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INTRODUCTION

R. R. Davies

The essays published in this volume consist, in a revised form, of eight of the ten papers delivered at a Colloquium held at Gregynog Hall, Newtown, Powys in September 1986. Since collections of this kind often appear to be miscellaneous, not to say ramshackle, in character, it may be as well to try to explain briefly the raison behind the Colloquium and, thereby, the volume. The first aim may be broadly characterised as fraternal and comparative. Historians in England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales work very considerably, though not exclusively, within the historiographical traditions of their respective countries; they tend to write for, and to discuss with, fellow historians working within the same tradition. For example, it has been unusual, at least until fairly recently, for historians of medieval England to feel obliged to learn in any depth about the histories of Ireland, Scotland and Wales, except possibly at those moments when they impinge on the history of England (and then their comments sometimes reveal an outdated simplicity which they would be the first to deplore within their own subject). Historians of medieval Ireland — and the same is true of Scotland and Wales — have often likewise given the impression that they wish to conduct a dialogue only with themselves and seem to have felt unwilling or unable to communicate the fascination and significance of their subject to a wider historical audience. Fortunately there have been signs of a shift away from such isolationist habits in recent years. This volume hopes to promote that shift further. There are few more salutary intellectual exercises than being asked to explain and defend one’s academic position and pursuits to an ‘outsider’. Opening windows into other people’s gardens might help us to notice issues which have been undercultivated in ours — or neglected in theirs. It might also prompt comparisons, connections and contrasts which might not occur to us by gazing exclusively and introspectively at our own patch. That, surely, is one important way in which a historiographical tradition might grow and change direction.

The second aim of the Colloquium and the volume may be described as integrative. For a variety of reasons, deeply embedded inter alia in intellectual training and academic divisions, the history of the British Isles has generally been fractured into the discrete histories of its four constituent countries. It is not difficult to understand or indeed to defend such a practice (Davies, p. 10).1 Nevertheless in the study of the medieval period it is an approach which can lead to the erection of artificial, distorting and sometimes anachronistic divisions. Scholars of the early medieval period, perhaps understandably, have been among the first to recognise as much. Tribute should also be paid in this respect to the approach and achievements of Sir Maurice Powicke in an earlier generation. Within the covers of his volume in the Oxford History of England (1953) — a series whose unrepentant Englishness was later to be defended with impish pugnacity by A. J. P. Taylor2 — he not only included masterly chapters on Ireland, Scotland and Wales (and he could have hardly avoided doing so for the thirteenth century, at once a more intensely ‘English’ century than its predecessors and arguably the ‘British’ century par excellence, at least in prospect, in the middle ages (Davies, pp. 21–3)), but also communicated some of the ‘density’ of those supra-national ‘layers’ to which Robin Frame (p. 143) refers. Powicke had few immediate followers; but later John Le Patourel showed triumphantly how the dynamic and character of Norman expansion could be better grasped by taking the whole of Britain, and indeed beyond, as the field of his study (Davies, p.12; Frame, p. 142). More recently still, Geoffrey Barrow has shown what insights are to be gained by following the trail of Anglo-Norman settlers in Scotland back to their points of provenance in England and thence often back to the continent, while for a later period Keith Stringer and others have reintegrated the histories of aristocratic families hitherto too often unceremoniously bisected at the Anglo-Scottish border.3 Such a ‘British’ approach does not necessarily have validity for all subjects or all periods, and it is at best complementary, not alternative, to approaches on national lines; but it is in the belief that it is an approach well worth exploring further that this volume was conceived.



