia immediately frames Arthur 

as a powerful warrior and righteous ruler, his domestic battles continue. When the Scots and 

Picts are besieging Hoelus, Arthur goes to his aid. This episode is, however, the first time 
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controversy is introduced into Arthur’s reign, where his actions echo such figures discussed in 

Chapter Two like Morvidus, who was ruthless in his violence.758 Arthur is shown to kill the 

Scots and Picts indiscriminately, only stopping when bishops and clergymen beg him for 

mercy.759 While there are parallels between Geoffrey’s account of Morvidus and that of Arthur, 

where Arthur differs is that he is depicted as using discernment to ascertain who to be violent 

towards. The Scots and the Picts are his enemies who are attacking his family, so his slaughter is 

justified in that he is not harming his own people and that he is protecting his land and kin. 

Remembering Saint Augustine’s opinions on justifiable warfare, Arthur cannot be condemned 

for engaging in battle when there is reasonable cause to do so. He also grants mercy after the 

holy men ask it of him, which further distinguishes him from Morvidus. Therefore, while 

initially Arthur’s actions appear unheroic, Geoffrey shows him to embody three critical aspects 

of a good king in this episode: martial prowess, the protection of his people, and mercy.  

 Although when discussing heroism, military feats have been at the forefront of a man’s 

ability to be perceived as a hero, mercy is a necessary quality and one that can be found in the 

epic tradition that Geoffrey drew inspiration from. For example, Michael C. J. Putnam says that  

 

Virgil’s most original contribution to the development of epic [is] namely what we might 

call an ethical dimension to heroic action, based not on the inherited etiquette of behavior 

during one-on-one clashes in battle but on a grander, more overarching scheme of human 

conduct whereby the victorious use their strength with restraint to spare their humiliated 

antagonist and make the stability of peace, not ongoing vengeance, or paramount 

importance as war nears an end.760 

 

Putnam references the close of Virgil’s text, where Turnus asks for mercy and and that Aneas 

‘lay down [his] hatred’.761 Of course, Aeneas does not grant Turnus mercy, but there is 

nevertheless an element of what Putnam describes. In the Historia, however, by sparing the 

Scots, it is possible to see Arthur engaging in the aforementioned restraint by chosing peace over 
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continued vengeance. Unlike Aeneas, when his enemies request mercy, Geoffrey has Arthur 

grant it to them, thereby showing him to be an exemplary king.  

 Shortly after defeating the Scots, Geoffrey depicts Arthur as deciding to conquer Ireland, 

and when that has been accomplished, he conquers Iceland as well. Upon learning of his 

reputation, the kings of Gotland and Orkney submit to him and promise him tribute.762 This is a 

pivotal moment in Arthur’s martial career because it is the first time he expands beyond his own 

borders. These campaigns, therefore, position him as not only a competent warrior, but as a 

conqueror. As discussed previously, the ability to conquer foreign territories is a fundamental 

aspect of heroism. Arthur, therefore, in embarking on these campaigns enters the ranks of a 

warrior king, similarly to such figures as Alexander the Great and Charlemagne. Geoffrey 

provides few details of these foreign campaigns, but this brevity serves to emphasise Arthur’s 

effectiveness as a warrior, because it creates the impression that he is able to swiftly conquer 

these countries. A significant amount of the campaigns led by the earlier kings of Britain were 

either in defence from foreign attackers or were domestic disputes. However, many classical and 

Biblical heroes were renowned for their foreign conquests. This, through countless examples 

across various times and cultures, becomes a standard for a man to be considered a hero and one 

that Arthur needs to meet so that he is able to be viewed as an equal to the other great men that 

precede him, thereby allowing him to be viewed as a hero.  

 As was discussed in earlier sections of this chapter, Wace’s Brut is an integral factor in 

the development of Arthur’s literary tradition, which is the primary reason his heroism becomes 

lauded on the world stage. Wace continues to follow Geoffrey’s narrative structure in terms of 

Arthur’s physical prowess and battles, beginning with the Saxons. Similarly to the Historia, this 

is a critical episode in Arthur’s rise to the status of a hero, given that it is his first chance to act 

upon the virtues that the authors extol in their introductions of his character. Wace, however, 

continues to incorporate increased specificity to Arthur’s character by saying that the king 

engages in the battle with the Saxons because they killed members of his family: ‘Arthur had not 

long been king when, of his own free will, he swore an oath that as long as the Saxons were in 

the land they would have no peace. They had slain his uncle and his father and harried the whole 

land’ (Wace, 227). While this is true in Geoffrey’s text, the fact that Arthur explicitly states that 

a primary reason he is battling the Saxons is because of familial grievances reorients Arthur’s 
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initial demonstrations of prowess to focus on his bloodline. This is a reminder that his father and 

uncle were killed by treachery, and that by avenging them he not only redeems his bloodline, but 

proves himself to be the superior warrior, given that he survives the Saxon onslaught.   

In the Brut, Arthur also later utilises the idea of vengeance to motivate his men to kill the 

Saxons. He instructs them to take revenge on the Saxons, due to the harm that has been done and 

the family who have been killed.763 Gerald of Wales is another writer who addresses the topic of 

familial vengeance:  

 

But the tearful prayer and just appeal of that good man [Louis VII] so deserved to be 

heard by the Lord that it was granted to the son, not only against the king of the English 

[Henry II], but against all the princes of the realm, to recover what had been scattered 

and, as if in a divinely granted vengeance, even when he was young, to break the pride of 

those who had so insolently abused his father's simplicity and tread on the necks of the 

mighty with his power.764  

 

Gerald of Wales’ account of Louis’ plea to God and the son’s subsequent revenge against those 

who had taken advantage of his father is an example of how vengeance for harm done to kin was 

a standard occurrence at the time Wace wrote the Brut. Yet Wace widens the scope of vengeance 

so that it is not just the monarchs who are able to take such actions, but soldiers as well. Wace 

has Arthur reiterate to his men that he too will be taking vengeance on the Saxons for their 

wrong-doing and for the violence they inflicted upon his own family.765 This creates connections 

between Arthur and his men, as they have all lost family or friends due to the Saxons. Arthur 

then becomes humanised, in that he has the same grievances and concerns as his men; as a result, 

he is a more tangible figure, and, in creating commonalities between himself and his men, 

becomes are more accessible model for behaviour. Wace achieves this effect by showing that 

Arthur has the same cares and concerns as those who do not possess royal blood. The fact that 

Arthur uses the wrongdoings committed against his own family and that of his men as 

motivation before battles again reinforces the idea that kin and relationships were at the forefront 

of a man’s life. William of Newburgh also uses familial relationships to justify military 
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campaigns in relation to Henry II attempting to take the English throne, given that it was his by 

right because it should have belonged to his mother.766 There is a precedent for going to war 

based on familial grievances in the twelfth century, which legitimises Arthur’s campaign against 

the Saxons in Geoffrey’s text, but more overtly in Wace’s.     

 The specificity that Wace gives to Arthur’s character is continued with the depictions of 

the king in battle. Through the adjectives that are attached to Arthur’s action, Wace’s creates a 

character that is more nuanced than he was in Geoffrey’s text. Raluca Radulescu brings attention 

to the occurrence of writers ‘nuancing well-known story lines.’767 Although this is said 

specifically in relation to Arthurian romances, it can be applied to Wace’s text, as he has taken 

the popular story of Geoffrey’s Arthur and created a character and narrative arc that has more 

detail than that of the Historia. This is exemplified in Wace’s description of Arthur in battle:  

 

Arthur fought with great harshness, power and valour. With raised shield and drawn 

sword, he made his way up, smashing through the throng, killing to right and left. He 

killed four hundred men alone, more than were killed by his whole army, and he brought 

them to an evil end. (Wace, 235) 

 

Harshness, power, and valour, while not overtly specific, serve as qualifiers to the broad term of 

prowess. Arthur’s slaughter of four hundred men, even though directly taken from Geoffrey’s 

text, specifically elevates him above anyone else in the army in terms of martial prowess. This 

qualifier (‘more than were killed by his whole army’) is unique to Wace’s text, and reinforces the 

fact that Arthur is the greatest warrior in Britain. In embodying virtues to an unparalleled degree, 

he leads by example, using his own individual qualities to aid the collective, while still furthering 

his own agenda. Arthur is not the only king who is described in a way that frames him as 

superior to all others. John of Salisbury, a contemporary of Wace’s, describes Henry II as the 

greatest British king:   

 

Henry's [I] grandson, if the merits of his virtue remain in harmony until the end with the 
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grace already given, will for all times be the best King of Britain, the most fortunate 

Duke of Normandy and Aquitaine, and foremost as much in the extent of his possessions 

as in the splendour of his virtues, his vigour, his magnificence, his prudence and the 

modesty by which he has lived from his infancy.768 

 

In this passage John of Salisbury uses various adjectives to ascribe virtue to Henry II, with the 

aim of depicting him as the pinnacle of virtue in the lineage of British kings. As O’Daly 

articulates, ‘from the mid-1150s on, John wrote a series of works with significant applications 

for the understanding of medieval society. Emanating from the context of the episcopal court at 

Canterbury, they deal with the full spectrum of political life, clerical and secular.’769 Due to John 

of Salisbury’s works, it is possible to ascertain how heroic men were depicted in the Middle Ages 

at the time during which Wace adapted Geoffrey’s Arthur in the Brut. The similarities between 

the depictions of Arthur and Henry II in the two texts and how they are framed as being superior 

kings suggests a precedent for heroism in the twelfth century.    

 As in the Historia, in Wace’s text, before the battle with the Saxons, Arthur calls upon 

Hoel for aid. Arthur explains that his lineage would be shamed if he lost his kingdom to the 

Saxons770 and Hoel responds with twelve thousand knights, and a host of archers and men-at-

arms.771 Again there is an emphasis on the importance of relationships, particularly with kin. 

Hoel’s immediate willingness to go to Arthur’s aid directly contrasts the actions of 

contemporaries of both Geoffrey and Wace’s, particularly those involved in the Angevin cause. 

One example of which are when Empress Matilda and Robert of Gloucester asked Geoffrey of 

Anjou to send Matilda’s son, Henry, to England to bolster their cause.772 While literature is not a 

direct imitation of life, it is clear that readers would have interpreted this episode within the 

context of contemporary events. In juxtaposing the events of the civil war with Arthur’s 

campaign and Hoel’s aid, Wace’s text illustrates an ideal interaction between kin, and between 

king and magnate. This is further reinforced by Wace’s depiction of Arthur’s internal world, 

where the king expresses his fear of shame and losing his kingdom. In moving Arthur out of the 

strictly physical world into that of emotional awareness Wace creates a character with more 
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depth. This increases the stakes for Arthur as an individual but also as the leader of a country. His 

eventual triumph then is greater because he has clearly articulated what he will lose should he 

fail.   

 Wace continues to develop Arthur’s supremacy as a warrior even when he is not actively 

engaged in the act of fighting. One of the ways in which he does so is through Arthur’s arming. 

Swords are particularly important for heroic figures, a point that is articulated by Creighton and 

Wright: 

 

That swords were seen as quasi-religious implements is neatly indicated in poetic and 

literary sources, in which writers sometimes imbued weapons with divine powers. 

Literary sources also remind us that swords are perceived as extensions of their owners’ 

personalities. In the late eleventh-or early twelfth-century French poem La Chanson de 

Roland (The Song of Roland), for example, the sword of the hero, Roland, was named 

Durendal (‘enduring’) and that of his friend Oliver, Hauteclere (‘high and clear’). 

