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On the cover, from left to right: Lancelot du Lac in a miniature of the 15th century (BNF-Gallica), the Château de Combourg and, in the hallway of this medieval fortress, the coat of arms of the Coëtquen family. Photographs are by the author, all rights reserved.
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The Château de Combourg and Lake Diane
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Each year, the Grail appears illuminated in the cathedral of Dol at midday on the summer solstice, June 21st. Tomb of Thomas James.








The Seigneury of Dol-Combourg


In the middle of the 11th century, a single family ruled over two small neighbouring cities in Brittany: Ginguené (or Junguénée) was the archbishop of Dol-de-Bretagne, at the same time as his young brother Rivallon, first lord of Combourg, was in charge of defending the territory.


Dol and Combourg are situated not far from Mont St-Michel, in a frontier region called the Marches of Brittany, which had the role of defending Armorican territory, frequently challenged in history by the kingdom of France or the Duchy of Normandy.


Today the Château of Combourg is a splendid medieval castle (13th to 15th centuries) attracting many tourists, but at that time it was a simple motte, a raised mound of earth topped by a wooden structure. This military presence also protected Dol, with Rivallon in charge of both places as “standard-bearer of Saint Samson”. Samson, born in Wales, had been the first bishop of Dol and founder of that parish.


Ginguené also had a major role: Dol was then and had been since the 9th century, the archbishopric of all Brittany, the spiritual centre of the duchy. In the 11th century, the cathedral at Dol was pre-Romanesque, replaced in the 13th century by a most beautiful Gothic edifice, a source of pride today, and rightly so, for the inhabitants of Dol.


Rivallon had three sons, Guillaume, Jean and Gilduin. We can see that the family was very pious: the eldest, Guillaume, was abbot of Saint-Florent de Saumur, the significance of which we shall see later on. Jean was to become, like his uncle, archbishop of Dol and founder of the abbey of Saint-Florent-sous-Dol. Finally, the third brother, called Saint Guildin, refused the bishopric of Dol out of humility and died near Chartres. His relics can be found today at Chartres, as well as at Combourg in the Church of Notre-Dame and the chapel at the château.





From Dol to Monmouth: towards the Arthurian legend


The influence of Saint-Florent de Saumur, where Guillaume, son of Rivallon, was abbot, proved to be very important in the region of Dol. Apart from the Abbaye-sous-Dol already mentioned, we can cite the priory of Saint Florent of Brégain at La Boussac. This village situated between Dol and Mont St-Michel was the fief of a noble family related to the lords of Dol-Combourg. We will elaborate later on the details and references of our research: for now, we just mention the foundation of Brégain by Baderon, and that, more surprising, of Saint-Florent de Monmouth by his brother Guihénoc of Dol. How did Wales come to have a priory dependent on Saint-Florent de Saumur?
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Brégain





Rivallon, lord of Combourg, had rather a testy character. He opposed the Duke of Brittany, Conan II, who ordered the siege of Dol. Rivallon appealed for help to Guillaume, Duke of Normandy and future king (William) of England. In 1066 Breton knights accompanied William the Conqueror to Hastings. The new king of England distributed fiefdoms, and that of Monmouth was eventually given to Guihénoc of Dol, who founded the priory of Saint-Florent of Monmouth there. The little Breton town was thus linked to the Welsh town and remained so for several generations, as the title of seigneury was hereditary. So the origins of both the grandson of Baderon, also called Baderon of Monmouth, and Geoffrey, celebrated creator of the Arthurian legend, each born about 1100 go back to Dol. We know besides that the clerics of Saint Florent pursued their cultural exchanges from both sides of the channel.
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The cathedral of Dol (13th century)








Geoffrey of Monmouth invents the Arthurian myth


During the first half of the 12th century, the cleric Geoffrey of Monmouth established the foundations of the myth. He published his History of the Kings of Britain (that is to say Great Britain) in about 1135, and then completed the story in 1148 with The Life of Merlin, both books being produced in Latin. The author was inspired by Welsh and Armorican (La Matière de Bretagne) tales, presenting the context of the Arthurian legend for the first time. Appearing in this History of the Kings of Britain are Arthur, queen Guinevere, the magician Merlin, the fairy Morgane, Samson, the seneschal Kay (Keu or Kai), Yvain, Gauvain (Gawain), celebrated knight of the Round Table, and also, the sword Caliburn (later Excaliber), forged on the mystical island of Avalon.
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