Such were the twin aims which informed the Colloquium. Matching vision to reality is never an easy business; it is doubly difficult when a deliberately motley group of scholars — whose commitment to the vision, may, understandably, vary from the enthusiastic to the sceptical — is involved. One may however suggest, tentatively, that perhaps some avenues are opened by the essays in this volume. Thus Huw Pryce, in an essay with a deliberately provocative title, shows how the Welsh church in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries can be better understood by looking at it through the spectacles of recent Irish scholarship on the Irish church. As he points out (p. 29), the concept of a ‘Celtic church’ has taken a drubbing of late from historians anxious to get away from misleading stock images of ‘Celtic’ institutions; but this assault in no way undermines the fact that there are many similarities in organisation and practices between the early medieval Welsh and Irish churches and particularly so in their relationship to their respective social, economic and political environments. Irish analogies help greatly to eke out the exiguousness of the Welsh evidence and enable us to make better sense of the fossilised remains of Welsh practice — such as portionary churches and lay abbacies. The Irish evidence has the further advantage of showing how a native church responded to the challenge of reforming ideas and indeed generated its own reform movement prior to the coming of the Anglo-Normans. It thereby allows Huw Pryce to focus our attention clearly on the issue of the link between eccelesiastical renewal and alien domination. Was the transformation of the church in Wales in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries merely or mainly a consequence of the Anglo-Norman conquest, as so much of the contemporary evidence (overwhelmingly Anglo-Norman in its provenance) suggests? It is not the least of the advantages of the comparative approach that it alerts us to the inbuilt bias of our evidence and allows us to redress some of that bias, if only by the use of analogy.

Much the same may be said of political structures and relationships, even if some of the issues are posed more indirectly here. In terms of political structures the stark contrast witiiin the British Isles in the middle ages lay between the remarkably unified and monarchically-controlled kingdoms of England and Scotland on the one hand and the fragmented and often feud-ridden native polities of Ireland and Wales on the other. In its essence it was a contrast which long predated the coming of the Normans to Britain; but it was also in many respects reinforced by their coming and by the nature and chronology of their penetration. It is true that Irish historians have emphasised of late the transformation that native Irish society and politics were undergoing in the post-Viking period, have spoken of ‘the birth pangs of a new feudalism’ and of the development of ‘power-based territorial lordships which bear striking resemblance to the feudal kingdoms of Europe’, and have characterised rulers such as Turlogh O’Connor (Toirrdelbach Ó Conchobhair) of Connacht 1106–56 and Dermot Mac Murrough (Diarmait Mac Murchadha) of Leinster 1126–71 as ruthless modernisers.4 It is also true that the native prindpalities of Wales (especially Gwynedd) underwent profound changes in the twelfth and especially the thirteenth century and were aspiring to a measure of political cohesion and institutional and hierarchical control such as hitherto had never been known in Wales.5 Nevertheless the contrasts with the political structures of England and Scotland remain striking: the units of political power and control were still relatively small and vulnerable; overkingdoms could be dismantled as quickly as they were assembled; and inter-dynastic conflict and segmentary competition within dynasties remained the common coin of native politics.

The search for an explanation of this contrast would entail a comparative investigation of political structure and economic development — and the relationship between the two — in the four countries. But one specific explanation which has frequently been advanced relates to succession practices to kingship in native Ireland and Wales. It is this issue, as it relates to Wales in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, that Beverley Smith brings under his searchlight. He shows Welsh princely dynasties trying hard to cope with the problems of ordered succession — through the prior designation of a successor, through notions of the impartibility of the kingdom, and through developing concepts of the dependent status of apanages for cadets and other members of royal dynasties. Such efforts are matched in Ireland by, for example, the attempts of the O’Connors of Connacht to secure the tenure of their kingdom by barony (with the implication of primogenitary succession, Lydon p. 56) and in Scotland by the adoption of similar succession practices among the aristocratic families of the north and west (Grant, p. 129). Nor was the evolution of firm succession rules and unitary descent a development confined to the ‘Celtic’ backwaters of northern and western Europe. Historians of France and England in the eleventh and twelfth centuries have of late directed a great deal of attention to the questions of lignage and heritage, to the evolution and definition of succession practices, and to the link between such practices and the nature of power structures — principally at monarchical and aristocratic level, but also in society at large.6 It is possible (and necessary), therefore, to locate the issues raised by succession practices in Wales and Ireland on a much broader geographical and historical canvas instead of regarding them as characteristic and unchanging ‘Celtic’ usages to be contrasted with some equally timeless ‘European’ norm. Dispersing some of the mist surrounding so-called ‘Celtic’ institutions and practices and placing Welsh and Irish evidence in a European context might be not the least advantage of a comparative approach.