Roland’s sword both embodied its owner and symbolised his past conquests, proving 

indestructible when he tried to break it against a boulder before dying.773  

 

Creighton and Wright use the legend of Charlemagne to elaborate upon this point, but the 

presence of swords in heroic literature is a common occurrence. One example of which is 

Beowulf, who kills a monster with his sword, Hrunting, just as Arthur will later do in the Brut.774 

Although it is problematic to use Beowulf as an example in the context of twelfth-century 

Arthurian texts, given that there is little to no evidence that Wace (or Geoffrey) had knowledge 

of this story, it nevertheless provides insight into the naming of weapons in a heroic context and 
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how those weapons were utilised.775 Wace, however, does not merely list Arthur’s sword, 

although this is included in the inventory of weaponry. According to Wace, Arthur has the sword, 

Chaliburne, made on the isle of Avalon, which brings joy to anyone who holds it; a shield with 

the image of the Virgin Mary; a helmet that had belonged to his father, with a nose guard made 

of gold, painted with a dragon, and embedded with jewels; a strong horse; a shield named 

Pridwen; and a lance named Ron.776 This description of Arthur distinguishes him from other men 

in the Brut and contributes to his placement in the heroic pantheon. He has superlative weapons, 

one of which belonged to his father, and the aid of the Virgin Mary, as indicated by his shield. 

Additionally, if Creighton and Wright’s scholarship is applied to Wace’s text, then Arthur’s 

sword bringing joy to the holder can be seen as symbolic of the joy Arthur gives his people 

through his rule. This then provides further evidence of how Wace frames Arthur as the pinnacle 

of kingly virtue.  

Furthermore, while Arthur’s weapons and armour do not explicitly give an indication of 

his physical prowess, coupled with his actions on the battlefield, he is a striking figure. In the 

twelfth century, military accoutrements, like helmets and swords, differentiate the elite from 

those not included in this hierarchy.777 Arthur’s dress then signals his status as a king, and 

contributes an element of glory to his exploits on the battlefield. Of course, there are other texts 

where attention is drawn to a man’s arming, two examples of which are before the initial battles 

fought by David and Judas Maccabeus.778 Neither of these depictions are elaborate, especially 

compared to the description in the Brut, but they do provide precedent for bringing attention to 

the physical ways a warrior prepares himself for battle. Therefore, Arthur can be seen to be 

participating in a well-established heroic tradition that further distinguishes him from his 

predecessors and contemporaries.  

 After the conflict with the Saxons, Arthur turns his attention to the Scots, just as he does 

in the Historia. However, Wace relays the speech that the people make to Arthur when begging 
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him to cease the slaughter. Wace says that bishops, abbots, monks, priests, and women holding 

children all approach Arthur and together ask him for mercy.779 They say that ‘neither honour nor 

renown will come to’ him if he continues killing their people and tells him that they were 

sufficiently hurt by the Saxons, though it was made worst because the Saxons were pagans while 

Arthur and his army were Christian.780 Wace then says, ‘in victory Arthur was magnanimous: he 

took pity on these wretched people and on the clergy with their holy relics. He spared them life 

and limb, received their homage and left them alone’ (Wace, 241). In this passage Wace portrays 

Arthur in a positive light by describing him as magnanimous and emphasising the king’s 

superiority over the people he is sparing by describing them as wretched. It is these actions that 

then lead to Arthur receiving homage, once again highlighting the reciprocity in relationships 

that is necessary for a king to increase his power. In sparing the people, Arthur earns their 

loyalty, thus increasing those under his command. This act of mercy continues to distinguish 

Arthur as a virtuous king, particularly when remembering how a near contemporary of Wace, 

Gerald of Wales, speaks of this quality: ‘No virtue adorns a man more than clemency’781 and 

uses Caesar as an example.782 Arthur embodies this trait through his decision to spare the Scots. 

However, it is the act of deciding that singularizes him as hero. This is because once again Wace 

utilises Arthur’s inner world to influence his actions, which continues to build upon the 

foundation for Arthur’s character that Geoffrey began. Of course, this does bring into question 

how to classify Wace’s work. Le Saux says:  

 

Despite the title by which it [the Roman de Brut] is now known, this is not a romance in 

the currently accepted generic sense of a work of fiction with a marked interest in the 

psychology of the central characters, but rather a mise en romanz, an adapted translation 

into the French language.783 

 

Le Saux brings attention to the fact that Wace’s text is not a direct translation of the Historia, but 

rather one that undergoes adaptations. While the Brut is not a romance, it nevertheless subtly 

incorporates Arthur’s psychology into the development of his character. This is not the entire 
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impetus behind the narrative progression, but it nevertheless contributes to Arthur’s heroism. In 

the aforementioned episode, for example, the Scots are able to dissuade him from continuing his 

slaughter by appealing to his desire for honour and renown. This suggests that Arthur not only is 

virtuous, but values virtue as well. His own desire for virtue dictates how he responds to the 

external world, and therefore influences the quality of his kingship. Unlike the Arthur of the 

Historia, the Arthur of the Brut is self-aware. This awareness deepens Arthur’s virtue, because 

while qualities like generosity and prowess, for example, are still intrinsic to who he is as a 

character, Wace allows Arthur the choice to act upon them. In choosing virtue Arthur gains 

prominence not only as a king within his own culture, but also as a hero who is the equal of other 

great men.  

 Another such figure who is depicted as self-aware is Godfrey of Bouillon who is 

described in heroic terms by William of Tyre. William provides occasional insight into Godfrey’s 

internal state of mind, similarly to Wace’s depiction of Arthur, an example of which is as follows:       

 

But Godfrey, with his deep religious sentiment, felt that prayer rather than bloodshed 

befitted their first hours in Jerusalem, and set the example to the others by withdrawing 

from the carnage, and going barefooted, clad simply in a clean linen garment, to the 

sepulchre of our Lord, to return thanks that He had thus allowed them to accomplish their 

pilgrimage and fulfil their vows.784 

 

Here William articulates that Godfrey’s decision to cease bloodshed is predicated upon his 

feeling that prayer is a more suitable pursuit upon entering Jerusalem, due to his piety. William 

of Tyre’s work is ‘from the late 1120s until the point at which it ends […] the only contemporary 

or near-contemporary account of the history of the Latin East written in Latin by a Christian 

resident in that area.’785 Although it is not certain if Wace was aware of William of Tyre’s work, 

particularly because the former’s main source was the Historia, and Tyre’s text is not a source for 

																																																																				
784 William of Tyre, Godeffroy of Boloyne or The Siege and Conqueste of Jerusalem, trans. by William 
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Geoffrey’s writing,786 his depiction of Godfrey nevertheless serves as a near contemporary 

example of how a man’s internal world is portrayed, particularly in regard to virtue. Similarly to 

Arthur in Wace’s text, William depicts Godfrey as choosing to act on his virtue, by engaging in 

prayer rather than continued slaughter. Arthur also decides to cease the killing, and Wace 

indicates that is in part due to piety, like Godfrey, because Arthur does not want to continue 

killing Christians. Furthermore, Wace’s use of the word ‘magnanimous’ is indicative of 

generosity, and Arthur’s halt of the persecution because it will not bring him renown suggests 

wisdom. These are traits required for a hero, and so by articulating that Arthur not only possesses 

these virtues but consciously chooses to act on them, Wace continues to build upon the 

foundation of virtue that Geoffrey began, thereby placing Arthur in the heroic pantheon 

alongside figures like Godfrey.   

 

 

 3.3.2 The Battle against Frollo  

 

 

Despite Arthur’s early military triumphs over the Saxons and Scots, the more substantial 

international campaigns, first through subduing Norway and Denmark, and then moving into 

Gaul, is what solidifies his status as a warrior and conqueror in both the Historia and the Brut. 

As Dudo of Saint Quentin attests, conquering land was a fundamental action for a virtuous man 

to undertake.787 Although Dudo cannot be relied upon for historical accuracy,788 this opinion is 

congruent with the way great men, particularly Arthur, were portrayed. In the Historia, this is 

particularly seen through Arthur’s battle with the tribune, Frollo, as he both conquers foreign 

territory while also proving himself to be a formidable warrior on an individual level. During this 

campaign, all the warriors from the lands Arthur has conquered are under his command, and ‘the 

best of the Gallic knights too were in Arthur’s service, won over by his generosity’.789 Again, 

Arthur’s generosity is the foundation of his regnal power, as it is this quality that attracts the men 

who will aid him in his imperialistic ambitions. He is also elevated above Frollo, as these are 
																																																																				
786 See Chapter I.2 for a discussion on Geoffrey’s sources.   
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knights from the latter’s territory, and so the implication is that Arthur offered them incentive 

that Frollo could not or would not match. Geoffrey includes this detail to further establish 

Arthur’s supremacy over other rulers and warriors.   

 As Frollo is not able to defeat Arthur through their respective armies, he challenges 

Arthur to single combat. During the battle Geoffrey says:   

 

They exchanged blows at close quarters, each eager to dispatch the other. Then Frollo, 

getting past Arthur’s guard, struck him a blow on the forehead which could have proved 

fatal had his helmet not deflected the blade. When Arthur saw his hauberk and shield red 

with his own flowing blood, his anger knew no bounds and, raising Caliburnus with all 

his strength, he brought it down through Frollo’s helmet and cut his head in two. 

(Geoffrey, 208)790 

 

Although it is counter-intuitive to argue that a battle in which Arthur is almost defeated 

emphasises his prowess, this episode is critical to Arthur’s ascension to the status of a hero. 

Frollo’s army cannot overcome Arthur’s, but on an individual level the two leaders are evenly 

matched. Frollo is a worthy opponent, evidenced by his ability to wound Arthur, and thus, 

Arthur’s eventual victory is made more significant. That Arthur is able to triumph over such a 

powerful warrior increases his prowess. Furthermore, this episode begins Arthur’s conflict with 

the Romans, given that Frollo is a Roman tribune. As a result, the Britons’ campaign against the 

Romans, led by Arthur, is foreshadowed by this victory. The depiction of Arthur when fighting 

Frollo is similar to how Charlemagne is described when in single combat in the Song of 

Roland.791 Although this thesis does not claim that Geoffrey was directly drawing from the Song 

of Roland when writing the battle between Arthur and Frollo, the similarities between the two 

creates an association between Arthur and Charlemagne that has been present in various 

Arthurian episodes, not only in the Historia, but in the Brut as well. One example of which is the 

reference to the twelve peers that was discussed earlier in the chapter. This association that 

Geoffrey creates, whether direct or indirect, allows Arthur’s character to appropriate part of 

																																																																				
790 The depiction of Arthur’s victory against Frollo is consistent across the three editions used in this 
thesis. Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Thorpe, p. 225; Geoffrey of 
Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Faletra, p. 173. 
791 See Chapter I.4.1.  
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Charelemagne’s legacy. Given Charlemagne’s status as both a historical and literary hero, any 

link created between Arthur and the emperor places the two men in the same sphere so that 

Arthur is viewed more as a hero because of the similarities to Charlemagne. In creating these 

similarities, Geoffrey continues to forge associations between Arthur and the heroes of epic 

literature, so that the Historia is not only a product of the Homeric and Virgilian tradition, but 

also that of the more recent chanson de geste. 

 Wace also includes the battle against Frollo in his text. Although it is a relatively short 

episode within the larger Arthurian narrative, it is still pivotal for Arthur’s development as a hero. 

This is due to how Wace depicts the king. For example, he says that Arthur is without equal in 

the world of military prowess and no one else would be able to lead such an army as Arthur’s 

[‘there was not his equal in the whole world for military might, nor anyone who could lead such 

an army’ (Wace, 245)]. The fact that Arthur is without equal is a critical step in his rise to the 

status of hero, as it continues to place him above both his contemporaries and predecessors. This 

is achieved in part through overt declarations, like the one that no one could lead an army like 

Arthur’s, but also through subtler methods of providing insight into the character’s mind even as 

Wace follows the narrative structure of the Historia. Before Arthur decides to conquer France, 

for example, Wace says that his previous conquests were ‘not yet enough for him’ (Wace, 249). 

Arthur is becoming more fleshed out as a character, and rather than overlay the author’s 

motivations onto the text, as Geoffrey does frequently in the Historia, the emphasis now moves 

specifically to the character’s motivations. Arthur’s desires become the driving focus of the text, 

even when he interacts with his soldiers. During the conquest of France, Arthur instructs his men 

to behave prudently because he does not want the land and towns destroyed.792 Again, Arthur 

expresses a desire that then shapes the behaviour of his men. Desire is, of course, not unique to 

Arthur in the Brut. For example, William of Newburgh says of William the Conqueror, ‘William, 

surnamed the Bastard, duke of Normandy, either through a lawless desire of dominion, or a 

yearning to avenge the injuries which he had received, waged war against Harold, king of 

England.’793 Although this not necessarily a complimentary depiction of William the Conqueror, 

it does give the readers an idea of what his motivations are when waging war, through ‘desire’ 

and ‘yearning’. While the Arthur in the Historia obviously does have desires, given all that he 
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accomplishes throughout his reign, Wace approaches this subject in a more direct manner by 

explicitly discussing Arthur’s inner world. This continues to substantiate Arthur’s heroism 

because of the agency the author bestows upon Arthur to choose to be virtuous. 

Wace also gives insight into the thoughts of Arthur’s enemies, which allows Arthur to be 

seen from a different perspective that further reinforces his virtue. Wace initially articulates that 

Frollo is afraid of no one,794 but after his forces are defeated says that he is fearful of Arthur and 

his army.795 This shift in perspective elevates Arthur’s status because he is feared by a man who 

is supposedly not afraid of anyone. In this way, Wace emphasises Arthur’s prowess, both as an 

individual and as the leader of a community. Wace continues to explore Frollo’s inner world 

when the tribune decides upon single combat to settle the conflict with Arthur: 

  

Frollo saw the people distraught for lack of food and men dying of hunger, saw they 

wished to surrender and saw the city made destitute. He preferred to endanger his body 

and his life rather than totally abandon Paris; he relied upon his valour. He sent word to 

king Arthur that the two of them should come to the island and fight in single combat, 

and whoever killed the other, or could take him alive, would have all the other’s land and 

receive all France, so that the people would not die or the city be destroyed. Arthur liked 

this request very much and it greatly pleased him. (Wace, 253)  

         

In Geoffrey’s text, there is an element of emotion introduced to the combat between Frollo and 

Arthur, namely that Frollo is concerned for his people and Arthur is delighted at the suggestion 

of single combat.796 Wace, however, expands upon these ideas. Wace emphasises the fear 

experienced by the people of France, which serves to highlight Arthur’s power in conquest but 

also that Frollo fights for a worthy cause. Such a depiction of Frollo then allows him to be a 

worthwhile opponent for Arthur to defeat. This is also noted when Frollo must rely upon his 

valour in combat. Arthur’s reaction, on the other hand, is joyful and this is due to the fact that he 

now is able to demonstrate his individual prowess against a formidable opponent. He is not 

merely a capable warrior, but also takes pleasure in being able to showcase his skills. This 

emotion is a direct contrast to how a near contemporary of Wace’s, Jordan of Fantosme, depicts 
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warriors’ reactions to battle; he describes Henry II as having ‘in his heart a weight/Since his son 

makes war against him’, and the opposition states that ‘“folly has no business here,/Nor gab, nor 

joking, nor any levity”.’797 Of course, this episode differs from that of Wace’s text due to the 

nature of the conflict, in that it is the prelude to a battle between father and son. It is not a 

productive war for Henry II, given that he is fighting against a rebellious son, whereas Arthur 

does battle to expand his territory and establish himself as a capable warrior. He therefore has 

cause for levity where Henry II does not. Although Jordan of Fantosme’s text postdates Wace’s 

Brut, it nevertheless illustrates that Wace was not the only author in the twelfth century to 

incorporate a king’s inner state, evident by Jordan’s depiction of Henry as sorrowful, and the 

characters’ awareness of their emotions, through the opposition’s assertion that they should not 

feel joy. How Wace uses the descriptions of the characters’ inner worlds, however, becomes 

significant insofar as it relates to the development of Arthur’s heroism and his subsequent literary 

tradition. In acting upon his virtue in the Historia, Arthur is a superior warrior and king. In the 

Brut, his virtue coupled with action and emotion elevates Wace’s Arthur above Geoffrey’s. It is 

this that allows Arthur to eventually become a hero because Wace not only contributes to 

Arthur’s literary tradition but also expands Arthur’s virtues.   

 

 

 3.3.3 The Start of the Roman Campaign  

 

 

Although the encounter with Frollo develops Arthur’s virtues, Arthur’s most critical foreign 

campaign is the one Geoffrey has him undertake against the Roman Empire. After the 

celebrations following the conquest of Gaul, Arthur receives a message from Lucius, the Roman 

emperor, who admonishes Arthur for not paying tribute to Rome. The decision on how to 

respond is a communal discussion, with Arthur listening to the advice and opinions of his 

magnates. This further reinforces the symbiotic relationship between a king and his men, as well 

as how Arthur is able to maintain his relationships with the magnates around him. Arthur draws 
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upon the advice and wisdom of others, and, in doing so, bolsters his own power. This is a direct 

contrast to King Stephen who did not listen to the correct people when making decisions.798 

Although this criticism of Stephen largely occurs after the Historia began circulation, and so the 

incongruencies between the Anglo-Norman king and Arthur could not have been intended, it is 

nevertheless the context in which the audience would have read Geoffrey’s work. As a result, in 

the inadvertent comparison between the two kings, Arthur is the superior figure for successfully 

utilising the men under his command.   

 Cador, duke of Cornwall, is the magnate who is the most vocal while Arthur decides how 

to respond to the letter. He is depicted as succinctly outlining both virtues and vices, and credits 

God with providing the opportunity for the Britons to demonstrate their virtues once more. 

Honesty is required from magnates so that the king is capable of productive and positive 

decision-making. Remembering John of Salisbury’s condemnation of flattery, Arthur’s virtue is 

maintained by being surrounded by virtuous men who advise him honestly.799 Cador then 

contributes to Arthur’s status as a good king through the candour of his speech, which is 

recounted as follows:        

 

‘I had feared that the ease which the Britons have enjoyed in this long period of peace 

would make them slack and completely forgetful of the reputation for fighting which 

marks them out from other nations. When military expeditions cease and their place is 

taken by dice, love-affairs and other pleasures, then it is certain that the prowess, honour, 

boldness and renown of former days is tainted by slackness. For nearly five years we 

have pursued such pleasures without being tried in war. To ensure that sloth does not sap 

our strength, God has therefore set the Romans on this course to allow us to recover our 

old virtue.’ (Geoffrey, 216) 

 

Although this speech might seem like an incendiary one, it fulfils a magnate’s duty of providing 

honest advice to the king. This passage not only highlights Cador’s personal virtue, but also that 

of Arthur himself, as a portion of the king’s power is derived from those who serve under him. In 

the speech Geoffrey has Cador place emphasis on the extent to which virtues are dependent on 
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martial exploits and brings attention to which traits are lauded: prowess, honour, boldness, and 

reputation. These qualities are intrinsic to heroism,800 and by reminding the Britons and, more 

specifically Arthur, of their reputation and the characteristics they should embody the character 

of Cador contributes to Arthur’s status as a hero. This is primarily achieved by centring 

militaristic ambition in Arthur’s reign. The peace in Britain did serve a purpose, namely allowing 

Arthur to pursue his domestic responsibilities, but with the Roman demand for tribute, the 

Britons are able to revive their militaristic reputation through doing battle with a considerable 

opponent. Cador’s speech emphasises that it is difficult for men to express virtues in times of 

peace, as they are consumed by activities such as gambling and romance. Therefore, while 

Arthur, as the king, is shown to be able to express virtues outside of the context of the battlefield, 

in order to continuously have powerful men under the king’s command, Geoffrey must allow 

Arthur’s men to participate in an activity that will enable them to demonstrate their virtues: 

warfare.  

 Geoffrey’s account of Arthur’s response to Cador’s speech illuminates several critical 

factors when considering his virtues and those of the Britons: the worth of the king’s men, both 

in council and on the battlefield, the need for wisdom, and the importance of ancestry.801 These 

first two qualities have not been discussed throughout the Historia in a largely positive context. 

Rather, there are several examples of kings who do not properly value their men and who display 

ignorance instead of wisdom.802 Arthur is shown to possess wisdom in listening to the council of 

his men, but also in exercising discretion when deciding whose advice to heed. Yet it is also 

apparent that his ancestors, just as much as his contemporaries, influence his choice to demand 

tribute from Rome. Lucius’ argument for insisting that Britain pay tribute to Rome is that Julius 

Caesar conquered the land, and therefore they are still deserving of the payments. Arthur 

counters this logic by saying that his ancestors conquered Rome, so the Romans should pay him 

tribute. Arthur’s reasoning places the Britons in direct opposition to the Romans through their 

respective ancestors. Arthur, however, engages in a more proactive approach, and decides to 

march against Rome. In this way, he imitates Caesar’s earlier exploits, only in reverse, along 

with those of his ancestors.803 Arthur’s campaign against Rome is a fundamental aspect of his 
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rise to the status of a hero and the point in his career during which his status as the greatest king 

in the Historia is solidified.  

 Wace continues to follow Geoffrey’s narrative structure in relation to the conflict with the 

Romans but incorporates more of the characters’ thoughts and motivations. For example, when 

the ruler of Rome, Luces, sends envoys to Arthur, the message calls Arthur stupid, a fool, and 

mad.804 Wace then describes the Britons as furious.805 In sending this message, Luces insults 

Arthur on an individual and regnal level. Arthur’s authority as king is challenged because the 

Romans demand he submit to their authority after his conquest of France. On an individual level, 

the adjectives in the message belittle Arthur. As a result, the conflict with Rome must be 

redemptive for both the individual as well as the country. It provides further motivation for 

Arthur to embark upon a campaign against them, and it distances the Britons from the Romans. 

The presence of the Romans in the Historia and the Brut have been an integral aspect in the 

establishment of the Britons as a warrior culture, both through their shared Trojan ancestry, as 

well as through the conflict between the two peoples that allowed the Britons to test their 

strength against a formidable opponent. The elevation of the Britons over the Romans was a 

recognised motivation of Geoffrey’s, one example of which is when William of Newburgh says, 

‘For the purpose of washing out those stains from the character of the Britons, a writer in our 

times [Geoffrey] has started up and invented the most ridiculous fictions concerning them, and 

with unblushing effrontery, extols them far above the Macedonians and Romans.’806 Although 

William does not write in praise of Geoffrey and his text, it does provide a contemporary 

understanding of how the Romans function in the Historia and reinforces the ways in which 

Geoffrey frames the Britons’ superiority. While these two peoples originate from the same place, 

as Julius Caesar points out,807 for the Britons, and more specifically Arthur, to truly have 

supremacy, the Britons must be separated from other cultures and their prominence must be 

earned. In Wace’s text the insults from the Romans and the resulting anger further justifies the 

campaign that Arthur undertakes. This provides an added depth to the conflict because the 
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campaign now is not solely a militaristic expedition on a culture level, but it is also a method for 

Arthur to prove the insults false and maintain his individual superiority.  