Yet that is only to push the search for an explanation of contrasting political structures one stage further back. Why was it that the succession practices to which Welsh and Irish7 rulers aspired took only a fitful, uncertain and rather delayed hola in practice, whereas they became fairly firmly ensconced in monoarchical and aristocratic societies in England and much Scotland at an early date? The answer doubtless lies in a variety of reasons woven into the very texture of those societies — the impact of the custom of partibility with regard to general land inheritance (Smith, p. 65), the forcefulness or otherwise of individuals — recognised in the Irish saying feabth la flaith (power taking precedence over primogeniture),8 — the accidents of birth and death, the measure of calculated destabilisation from outside (whether by other native dynasties or by Anglo-Norman kings and nobles), and the absence in a politically fragmented and economically under-developed society of a sufficiently strong power base to enable one candidate and his descendants to impose their will over other contenders and segments for more than a generation. In other words succession practices (as opposed to theory) reflect political instability as much as they cause it.9 To ask questions about succession habits and political friction in Wales and Ireland is, therefore, ultimately also to pose questions, by way of contrast, about political consolidation and state formation in England and Scotland. The strength of the latter demands an explanation as much as does the frailty of the former.

Political instability may have been chronic in Wales and Ireland, but kingdoms which apparently enjoyed an advanced measure of political unity and institutional maturity were not immune from it. Scotland’s history is particularly instructive in this respect. Its precocious unity is, as A. A. M. Duncan has pointed out, one of the most remarkable but overlooked features of early medieval history.10 How that early unity was achieved is largely shrouded in the mystery of inadequate evidence; some of the painfully slow and uncertain ways it had to be defended and furthered are examined in Alexander Grant’s essay on the MacDonald lords of the Isles. The story might be considered simply as that of an ‘overmighty’ aristocratic family exploiting its power and its distance from the lowland heartland of the Scottish kingdom to strike an occasional independent stance and to throw its weight about. But for the purposes of the present volume the episode has a further interest. At one level the success of the Macdonalds ‘in pursuing the expansionist dynamic of Celtic kin-based society during most of the late middle ages’ (Grant, p. 132) and coming ‘very close’ to creating ‘an unitary “state” of the Isles’ (Grant, p. 134) merits close attention. Such an achievement is of particular interest to students of Wales and Ireland in prompting them to wonder under what conditions the native dynasties of those countries could have travelled down the same road. At another level, the episode draws attention to the complex nature of the relationship between the crown and regionalised power-structures in a kingdom where, it has been observed, ‘aristocratic and regional rivalries never lay far beneath the surface’,11 and makes the achievement of the Scottish kings in keeping ultimate authority over ‘a hybrid country’ (Grant, p. 119) all the more remarkable. There are surely questions to be pondered here, and not just by Scottish historians.

The attempt of the princes of Gwynedd to try to win a similar mastery over native Wales (pura Wallia) eventually foundered on their relationship with the English crown. It is that relationship which James Lydon examines, comparing and contrasting it with that of the English crown with the O’Connor dynasty of Connacht. Parallels there are in abundance, not least in the way the English crown exploited fissures within and between native dynasties and cast itself in the rôle of upholder of native custom to suit its own purposes (cf. Smith, p. 74). Native rulers were caught in a quandary: formal recognition by the English crown might help to bolster their position against local rivals and even against Anglo-Norman barons; feudal dependence — such as Cathal Crobderg 1189–1224 desperately sought, even at an outrageous price (Lydon, p. 56) — might give them a recognised title to their kingdoms and the prospect of hereditary succession. But they deluded themselves and were deluded; such security was no more than a temporary episode in the fast-changing world of power politics. Neither a charter from the English king nor a promise of no disseisin ‘without judgement of our court’ nor social visits to the king’s court nor service in his army could save the O’Connors from the humiliation of systematic dispossession. Homage likewise was no salvation for the prince of Gwynedd; ultimately it reduced the prince to the status of ‘one of the greater among the other magnates of our kingdom’12 and provided ample opportunities and pretexts for draining his authority from him. There is no need necessarily to resort to charges of bad faith here. As Lydon points out (pp. 54–5), the assumptions of what native rulers envisaged by protection and overlordship were at variance with the structure of authority and power increasingly acceptable to the English government in the thirteenth century. There was an inexorable quality about the intensification of English authority; studying that authority in operation in Gwynedd and Connacht is an instructive comparative exercise.