 Yet Wace shifts the focus from Arthur as an individual to the collective, when, after the 

message from the Romans, Arthur seeks counsel from his barons. While his actions here are 

similar to those in the Historia, there is a subtle shift from Arthur as an individual to Arthur as 

the leader of a community. Arthur himself initiates this refocusing by saying, ‘“In victory or 

defeat, the renown has been yours as much as mine. You share in my loss, and also in my success 

when I am victorious. Through you and your help I have many a victory”’(Wace, 271). In 

attributing his numerous victories in part to his men, there is less focus on his individual prowess 

and more on cultural success. In Geoffrey’s text, as well as in Wace’s, Arthur is a distinguished 

man, warrior, and king. While he does have powerful men under his command in the Historia, as 

has been discussed previously, and is capable of successfully maintaining relationships with 

them, the focus is predominantly on Arthur rather than his men. However, to continue expanding 

his regnal power, there needs to be a shift from him as an individual to the leader of a community 

so as to enable the growth of his kingdom and legacy. In crediting his men for their part in his 

victories and saying that they share his renown, Arthur elevates the status of his entire court. It is 

this shift that enables him to become a hero, because it allows for limitless expansion of his court 

and therefore himself. Le Saux, on the contrary, argues that the main principle of Wace’s text is 

for the focus to always be on the king.808 There is merit to this argument because Arthur is still a 

prominent figure in the narrative, as opposed to in later texts, like that of Chrétien de Troyes, 

where Arthur hardly features. However, Arthur’s presence in the Brut is different than his 

presence in the Historia, even if the change is subtle at times. In Geoffrey’s writing and Wace’s, 

Arthur has reached the pinnacle of individual virtue, through his generosity, prowess, and piety, 

among other qualities. Therefore, to continue expanding his heroism and to capitalise on the idea 

of ‘great promise’809 there must be an evolution of his regnal power, which encompasses the 

already established virtue but also allows for the development of his position in relation to his 

men and kingdom. While Arthur is framed as a heroic king in the Historia and the Brut, and is 

positioned as the pinnacle of virtue with varied references to such figures as Charlemagne and 
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Alexander the Great,810 to gain the status of hero there must be a shift of focus to his men. In 

reorienting the narrative to portray Arthur as a powerful king and warrior, but also as the leader 

of a wider heroic community, he is then able to benefit more fully from the actions of his men, so 

that he not only possesses his own virtues but those of his magnates as well.       

 The counsel between Arthur and his magnates is recounted at greater length in Wace’s 

text than in Geoffrey’s but the results are similar: Arthur’s logic is that because his ancestors 

conquered Rome, Rome belongs to him and so he makes the decision to conquer it. Once again, 

Arthur’s decision reinforces the importance of family and ancestry to establishing a successful 

kingship. Arthur’s genealogy is discussed at great length in both the Historia and the Brut. This 

allows for insight not only into how virtues and vices are embodied, but also that Arthur has 

ancestors who, while virtuous, do not supersede him in terms of power. Conquering Rome is a 

task that several of his predecessors attempted,811 and so Arthur is shown to capitalise on their 

actions by using them to further justify his own martial ambitions, which then increase his 

prestige and power. Furthermore, when the messengers return to Luces, they describe Arthur as 

generous, brave, wise, with excellent manners, and noble behaviour, and say that his court is 

magnificent.812 This is a reiteration of the qualities the readers know Arthur possesses, but 

Arthur’s reputation as a powerful warrior and king depends on his enemies being aware that they 

are facing a substantial threat. The way in which Arthur is described—with a list of virtues—is 

not an unusual method of description for a nobleman. One example of this is how Robert of 

Lewes depicts Stephen before he is crowned king: ‘He was in fact a thing acknowledged to be 

very uncommon among the rich of the present day, rich and at the same time unassuming, 

generous, and courteous; moreover, in all the conflicts of war or in any siege of his enemies, bold 

and brave, judicious and patient.’813 Many of these qualities are ones that Arthur possesses and 

which are used by the Romans to describe the king. In providing a list of qualities the author is 

able to quickly depict the subject as virtuous, as was discussed in relation to the introduction of 

Arthur’s character earlier in the chapter. The adjectives used to describe Arthur and the fact that 

he is a worthy enemy of Rome elevates his status due to both his individual qualities as well as 

his imperial conquests. 
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 3.3.4 Arthur and the Giant  

     

 

However, before fighting against Emperor Lucius, Geoffrey describes Arthur as encountering a 

supernatural threat in the form of a giant.814 This episode is the first mention of a giant in the 

Historia since Corineus wrestled one upon the founding of Britain by the Trojan exiles.815 

Therefore, the giant’s presence creates a link between Arthur and the Trojan warrior that enables 

continuity between the founders of the country and the pinnacle of kingly virtue in the country’s 

history. Corineus’ battle with the giant is one of the few supernatural episodes in the Historia 

thus far in the text, along with the Trojans’ arrival at the temple of Diana, when Morvidus is 

consumed by a sea serpent, Merlin’s prophecies, and Arthur’s conception.816 In depicting a battle 

with a supernatural creature that both the mythical Trojan and Arthur partake in, Geoffrey begins 

to create a mythos around Arthur. Fulton points this out, but she is speaking in broad terms 

within the context of how the character has been recreated and the historicity questioned 

throughout the centuries since the Historia began circulation.817 Understanding the legend that 

Geoffrey creates necessitates looking at Arthur as a whole, as well as the more specific aspects of 

his character that contribute to his heroism. The legend of Arthur is further substantiated by the 

introduction of the supernatural into his narrative arc. He has already exemplified multiple 

virtues, and the giant is introduced when he is about to reach the peak of his physical and martial 
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Marie Boyer, The Giant Hero in Medieval Literature (Leiden: Brill, 2016); Sylvia Huot, Outsiders: The 
Humanity and Inhumanity of Giants in Medieval French Prose Romance (Notre Dame: University of 
Notre Dame, 2016). 
815 See Chapter 2.1.1 for further discussion on Corineus’ battle with the giant. 
816 See Chapter Two for a discussion on the supernatural elements in the Historia.  
817 Fulton, ‘History and Myth’, pp. 46-47. 
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prowess. The combination of Arthur’s virtues with that of the threat of a giant expedites his own 

rise to the status of hero. This is due to the opportunity provided to prove himself against a 

formidable enemy who poses a threat beyond the ordinary opponent, but also because of the 

precedent set by heroes who pre-date Arthur.  

 An obvious example of a hero who defeats a larger-than-life enemy is David in his battle 

with Goliath. Although this is not a perfect analogy, given that Goliath was human, if giant in 

stature, and David was armed with no more than a sling, while Arthur is fully armed, it achieves 

a similar effect in someone who will eventually be classified as a hero defeating an enemy who is 

framed as being undefeatable. Jeffrey Jerome Cohen discusses the similarities between the 

battles of David and Arthur:  

 

Because David fought a giant as the first step to assuming his identity as hero and king, 

so future heroes and future kings such as Arthur fight the same battle, triumph against the 

same monster, come of age through the same ritual of dismemberment. By secularizing 

the biblical narrative of David and Goliath, Geoffrey constructed in Arthur a vision of 

embodiment that equates self-determination with communal good, eliding the difference 

and potential incommensurability between group and personal identities.818 

 

As Cohen points out, there is a commonality between David and Arthur that creates a lineage 

through shared hardship and triumph. In fighting a similar battle as David and emerging 

victorious Arthur participates in a recognisable feat that allows readers to view him in a heroic 

context. Therefore, through his battle with the giant, Geoffrey positions him in relation not only 

to Corineus but David as well, thereby drawing upon two established heroic traditions of the Old 

Testament and the Trojan empire.   

Geoffrey differentiates Arthur from Corineus in one critical aspect: the motivation behind 

the battle with the giants. Corineus did not fight the giant with any real purpose; Arthur, however, 

has a familial connection to the girl who was abducted and abused by the giant, which is the 

impetus behind his battle, along with the desire to fight single-handedly against the monster to 

encourage his troops. Rupert Pickens frames the battle between the giant and the Britons—

Arthur and Bedevere—as a combination of the moral and ontological, given that both Geoffrey 

																																																																				
818 Cohen, Of Giants, p. 32. 
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and Wace ‘other’ the giant from the men who encounter him.819 This othering is a fundamental 

contribution to Arthur’s battle against the monster. His decision to engage in combat functions on 

both a micro and macro scale, particularly when looked at in relation to his heroism. On a micro 

level, he demonstrates personal prowess and avenge the wrong that is done to his family. On a 

macro level, he inspires his men on their way to fight the Romans by proving himself a capable 

warrior, which then contributes to Britain’s cultural and martial supremacy. The battle with the 

giant is recounted as follows:    

  

Blinded by the flowing blood, the giant leapt forward and, like a boar rushing on a hunter 

along his spear, found the king by means of his sword, threw his arms around his waist 

and forced him to his knees. Summoning his courage, Arthur quickly escaped and swiftly 

struck the monster with his sword, now from one side, now from the other, never resting 

until he had mortally wounded him by driving the whole blade into his head where the 

skull protected his brain. (Geoffrey, 226)820  

 

Similar to the battle with Frollo, when engaged in combat with the giant, Arthur is evenly 

matched in physical prowess, evident by Geoffrey’s assertion that the giant was able to bring 

Arthur to his knees. However, Arthur ultimately triumphs, proving himself to be the superior 

warrior, cleaving the giant’s head. This is, of course, a repetition of Arthur’s earlier virtues that 

are established both in his battle against the Saxons and with his duel with Frollo. Remembering 

how Cador emphasised that a man’s martial abilities were of the utmost importance to leading a 

virtuous life, it is worthwhile repeating that Arthur is a capable warrior. This episode in particular 

is relevant to the idea of heroic virtue, not only because Arthur triumphs over a fearsome 

opponent and connects him to Corineus, but also because Arthur is avenging his own bloodline. 

In raping and killing Hoelus’ niece, Helena, (therefore Arthur’s grand-niece), Arthur’s own 

bloodline is interrupted. Throughout the Historia there is subtle emphasis on women’s roles in 

continuing the heroic bloodline, one example of which is Belinus and Brennius’ mother when 
																																																																				
819	Rupert T. Pickens, ‘Arthur’s Channel Crossing: Courtesy and the Demonic in Geoffrey of Monmouth 
and Wace’s “Brut”’, Arthuriana, 7.3 (1997), 2-19 <http://www.jstior.org/stable/27869272> [Accessed 6 
October 2017],	p. 10. 
820 There are no significant differences in this passage in the translations by Wright, Thorpe, and Faletra.  
Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Thorpe, p. 240; Geoffrey of 
Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Faletra, pp. 184-85.	
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she prevents them from committing fratricide.821 Reflecting on the importance of genealogy in 

the twelfth century, particularly what Spiegel says about royalty using family trees as a ‘dynastic 

myth’, the attack of Helena is a direct attack on Arthur himself.822 This is because through the 

rape, there is potential for Arthur’s bloodline to be polluted, and through her death Helena is 

unable to contribute to Arthur’s dynasty. Arthur then must avenge her death, both for her sake as 

well as for his own.   

Tolhurst, conversely, frames Arthur’s actions in this episode as ‘brutal and selfish 

heroism’, contrasting his exploits with that of the nursemaid, who acts as a knight as she tries to 

protect Beduerus from a violent death.823 When approaching Arthur’s character within the 

framework of heroic ideals, Arthur’s actions against the giant are necessary to subdue to the 

threat and continue to prove his personal prowess. However, heroism within the context of the 

Historia is inherently ‘brutal and selfish’, to use Tolhurst’s words. This is due to the 

characteristics that are considered virtuous within a largely warrior-based society, as well as the 

self-serving element of heroic virtue. Arthur is a product of the time in which Geoffrey lived 

where martial exploits functioned as a fundamental measurement of a man’s value and quality. 

Therefore, while his actions might appear inherently selfish, particularly in regard to the female 

perspective of the episode with the giant, his heroism is still maintained throughout the 

encounter.     

 In keeping with Geoffrey’s narrative structure, once Arthur begins his campaign against 

the Romans in the Brut he encounters the giant. While the battle is similar, the way in which 

Arthur is described is subtly different; this allows for a deeper understanding of Arthur’s 

character, which then enables Wace to present Arthur as more heroic than he was in the Historia. 

When battling the giant, Geoffrey does assert that Arthur is angry, but Wace adds that he is also 

afraid.824 The expression of fear is not particular to Wace’s text, as Walter Map, a writer and 

attendant of Henry II’s court, also describes a king—Louis, son of Charles the Great—as being 

afraid.825 Although this episode is, as Smith points out, a parable intended to convey Welsh 

																																																																				
821 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The Historia Regum Britanniae, p. 54. 
822 Spiegel, ‘Form and Function’, p. 47. 
823 Tolhurst, ‘Geoffrey and Gender’, pp. 359-60. 
824 Wace, The Roman de Brut, p. 291. 
825 Walter Map, De Nugis Curialium, trans. by Frederick Tupper and Marbury Bladen Ogle (London: 
Chato & Windus, 1924) <https://archive.org/stream/in.ernet.dli.2015.184466/2015.184466.De-Nugis-
Curialium_djvu.txt> [Accessed Online 24 November 2021], Section 120. 
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faithfulness to Thomas Becket, it still provides a contemporary example of a king being 

described as afraid without overt condemnation.826 However, Le Saux asserts that Arthur’s fear is 

an ‘unheroic admission’ and that the ‘idealised figure of Arthur is correspondingly debased.’827 

Arthur’s fear does raise the question of his capabilities when fighting the giant, given that it is 

another opportunity to display his prowess within the context of a warrior culture, where men are 

expected to exhibit martial capabilities against an adversary. However, Arthur’s fear can be 

considered an additional enemy to overcome, alongside the giant. Although adversity is usually 

in the form of a corporeal opponent, Wace has, throughout the Brut, provided insight into 

Arthur’s internal world. This slight refocusing on Arthur’s internal world then creates precedent 

for introducing an emotion, even a seemingly unheroic one, into Arthur’s battle.828 In specifying 

that Arthur is afraid of the giant Wace presents him with both an internal and external challenge. 

Arthur has already proven himself to be capable of overcoming external conflicts, as was 

evidenced in his battles with the Saxons, his subsequent conquests, and his individual triumph 

over Frollo. In having him overcome an internal challenge, Wace increases Arthur’s prowess, 

rather than decreases it. This is because Arthur is able to triumph over his own emotions, which 

serve as a secondary barrier to an already formidable opponent that is the giant. As a result, 

through this internal conflict derived from the admission of fear, however unheroic it might first 

appear, Wace continues to increase Arthur’s status as both king and hero.   

 

 

 3.3.5 The War with Rome  

 

 

Although the giant is a formidable opponent, the Roman army is framed as the greatest adversary 

Arthur has faced over the duration of his reign. To fully establish Arthur’s primacy in the 

Historia, Geoffrey must show him to embody his role as both warrior and king. The latter is of 

the utmost importance as he cannot single-handedly defeat the Romans, and to maintain his 

																																																																				
826 Joshua Byron Smith, Walter Map and the Matter of Britain (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 
2017), p. 18.	
827 Le Saux, A Companion to Wace, p. 138. 
828 It can be argued that in expressing fear, Arthur is revealing a vulnerability, which Marina McCoy 
suggests is a virtue in the epic literature of Antiquity. Marina McCoy, Wounded Heroes: Vulnerability as 
a Virtue in Ancient Greek Literature and Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University, 2013).  
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reputation and increase his power, he must lead his men. One example of his leadership is when 

he gives a speech to his army:       

 

‘What are you doing, men? Why are you letting these women get away unharmed? Let 

none of them escape with their lives. Think of your sword-hands, which have endured so 

many battles and subjected thirty kingdoms to my power. Think of your forefathers, 

whom the Romans, when they were mightier, forced to pay tribute. Think of your 

freedom, which these half-men, weaker than yourselves, wish to take away. Let not one 

escape alive, not one. What are you doing?’ (Geoffrey, 244) 

 

In this speech Arthur insults the enemy to motivate his men by referring to the Romans, which 

they have yet to defeat, as ‘women’ and ‘half-men’. He also refers to their ancestors to argue why 

the Britons should fight against the Romans. Through these two aspects of Arthur’s speech, 

Geoffrey allows for the battle to serve as vengeance, as well as proof of innate British 

superiority. Although the Romans have proved themselves as capable warriors during this 

conflict with Arthur and his men, by calling them ‘women’ and ‘half-men’ Arthur relegates them 

to lesser than his own soldiers, while also inferring that the Britons will be shamed if they allow 

the enemy to escape. He also makes his own cause that of his men as well, by reminding them of 

their previous conquests, their ancestors who were forced to bow to Roman authority, and their 

own freedoms that are in peril. Arthur has the same motivations in fighting the Romans, though 

to a more extreme degree as he stands to lose not only his freedom, but his kingdom and life as 

well. A king who fights for his inheritance is acceptable, as was discussed earlier in this chapter 

in relation to the Saxons; in framing this battle against the Romans as one, in part, of inheritance, 

due to Arthur’s reference to that ‘which these half-men […] wish to take away’,829 Arthur goads 

his men into fighting in a way that also serves his own agenda of taking vengeance for 

wrongdoings against himself and his family, as well as expanding his territory. In pre-emptively 

attacking the Romans in response to their demand for tribute, Arthur continues to solidify his 

reputation as a conqueror. Throughout the Historia, Geoffrey has established the Romans as a 

																																																																				
829 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The Historia Regum Britanniae, p. 244. 
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significant threat.830 Arthur’s speech then not only portrays him as a leader of men, but also 

furthers his imperialistic ambition that reinforces his status as warrior, conqueror, and hero.  

  Arthur’s speech in the Historia bears resemblance to the lengthy speech Robert of 

Gloucester gives to his men in the Historia Anglorum where he uses the idea of rightful 

inheritance to inspire his men to fight [‘For the king has cruelly usurped the realm, contrary to 

the oaths which he swore to my sister, and by throwing everything into disorder he is the direct 

cause of the deaths of many thousands, and by his example in distributing lands to those who 

have no legal right, he had plundered those who are in rightful possession.’].831 Although the 

events that Henry of Huntington transcribes transpire after the Historia began circulation, in 

looking at the two speeches by Arthur and Robert respectively, commonalities become evident 

that serve to contextualise Geoffrey’s Arthur in the twelfth century. This is due to the fact that, in 

essence, both Arthur and Robert argue for freedom, with the former doing so more overtly 

through the condemnation of the wrongdoings of the past, and the latter through reminding his 

men of the violence being enacted upon them in the present by the stripping of their rightful 

possessions. However, while Robert primarily fights to reclaim stolen inheritance and prestige, 

Arthur’s principal motive is to protect what he already possesses and to expand his territory. 

Arthur is a hero of the time in which he was written, while still sharing in the characteristics of 

heroic men of the past; it is this duality that ensures his popularity and status, which contributes 

to the subsequent literary tradition and his status as a hero on an international stage.   

  Although Arthur’s virtues have been at the forefront of his narrative arc in the Historia, it 

is through the repetition of said virtues, like prowess, that his superior status is developed and 

maintained. Therefore, to advance Arthur’s prominence in the text, Geoffrey must continuously 

emphasise the king’s abilities as a warrior. In this pivotal battle against the Romans, which as 

stated above is an undertaking his ancestors participated in with varying levels of success, 

Arthur’s individual actions, and more specifically, his prowess, differentiate him from other 

warriors. In battle, he is described as follows:      

 

They fled from him [Arthur] like prey before a fierce lion, whose hunger-pangs drive it to 

																																																																				
830 See Chapter Two for information on how Geoffrey uses the Roman Empire as a worthy enemy for the 
Britons before Arthur’s reign. 
831 Henry of Huntington, Historia Anglorum, p. 727 and p. 729; see Chapter 1.2 for a deeper discussion of 
Robert’s speech.   



	 234	

devour whatever it can find. Their weapons could not prevent Caliburnus, wielded by the 

hand of so great a king, making them cough up their life-blood. He cut off the heads of 

two kings who were unlucky enough to meet him, Sertorius of Libya and Politetes of 

Bithynia, and dispatched them to hell. (Geoffrey, 246)832 

 

Arthur’s prowess is evident in this passage, particularly through the use of the lion simile. The 

description of Arthur, however, is not wholly positive, particularly with the animalistic imagery 

of the king having ‘hunger-pangs’ which made him ‘devour’ whatever was in his path. This 

description, more so than being compared to a lion, might appear to dehumanise him and give 

the impression that he is not fighting for justice or righteousness, but rather because he is 

overtaken with blood-lust. However, throughout the Historia, Geoffrey continuously frames 

Arthur’s motivations as imperialistic in nature. Unlike his depiction in Wace’s Brut, in the 

Historia, there is little to no insight into Arthur’s inner world. While he does participate in 

domestic activities, he is, primarily, a warrior king. Therefore, in behaving like a lion, despite 

and in fact, because of, the violent imagery associated with the simile does not detract from 

Arthur’s character, but rather aids in achieving his status as a great warrior. This is further 

emphasised by the fact that he also kills two kings in the above passage, and so he is removing 

the competition while also proving himself to be superior to the men who should be his equals.  

  Comparing Arthur to a lion is not the first time Geoffrey uses an animal to describe a 

character, as he references animals in relation to Constantine and Caesar.833 Animal imagery is 

also used in other twelfth-century texts, like the Historia Anglorum where Robert of Gloucester 

is described having ‘the mouth of a lion and the heart of a rabbit’.834 In this context a lion is used 

in a positive way, evident when it is contrasted with the comparison to a rabbit. Lions were 

common images utilised in the twelfth century, one example of which is that in 1127 Henry I 

gave his son-in-law, Geoffrey Plantagenet, count of Anjou and husband to the Empress Matilda, 

																																																																				
832 The translation of this passage is consistent across the three editions of the Historia used in this thesis. 
Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Thorpe, p. 255; Geoffrey of 
Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Faletra, p. 195. 
833 See Chapters 2.2.1 and 2.1.4. 
834	Henry of Huntington, Historia Anglorum, p. 735.	
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a shield with lions on it.835 Given Geoffrey’s proximity to the Anglo-Norman court, it is possible 

that he was aware of Geoffrey of Anjou’s heraldry. Even if he were not, however, lions were the 

most common animal found in heraldry.836 This is not to say that Geoffrey drew inspiration from 

heraldic symbolism, but rather to emphasise that Arthur was a hero with recognisable attributes 

derived from twelfth-century Anglo-Norman culture. In describing Arthur in relation to a lion, 

Geoffrey participates in a tradition where prominent men are associated with lions in the context 

of martial exploits, such as in a speech before battle or through a shield. This then is a 

contributing factor to Arthur’s status as a hero because he can be seen as such by the readers who 

recognise qualities and descriptions of him as virtuous through a cultural understanding of what 

is considered to be positive attributes.        