In the case of Gwynedd Welsh law became, especially in the years 1277–82, one of the strongest symbols of Welsh identity; its defence came to be equated with the defence of Welsh independence (Lydon, p. 49). Nowhere, perhaps, does the contrast between Wales and Ireland on the one hand and Scotland on the other hand stand out more clearly than with respect to law. As David Sellar emphasises, the common law of Scotland (like so many other features of the kingdom’s governmental institutions) was founded ‘on the Anglo-Norman model’ (Sellar, p. 86); it was the product of ‘willing borrowing and adaptation’ (Sellar, p. 87), not of imposition. What is true of law applies in general: the Anglo-Normans came to Scotland by royal invitation or consent and were assimilated into, and profoundly influenced, Scottish society in the south and east. In Wales and Ireland, on the other hand, they came largely as military conquerors and uninvited settlers; they brought their own law with them, but on the whole reserved it for their own use or for the areas they brought under their domination. Irish law, it is true, eventually borrowed some ideas and practices from English common law, and in the march of Wales a truly hybrid Anglo-Welsh law developed;13 but on the whole what is striking, in contrast with Scotland, is the resilience of native law in Ireland and Wales and the readiness of the Anglo-Normans to respect, however grudgingly, its status within native society. The diffusion of Anglo-Norman or English common law within the British Isles is indeed one of the most striking testimonies to the cultural impact of the Anglo-Norman advance; but equally the limits of its diffusion — a limit which may well have been in part self-imposed, as the Irish experience of 1277 suggests (Lydon, p. 52) — are also a broad guide to the limits of conquest, settlement and assimilation. The contrast between Scotland’s Regiam Majestatem (Sellar, p. 85) and the thirteenth-century Latin and vernacular versions of Welsh law, cyfraith Hywel, makes the point with forceful, if exaggerated, immediacy; they are literally worlds apart. But the interest of the evolution of Scottish common law for this volume does not end there. As Mr. Sellar shows, the way in which early features of Anglo-Norman law survived in fossilised form within it and the growing divergences in some of its practices from those of English common law are hugely instructive and suggestive. The instruction and the suggestiveness are surely as valuable for those who wish to understand how and why England’s common law developed as it did from the age of Glanvill onwards as they are for the students of Scots law.

The remarkable diffusion of English common law — already penetrating deeply into Scotland and the Anglo-Norman parts of Wales and Ireland by 1200, formally decreed for the lordship of Ireland by charter in 1210,14 and imposed (with considerable limitations) on the most recently conquered parts of Wales by statute in 1284 — is one way in which the advance of English (or Anglo-Norman) supremacy and influence over a substantial part of the British Isles can be measured. English royal authority in the eleventh century, it has been remarked, was already ‘conceived of in English clerical circles as “imperial”, conferring lordship over all Britain’.15 Nor were the English alone in thinking in such terms: the Welsh still dreamed of recovering ‘the sovereignty of Britain’ and of the crowning of their prince in London. The Scots may have cherished no such fond illusions; but their links with Ireland — between greater and lesser Scotia, as the Irish Remonstrance of 1317 put it rather insensitively (Duncan, p. 110) — were old and evocative and were reinforced by new aristocratic connections in the thirteenth century (Duncan, p. 101). But it was Edward Brace’s invasion of Ireland in 1315 and the prospect that it might be followed by a Scottish expedition to rouse the disaffected Welsh into action — an episode closely scrutinised by A. A. M. Duncan — which showed that the Scots were capable of using the whole of the British Isles as the stage on which to conduct their policy of embarrassing the English and of bringing them to the negotiating table. Some of the propaganda produced by the episode — or such of it as can withstand the charge of forgery (Duncan, pp. 111–12) — made much of the ‘common language and way of life’ of the Scots and Irish, of ‘innate freedom’, of the common descent of Scots and Welsh, and of the common experience of servitude under a Saxon yoke. The pan-Celtic ideology, reaching its zenith with a vision of Britain (Britannia) being divided equally between the Britons (i.e. the Welsh) and the Scots,16 may have been ‘never more than convenient rhetoric’ (Duncan, p. 115), but at least it provided an alternative view to the English assumption that the English nation was now identical with the British (Davies, p. 11).