  Despite Geoffrey’s repeated assertions of Arthur’s ability as a warrior and a leader, the 

battle against the Romans is not easily won. However, rather than detract from Arthur’s power, 

the difficulty instead contributes to his status. Throughout Arthur’s reign in the Historia, his 

opponents become increasingly stronger. This then allows for Arthur’s evolution, both as a king 

and a man, because as his challenges progressively become greater, so to too does his ability to 

overcome them. An example of this is the battle with the Romans, which is his most formidable 

obstacle thus far. It is worth quoting at length so as to fully understand the magnitude of Arthur’s 

challenge.        

            

On one side was Arthur, smiting the enemy time after time and stiffening British 

resistance, on the other Lucius Hiberius guided his men, leading them many times in 

famous exploits, striking ceaselessly and appearing everywhere long his troops to kill 

with spear or sword any foe he could reach. The slaughter on both sides was appalling, as 

at one moment the British gained the upper hand, and the Romans at the next. So the 

battle raged until finally Morvid earl of Gloucester with the legion which […] was 

stationed in the hills suddenly charged the enemy from behind and took them by surprise, 
																																																																				
835 ‘A chronicler, Jean de Marmentier, tells us that when Henry I of England knighted his newly-wed son-
in-law Geoffrey (Plantagenet), Count of Anjou, in 1127, he hung about his neck a shield painted with 
gold lions on an Azure background.’ Thomas Woodcock and John Martin Robinson, The Oxford Guide to 
Heraldry (Oxford: Oxford University, 1990), pp. 10-12; ‘Others adopted specific objects such as 
crescents, suns, wheat-sheafs, lions, and eagles which, as we have seen, may have descended from the 
symbolism of Charlemagne’s court via the Flemish comtés.’ (12); ‘Between 1135 and 1155 seals show 
the general adoption of heraldic devices in England, France, Germany, Spain, and Italy.’ (1).  
836 Woodcock and Robinson, The Oxford Guide to Heraldry, p. 203. 
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breaking, scattering and slaughtering them. Many thousands of Romans fell. Then at last 

emperor Lucius was trapped in the melee and killed, struck down by an unknown lance. 

The Britons fought on until by dint of great effort they secured victory. (Geoffrey, 246) 

 

There is no clear superior in this battle, and Lucius is shown to lead his men just as effectively as 

Arthur does. This is similar to how Arthur’s individual battles are often described, two examples 

of which are Frollo and the giant. However, the equivalency between the two opposing forces is 

on a larger scale in this battle, as it is not just individuals who are evenly matched in skill, but 

entire armies. Arthur is depicted both as warrior and leader, participating in the slaughter while 

ensuring that his men hold the lines and continue to fight. The duality of Arthur’s character 

where he is both an individual warrior as well as a king who leads men into battle, accounts for 

his success as a conqueror. However, the end of the battle comes not through Arthur’s direct 

efforts, but rather those of one of his men. Morvid’s charge is responsible for Lucius’ death, and 

while the fighting continues afterwards, there is a direct correlation between the British victory 

and Morvid’s actions. Morvid is the earl of Gloucester, which, of course, is an anachronistic title, 

given that Henry I created the earldom for Robert in the twelfth century.837 Therefore, it is likely 

that this character was an attempt to flatter Earl Robert. References to Robert of Gloucester are 

found throughout the text,838 and these create an association between the earl and Arthur. There 

is the implication when looking at the historiography of the Historia that Morvid is an ancestor 

of Robert’s, which then not only flatters Robert but also creates continuity between the Anglo-

Normans of the twelfth century and the Britons of the past. Once again, this connection brings 

Arthur and his men into the context of Geoffrey’s contemporaries where they are understood to 

be virtuous and heroic partly because of twelfth-century references, like to the earl of Gloucester.         

While Arthur is depicted as a prominent figure in the fight against the Romans, as 

demonstrated with Morvid, his men also function as a means to achieve glory both for the king 

and Britain. Although the secondary characters are not as centred in the narrative of the Historia 

as they are in the Brut, they still contribute to establishing Arthur as a hero through their martial 

exploits. For example, Gawain and others directly attack the Romans after dark and, as a result, 

are fearful that Arthur will reprimand them should their attack be unsuccessful. Arthur, however, 

																																																																				
837 See Chapter 1.2.  
838 See Chapter 1.3 for further discussion on references to the earl of Gloucester in the Historia. 
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is pleased with the work of his men and grants them land and titles. This was a common practice 

of rewarding magnates used by contemporary kings, such as Henry I, as was discussed earlier in 

this chapter. In having Arthur participate in this practice, Geoffrey contextualises him within the 

parameter of kingly virtues by allowing readers to understand his qualities through the lens of a 

well-respected king, like Henry I. Through his continued gift giving Arthur maintains the 

symbiotic relationship between king and magnate that ensures their loyalty and therefore allows 

him to fulfil his imperial ambitions. 

  Although Arthur as an individual is depicted as powerful, to create an empire, he needs 

men he can rely upon and who are strong in their own right. Geoffrey creates the understanding 

that it is the actions of the collective, rather than the individual that allow Arthur to rise above his 

forefathers and become the most powerful king in the Historia. Mark Allen refers to this idea as 

‘extension’, where the figures of Arthur’s court create a community larger than the individual, 

and uses a modern reference to the royal ‘we’ that indicates that kingship is not representative of 

one man, but rather all of those who serve under him.839 Although Allen uses later examples not 

directly relevant to the Historia, like the figures of Lancelot and Guinevere, the idea of 

extensions is a critical one when looking at the idea of Arthur’s heroism. In utilising his wealth to 

attract followers when he first was crowned and then rewarding said followers for their 

contributions on the battlefield, Arthur builds a powerful retinue during his reign. His men’s 

virtues all reflect positively on him, as their actions enable him to fulfil his imperial ambitions, 

thereby elevating his status to a conqueror on the world stage. As a result, each man is an 

instrument of Arthur’s power and a symbol of his kingship. Morvid’s actions when leading the 

charge against the Romans, therefore, are still those of an individual but also the embodiment of 

Arthur’s own prowess. These ‘extensions’, to use Allen’s term, contribute to Arthur’s rise to the 

status of hero.        

 Arthur does, however, lose notable men in the battle with the Romans. Geoffrey 

specifically names Beduerus the butler, Cheudo, duke of Anjou, and Holdinus, duke of the 

Flemings as prominent figures who perish in the final battle against the Romans. 840 These deaths 

mark a turning point in Arthur’s fortunes, because while he is at the peak of his military career 

the loss of these men foreshadows the destruction that will soon occur as a result of Modred’s 
																																																																				
839 Mark Allen, ‘The Image of Arthur and the Idea of King’, Arthurian Interpretations, 2.2 (1988), 1-16  
<http://www.jstor.org/stable/27868636> [Accessed 7 February 2018], p. 7. 
840 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The Historia Regum Britanniae, p. 248. 
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treachery. This, however, is not as much a reflection on Arthur, but rather a way for him to 

remain untarnished. Having seen that one’s followers is a critical factor in successful kingship, 

the fact that Arthur loses several of them in battle, and will continue to do so, softens his ultimate 

defeat and death, due to the fact that he does not have his full arsenal at his disposal, given the 

amount of men who have fallen to the Romans.    

 Arthur’s men contribute significantly to his reign in the Historia, even though the focus is 

still primarily on the king. In Wace’s text, however, there is a subtle refocusing where Arthur 

moves more into the role of the leader of a wider heroic community, and this is increasingly 

evident during the war with the Romans. Before one of the battles Arthur addresses his troops 

and gives them credit for all they have accomplished:      

 

‘I am much cheered when I remember your many virtues, your great might, your many 

conquests. I’ve always found you ready and bold. Your prowess keeps increasing, keeps 

growing, regardless of whom it offends. When I remember and reflect that Britain is, in 

your time and through you and your companions, mistress of thirty realms, I am 

overjoyed, I glory in it, and I trust in God and in you to conquer yet more, seize and have 

yet more.’ (Wace, 311 and 313) 

 

In extolling the virtues of these men and by crediting them for their role in Arthur’s imperial 

conquests, Wace centres them in the narrative, rather than solely Arthur. According to the speech, 

his men have ‘many virtues’ that led to the ability to conquer foreign nations and become the 

ruler of ‘thirty realms.’ Due to their valour and their increasing prowess, Arthur is able to expand 

his own power. Arthur’s speech reframes his own achievements as a result of a community effort 

and suggests that any future conquests will be the result of a community effort as well. This 

focus on community was present in other twelfth-century texts as well. One example of which is 

when John of Salisbury differentiates between a tyrant and a prince, and says that: 

 

There is wholly or mainly this difference between the tyrant and the prince: that the latter 

is obedient to law, and rules his people by a will that places itself at their service, and 

administers rewards and burdens within the republic under the guidance of law in a way 

favourable to the vindication of his eminent post, so that he proceeds before others to the 
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extent that, while individuals merely look after individual affairs, princes are concerned 

with the burdens of the entire community.841    

 

Although Wace’s Brut predates Policraticus by several years, John of Salisbury’s writing still 

provides insight into contemporary thoughts on the qualities of a good ruler. John of Salisbury’s 

assertion that attention to community differentiates between a prince and a tyrant suggests that 

twelfth-century readers of Wace’s text would have understood Arthur’s speech that extols the 

virtues of his men as the actions of a good king because he is acknowledging and respecting the 

community around him. Furthermore, in referencing the soldiers’ ability to continue increasing 

and growing, Wace touches upon a recurring theme in the development of Arthur’s character thus 

far, which began with Geoffrey’s reference to the king’s potential. In specifying that Arthur’s 

men also have limitless potential, Wace creates a situation where both the king and his soldiers 

can expand their virtues and prestige. As the leader of this heroic community, Arthur is placed at 

the pinnacle of this expansion, where all the virtues of his men, and consequently their actions, 

like conquering thirty realms, contribute to his own status as king and hero. This then provides 

an opening for later writers, like Layamon and Chrétien de Troyes, to adapt and expand the story 

of Arthur, and therefore continue building upon the literary tradition begun by Wace. Through the 

theme of potential and growth, both for Arthur and his men that was initiated by Geoffrey and 

expanded upon by Wace, he is able to develop into mythical proportions throughout the texts and 

years.     

Yet despite Wace’s movement to include more details about Arthur’s men, he still devotes 

time to developing Arthur’s character. As a result, Wace elevates Arthur above his men, to 

maintain his status as a hero, and one example of which is through a speech Arthur delivers on 

the battlefield:     

 

‘What are you doing? Forward! See, I’m here to protect you; don’t leave a single man 

alive. It’s Arthur leading you, who never flees the field. Follow me, I’ll lead the way, and 

take care no one gives up. Remember your own greatness, you who have conquered so 

many realms. I shall never leave this field alive: here I either conquer or die!’ (Wace, 323 

and 325) 

																																																																				
841 John of Salisbury, Policraticus, p. 28. 
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In this speech Arthur is a protector of his warriors. Therefore, not only does he lead them, but he 

also protects them during battle. This is a departure from how Geoffrey portrayed him in the 

Historia, where he was a warrior and a king but there were no bonds of this sort. Arthur moves 

into an almost paternal role here and this will become normal as his legend progresses, one 

example of which is in Layamon’s Brut when Arthur is described as a father to his subjects.842 

Attributing a paternal role to a king is also found in other literature of the time; Orderic Vitalis 

and Robert of Lewes, for example, describe Henry I as a father to the country, which suggests 

that this was a standard description for a good king among near contemporaries of Wace.843 

Although this is a direct reflection of Arthur’s character and gives readers more insight into who 

he is, it is also part of a shift away from Arthur and onto his men. This shift will continue with 

Layamon’s Brut and Chrétien’s romances, but Wace initiates the refocusing. In having Arthur be 

a paternal figure, he is the patriarchal leader of this group of warriors, with an emotional 

connection between them, but there does not need to be as much of a focus around his own 

adventures. This is not a demotion, however, as after Wace’s text, Arthur has reached a level of 

renown where he does not need to prove himself with his own actions—rather the actions of his 

court are what lead to further glory for him and for Britain. Wace mixes Arthur as an individual 

with Arthur as the paternal figure through this speech and begins to sideline him whilst still 

expanding his virtue.  

While Wace extols the virtues of Arthur’s men as a collective, he also singles several out 

throughout the course of the war with the Romans. Although Geoffrey does laud the men who 

serve Arthur in the Historia, Wace does so to a greater degree. Two primary examples of which 

are the characters of Bedour and Kei. Although Geoffrey depicts them as strong warriors, Wace 

differs due the detail in which he describes them. One example of which is during the battle with 

the Romans: 

 

They [Bedour and Kei] saw they were gaining little and the Romans were holding fast. In 

anger and pure fury they straightaway rushed with their company upon the Romans, into 

where they saw the fray was thickest. Bedoer struck hard, Kei struck hard: Lord! what 
																																																																				
842 Layamon, Layamon’s Arthur: The Arthurian Section of Layamon’s Brut, ed. and trans. by W. R. J. 
Barron and S. C. Weinberg (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2014), p. 39. 
843 See Chapter 1.1; Robert of Lewes, Gesta Stephani, p. 3. 
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fighters the king had at court! what a seneschal, what a cup-bearer! They performed such 

service with their steel blades. What a pair of fighters, had they lived a while! (Wace, 

317) 

 

The fact that the two men are filled with ‘anger and pure fury’ provides insight into their 

motivations and characters. Furthermore, if the examples of them engaged in combat were not 

enough to inform the readers of their prowess, Wace stresses that they are competent fighters, 

and that all their actions serve Arthur. However, in their haste to fight the Romans they are both 

killed, and through their demise they are inferior to Arthur who is able to survive the battle. In 

both the Historia and the Brut, there is a careful balance between portraying Arthur’s men as 

virtuous while maintaining Arthur’s supremacy. They are not his peers, as a fundamental aspect 

of his heroism is the fact that he is peerless, but they are not necessarily his subordinates either. 

Rather they are in an alternate category where they are not themselves king but are still essential 

for Arthur’s kingship.   

 

 

 3.3.6 Arthur’s Death  

 

 

While in both the Historia and the Brut, the authors depict Arthur’s subjects as central to his 

reign, not all of his men make positive contributions to his power. Arthur’s campaign against the 

Romans is the pinnacle of his virtue, but it is followed by a betrayal by his nephew, Modred. This 

would have been a topical discourse in the twelfth century, given that the Historia began 

circulation shortly after Henry I died and his nephew, Stephen, was crowned king.844 Due to 

Geoffrey’s political bias, evident through the dedication of the Historia,845 his reference to 

Modred as ‘that most foul traitor’ would be understood within the context of a nephew seizing 

the throne that, according to some, was not rightfully his.846 In the twelfth century, treason was 

																																																																				
844 See Chapter 1.1 for more information on Henry I’s heirs and Stephen’s coronation. 
845 See Chapter 1.1 for further discussion on the dedications in the Historia. 
846 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The Historia Regum Britanniae, p. 248. 
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considered a terrible crime,847 and one example of contemporary opinion on the subject is when 

William of Malmesbury says, ‘Bernred, the author of his [the king’s] death, left nothing worthy 

of record, except that afterwards, being himself put to death by Offa, he received the just reward 

of his treachery.’848 This suggests that it was thought that the only fate fitting a traitor was death, 

which gives insight into the severity of the crime. In framing Modred as a traitor within the 

context of contemporary opinion, Geoffrey is able to end Arthur’s reign without compromising 

his supremacy as the pinnacle of virtue in the Historia.  

 Geoffrey, in part, maintains Arthur’s status through associations to earlier episodes in the 

text. For example, when Arthur arrives back in Britain with the intention of reclaiming his stolen 

throne, he lands at Richborough, which is the same location where Caesar arrived in Britain 

during the reign of Cassibellaunus.849 This creates a correlation between Arthur and Caesar, 

while also giving further legitimacy to Arthur’s battle because his campaign is to reclaim his 

usurped kingdom. The battle with Modred is described as follows: ‘Battle was joined with great 

slaughter on both sides, but eventually the tide turned against Modred and forced him into a 

shameful retreat’ (Geoffrey, 250). Similar to other battles that Arthur participates in, there is not 

one side who is overtly superior to the other, given Geoffrey’s reference to both armies 

experiencing ‘great slaughter.’ Modred’s retreat, however, signals that Arthur is the victor, even 

though he suffers great loss.850  

 Wace continues to follow Geoffrey’s story structure, but with the addition of providing 

insight into Arthur’s inner world. This underscores the significance of the final battle because it 

shows Arthur’s awareness of what is at stake. Wace says, ‘Arthur was mortified and angry that he 

had taken no vengeance on Modret; it grieved him greatly that the traitor had even a fistful of his 

land’ (Wace, 333). Arthur is presented as self-aware here, because he acknowledges that due to 

his status, he should be able to defeat Modret. This is the moment when Arthur’s heroism that 

has been established throughout his reign is brought into question. However, Wace does not 

																																																																				
847 See Chapter I.4.1 for a look at modern scholarship on how traitors and treachery were viewed in the 
twelfth century.  
848 William of Malmesbury, Chronicles of the Kings, p. 73. 
849 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The Historia Regum Britanniae, p. 76 and p. 250; Curley, Geoffrey of 
Monmouth, p. 96. 
850 Judith Weiss points out that Mordred is mentioned alongside Arthur in the Welsh Annal for 537 CE, 
which might be dated to the mid-tenth century, and that he is not depicted as a villain. Judith Weiss, 
‘Mordred’, in Heroes and Anti-Heroes in Medieval Romance, 81-98, ed. by Neil Cartlidge (Woodbridge: 
Boydell & Brewer, 2012), p. 81. 
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completely disparage Modret, which then allows for Arthur’s inability to take revenge less of a 

slight upon the king’s character. Modret is described as a ‘great and valiant knight’ (Wace, 281), 

which serves as an explanation of why Arthur initially entrusted the kingdom to him while he 

was abroad fighting the Romans. Had Modret not held a prominent position in the court then it 

would be possible to question Arthur’s judgment, which would reflect poorly on him as king and 

hero. Wace goes on to say that no one suspected Modret of loving his uncle’s wife; again, this 

alleviates any guilt Arthur might have for entrusting his kingdom to someone who betrays him. 

As a result, the betrayal by his nephew does not tarnish his heroism and allows him to maintain 

the status that both Geoffrey and Wace have developed throughout their respective texts.     

 Despite similarities to other battles in Arthur’s reign, Modred is killed, but Arthur 

receives a fatal injury.851 However, while other kings of varying virtue throughout the Historia 

have fallen in battle, Arthur is differentiated from them because it is not entirely clear if he dies: 

‘The illustrious king Arthur too was mortally wounded; he was taken away to the island of 

Avallon to have his wounds tended and, in the year of Our Lord 542 handed over Britain’s crown 

to his relative Constantinus, son of Cador duke of Cornwall’ (Geoffrey, 252). Although receiving 

a mortal wound suggests that the recipient is dead, or will shortly die, Geoffrey introduces a note 

of ambiguity because the king is taken to have his wounds tended, which implies that there is a 

possibility of recovery. This is particularly relevant when directly looking at the Latin, because 

while Wright and Thorpe translate the Latin to say that Arthur’s wounds are being tended to,852 

sananda is a conjugation of sanare, which means ‘to heal’.853 Geoffrey, therefore, by writing ‘ad 

sananda uulnera’ (Geoffrey, 253) could be saying that Arthur is being taken to Avallon to have 

his wounds healed, which directly contradicts the fact that the wound has also been described as 

mortal. Of the three translations used throughout this thesis, Faletra’s is the only one that says 

that Arthur is taken to Avallon to be healed.854 While it is possible that the idea of healing a 

mortal wound is a mistake on Geoffrey’s part, such a theory is inconsistent with the attention to 

detail that is prevalent throughout the Historia. Therefore, it is likely that Geoffrey intended to 

imply that Arthur could heal from a mortal wound. Arthur’s journey to Avallon is an 

																																																																				
851 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The Historia Regum Britanniae, p. 252. 
852 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Thorpe, p. 261. Thorpe’s 
translation specifically says ‘so that his [Arthur’s] wounds might be attended to.’ 
853 ‘Sano’, Perseus Digital Library, ed. by Gregory R. Crane, Tufts University 
<http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=sanare> [Accessed 21 October 2022]. 
854 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Faletra, p. 199. 
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unprecedented episode in the text given that there has been no other fatally wounded kings who 

then were healed. Arthur, even in death, is unique.         

However, it is unclear if Arthur survives despite his wounded being tended to, since he is 

never recorded as returning from Avallon. Flood points out that in Welsh political prophecy, 

which was known to Geoffrey, the foretold return of a figure might not necessarily mean that he 

will physically return, in a literal sense, but rather suggests that this is indicative of the same type 

of leader returning.855 This theory is not substantiated in the remainder of the Historia, however, 

and there is also no direct implication that Arthur will return, whether literally or symbolically. 

He bestows his crown upon Constantinus and then disappears from the narrative. As Echard 

points out, his death scene is brief, with a swift refocusing on the naming of a successor.856 There 

is a further contradiction to the tradition of Welsh political prophecy, and that is Wace’s 

interpretation of Arthur’s death. In the Brut the foretelling of Arthur’s return is more overt and 

literal:   

 

Arthur, if the chronicle is true, received a mortal wound to his body. He had himself 

carried to Avalon, for the treatment of his wounds. He is still there, awaited by the 

Britons, as they say and believe, and will return and may live again. Master Wace, who 

made this book, will say no more of his end than the prophet Merlin did. Merlin said of 

Arthur, rightly, that his death would be doubtful. The prophet spoke truly: ever since, 

people have always doubted it and always will, I think, doubt whether he is dead or alive. 

It is true that he had himself borne away to Avalon, five hundred and forty-two years after 

the Incarnation. (Wace, 333) 

 

Similar to the events in the Historia, Arthur is mortally wounded in the Brut. However, while 

Geoffrey’s depiction of Arthur’s death is ambiguous, Wace clearly states that Arthur has not died 

and uses the figure of Merlin to legitimise his claim by referencing the prophecy made before 

Arthur’s birth. Wace gives Arthur a sort of immortality because even though the king went to 

Avalon in the year 542, in the mid-twelfth century, he still resides in Avalon until the people of 

																																																																				
855 Flood, ‘Arthur’s Return from Avalon’, p. 90. 
856 Siân Echard, ‘“But here Geoffrey falls silent”: Death, Arthur, and the Historia regum Britannie’, in 
The Arthurian Way of Death: The English Tradition, 17-32, ed. by Karen Cherewatuk and K. S. Whetter 
(Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2009), p. 31. 
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Britain have need of him. It can be assumed, therefore, that Arthur still had not died and could 

return to claim his throne, which Wace emphasises by adding that there was an element of doubt 

regarding whether he is alive. While it is now known that Wace’s contribution to the depiction of 

Arthur’s final moments is absorbed into the Arthurian pantheon, without hindsight, the sole 

purpose of Arthur’s non-death is to prove once and for all Arthur’s eminence in the line of kings. 

It also relieves Arthur of any guilt for not producing children, as he himself will return to Britain. 

As Zara points out, his ambiguous wound and voyage to Avalon leaves his reputation and legacy 

unsullied by death.857 Furthermore, Arthur’s death scene continues to associate his character with 

conventions of the epic tradition. Gregory Nagy articulates that there is a hidden agenda in epics, 

namely ‘returning from Hades and the heroic theme of immortalization after death.’858 Even as 

Wace’s text serves as a transitional text between chronicle and romance, he still engages with 

previous literary traditions, such as the epic, which further reinforces Arthur as a hero 

comparable with such figures as Alexander the Great or Charlemagne. Through both his 

continuation of Arthur’s story from the Historia and his claim that Arthur did not die from a 

mortal wound, Wace achieves a type of immortality for Arthur, primarily through his legacy and 

the resulting literary tradition. Arthur leaves behind the seeds of a legend and, on a more 

localised level, his virtues.  

Therefore, despite his lack of children and a direct heir, he still contributes to the British 

royal line after his death. Michelle Warren says that ‘Arthur and Guinevere fail to enter into 

genealogical time’ due to their barrenness.859 However, while it is tempting to look at the 

Historia with knowledge of how the Arthurian story will develop, and the later emphasis on 

Guinevere’s inability to conceive a child, this narrative strand is almost entirely absent from 

Geoffrey’s text. There is no condemnation of Arthur failing to produce progeny, or indeed any 

mention of the lack of children. While Warren is technically correct in saying that Arthur does 

not enter into genealogical time, this actually contributes to his enduring legacy. Had he 

produced a son he either would have needed to cede his role at the greatest king or had his son be 

inferior to him, thereby tainting his bloodline. In keeping Arthur childless, Geoffrey circumvents 

this dilemma and allows Arthur to remain untarnished. Tolhurst also discusses Arthur’s lack of 

																																																																				
857 Zara, ‘The Historical Figure of Arthur in Wace’s “Roman de Brut”’ p. 22. 
858	Gregory Nagy, ‘The Epic Hero’, in A Companion to Ancient Epic, ed. by Gregory Nagy and John 
Miles, 72-89 (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), p. 79. 
859 Warren, History on the Edge, p. 52. 
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children, through a feminist reading of the text. She references Merlin’s prophecy about Uther 

and Igerna’s children: ‘the claim that Arthur will build a vast empire, yet Anna’s descendants will 

reign over Britain, is consistent with the reigns of both the two female kings who succeed a 

father or husband and the three male kings who either inherit or acquire the throne through the 

matriline.’860 That male kings can inherit through their mothers enables the genealogical line to 

remain unbroken and also allows powerful kings to maintain the supremacy of their bloodline 

through a nephew inheriting the throne rather than a son. This allows for a degree of separation 

that again allows for a king, like Arthur, to remain relatively untarnished by a potentially ill-

suited son being crowned.861  

 

 

3.4 Conclusion 

 

   

Arthur’s lack of children conforms to the theme of limitless potential that has been present in 

Geoffrey’s Historia and Wace’s Brut. This is because the legacy Arthur leaves is greater than any 

child he might have produced, which is evidenced by the literary tradition that develops around 

him, due to Wace’s Brut, and followed by Layamon’s and Chrétien’s works. Arthur is the 

pinnacle of kingly virtue, through a combination of virtues recognisable to a twelfth-century 

audience, as well as shared commonalities with heroes of the past, two notable examples of 

which are Julius Caesar and Charlemagne. Although there are many virtues that a contemporary 

man was expected to possess, evidenced by just reading through the table of contents of John of 

Salisbury’s Policraticus,862 generosity and prowess are the main qualities that enable Arthur to 

become a hero. Although there are others in the Historia and the Brut, like piety and prudence, 

generosity and prowess are the foundational virtues that enable Arthur to rise in status. This is 

due to Geoffrey’s establishment of his character as a military-oriented king. Therefore, 

generosity to attract followers and personal prowess are paramount to his imperial ambitions and 

ability to defend his own kingdom, as well as conquer others. Geoffrey and Wace write Arthur’s 

																																																																				
860 Tolhurst, ‘Geoffrey and Gender’, p. 355. 
861 See Chapter One for a discussion on succession, and Chapter Two for more on genealogy and how 
Geoffrey utilizes sons as inheritors in the Historia. 
862 John of Salisbury, Policraticus.  
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character so that he conforms to the ideals of the heroic tradition that dates back to the Iliad, 

while still framing him as a twelfth-century ruler. The use of these conventions to create Arthur’s 

character contributes to his enduring legacy, which leads to his status as a hero.       
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Conclusion  

 

 

This thesis has explored the development of Arthur’s character in the texts of Geoffrey of 

Monmouth and Wace, within the context of twelfth-century historiography that centres on the 

portrayal of kingly and heroic virtue. The expansion of Arthur’s character came during a period 

of change in the Anglo-Norman world: Geoffrey’s Historia as a new reign and civil war began, 

Wace’s Brut as the civil war ended and Henry II ascended the throne. These events contributed 

to the development of Arthur’s character, particularly in regard to how he is framed in the 

Historia. As Zara says, ‘medieval historiography seeks to highlight continuity between the 

present and the greatness of the past, despite the various fortunes of individuals and countries.’863 

In analysing the Historia and the Brut alongside contemporary chroniclers, this thesis has shown 

how Geoffrey carefully created the character of Arthur by referencing classical texts, the Church 

fathers, and contemporary events. In doing so, Geoffrey places Arthur in a twelfth century 

context, as well as in an ancient heroic tradition. Where Geoffrey differs from contemporary 

writers is that he does not write merely to record events or laud great men, but to create a 

legendary hero for the Anglo-Normans.  

 The first chapter looks at the historical context in which the Historia was written, which 

provides insight into why Geoffrey wrote the story of Arthur and potentially why his narrative 

was well received. After the death of Henry I, there was confusion around the succession, and 

whether the kingdom would fall to Matilda and Geoffrey of Anjou, Theobald of Blois, or a 

regency until the future Henry II came of age. When Stephen was eventually crowned king, there 

were various reactions, where some chroniclers accepted him as king, whereas others criticized 

him. Similarly, chroniclers also portrayed Robert of Gloucester in different ways: some praised 

him, while others condemned his actions. The turmoil of the time, not only in differing opinions, 

but also in outright violence, evidenced by such events as the Battle of Lincoln, indicates a 

cultural need for an unproblematic hero who is king without question and does not waver in 

virtue. It is the conflict of the period commonly known as the Anarchy that helps to create the 

character of Arthur. Therefore, when looking at Arthur’s heroic development, it is necessary to 

start with the Historia because many later interpretations of his character are directly a result of 
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Geoffrey’s writing in response to the succession crisis and civil war that followed the death of 

Henry I.  

 Chapter Two focuses on the pre-Arthurian kings in the Historia and occasionally the 

Brut. This chapter is necessary because Geoffrey establishes a clear lineage for Arthur that is 

required for a peaceful kingship. The lineage that Geoffrey creates also establishes the Britons as 

the heroic successors of Troy through the founding of Britain by Brutus. Therefore, Brutus’ 

descendants can claim a heroic origin, and Trojan culture is still integrated into British culture 

during the reign of Arthur. The pre-Arthurian kings provide examples of vice, which serve as 

lessons of how not to behave, as well as example of virtue. The virtuous kings function as 

models for behaviour, but also as prestigious ancestors for Arthur. Through creating a heroic 

family tree for Arthur, Geoffrey sets a standard that Arthur meets and supersedes, thereby 

proving himself the greatest king in the Historia. This also helps to legitimise the Anglo-Norman 

claim to England because they are able to appropriate Arthur as their ancestor. 

 In Chapter Three the character of Arthur is discussed, from his coronation to his death. 

Geoffrey and Wace both establish him as heroic upon his crowning, and then substantiate their 

claims of heroism through examples of prowess, piety, generosity, and the ability to maintain 

relationships. These qualities, while not the only virtues lauded in the twelfth century, are the 

ones most vital to Geoffrey and Wace’s development of Arthur’s heroism, particularly because 

the Historia and the Brut are texts that focuses largely on martial achievements. Geoffrey creates 

Arthur as a world conqueror to the extent that none of his ancestors achieved. Wace expands on 

Geoffrey’s portrayal of Arthur by increasing the specificity in which he is described as well as 

providing insight into Arthur’s thoughts and feelings. This not only humanises him, thereby 

making him a more accessible model for behaviour, but also show him to be an even greater hero 

than Geoffrey’s Arthur, through the development of Arthur as a self-aware figure who actively 

desires nobility and glory.  

 Although Arthur can be viewed as a hero within the context of Geoffrey and Wace’s 

texts, his character and tradition need further development before he can be truly seen as an 

equal to such figures as Caesar, Charlemagne, or Alexander the Great. Of course, this thesis is 

not intended as a complete survey of Arthur’s development as a hero, but rather as an initial 

exploration intended to lay the foundation for Arthur’s heroic development. As Alan Lupack 

says, ‘part of Geoffrey’s significance lies in his elaboration upon this earlier material, a process 
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that paved the way for the development of a romance tradition at the same time that it added 

vitality, though not historical accuracy, to the chronicle tradition.’864 Although this thesis does 

not engage with much of the pre-Galfridean Arthurian tradition, Lupack’s acknowledgment of 

Geoffrey’s debt to these earlier authors and storytellers demonstrates how the narrative of Arthur 

develops. Geoffrey builds upon his sources just as Wace expands upon Geoffrey’s text, thereby 

fostering a literary tradition that is fundamental for Arthur’s status as hero. There are two near 

contemporary authors who are critical for the development of the Arthurian tradition: Layamon 

and Chrétien de Troyes. In building upon Geoffrey and Wace’s character, these two authors 

continue to develop Arthur’s heroism, primarily through the Arthurian community, and therefore 

are a contributing factor to Arthur’s place as a hero on the world stage.  

  Arthur does not become a hero because of one virtue, one action, or one text. Although 

this thesis focuses primarily on the first two texts that put him on this path, it is an amalgamation 

of authors and texts over the course of several hundred years that enable him to become a great 

hero. Geoffrey’s Historia is of special significance in this journey, though, because he is the first 

author to significantly expand upon Arthur’s virtues and to make him a heroic figure in the 

context of the history of Britain. Wace’s Brut is also of significance because not only does he 

expand upon Arthur’s virtues by providing insight into Arthur’s inner world, but he also begins a 

true literary tradition for Arthur. The establishment of a literary tradition is essential for Arthur’s 

status as a hero because it enables him to continue evolving and growing his virtues, and keeps 

him present in contemporary minds. This then allows authors like Layamon and Chrétien de 

Troyes to continue writing his story, because it has already proved popular. Through 

demonstrating the virtues of prowess and generosity, in proving himself superior to his 

predecessors, and through the literary tradition enabled by Geoffrey and Wace, this thesis shows 

how Arthur is developed as a hero in the context of the twelfth century. He is a hero for the 

Anglo-Normans, to give them a history in Briton, but he also becomes a hero on the world stage, 

through Geoffrey’s use of classical and Biblical sources. Although Geoffrey and Wace could not 

have known the consequences of their writing, they are nevertheless responsible for enabling 

Arthur to become a hero both for the Anglo-Normans but also in an international pantheon.  
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