The events of 1315–8 and to a lesser extent 1327–8 have a naturally ‘all Britain’ dimension; even the English government recognised that. For the most part, however, the English were able to deal with the situations in Ireland, Wales and Scotland separately. This, reinforced by the firm national boundaries created by historiographical traditions, has given historians licence to deal with the histories of the four countries discretely. The price paid for such an approach, as Robin Frame shows, is not inconsiderable, especially in terms of the aristocracy and its dependants. The powerful links which bound some members of the aristocracies of England, Scotland and English Ireland are artificially severed; the continuum from an apparently ‘local’ incident (such as Hugh de Lacy’s attempt to recover his lands in Ireland) to its ‘central’ repercussions and dimension is overlooked; the density of the ties between aristocratic families or the ‘multi-layered’ (Frame, p. 143) aspect of a crisis such as that of 1223–4 are under-rated or ignored. National hindsight (influenced in particular by knowledge of what happened from the late-thirteenth century onwards) clouds our appreciation of the ‘single political dynamic’ (Frame, p. 151) which to some extent informed Anglo-Norman enterprise throughout the British Isles and of ‘an area of compatible custom embracing the upper levels of society from the Tay to Cork and the Isle of Wight’ (Frame, p. 152).

With such bold and exciting claims the theme of this introduction may be said to have come full circle. The essays in the volume are, and are meant to be, exploratory or introductory. Some are more programmatic than others; some approach the task of drawing contrasts, comparisons and connections tangentially rather than directly. Nor will it escape attention that there is no essay on England as such and that the glimpses of England are caught through Irish, Scottish and Welsh spectacles. A history of the British Isles which demoted England in this fashion would be as hopelessly flawed as were those books on ‘British’ history (on which many of us were reared) which treated Scotland, Ireland and Wales as peripheral appendages, metaphorically and literally, to the history of England. Nevertheless if what has been called ‘a curiously malign tradition of insularity among English and Scottish historians’17 — a charge from which Welsh and Irish historians are not exempt — is to be challenged, we need, in Robin Frame’s word (p. 154), both to ‘look over the partition walls’ and ‘to do some thinking about the design of the building itself’. That ultimately is the apologia for this volume.18

NOTES

  1. Page reference in brackets in this Introduction refer to the chapters of the present volume as indicated by the author’s name.

  2. A. J. P. Taylor, English History 1914–45 (Oxford, 1965), ii: ‘Where the Welsh, the Scotch, the Irish, or the British overseas have the same history as the English, my book includes them also’.

  3. K. J. Stringer, Earl David of Huntingdon, 1152–1219: A Study in Anglo-Scottish History (Edinburgh, 1985); Essays on the Nobility of Medieval Scotland, ed. K. J. Stringer (Edinburgh, 1985), especially the essays by Geoffrey Stell, G. G. Simpson and K. J. Stringer.

  4. For the most recent survey see F. J. Byrne’s chapter in NHI, II. The quotations are taken from ibid., 10 and D. Ó Corráin, Ireland before the Normans (Dublin, 1972), 32.

  5. See J. Beverley Smith, Llywelyn ap Gruffudd. Tywysog Cymru (Cardiff, 1986), esp. chapters I and VI; R. R. Davies, Conquest, Coexistence and Change. Wales 1063–1415 (Oxford, 1987), 80–1, 213–7, 244–7, 252–66, 314–20.

  6. The pioneer work here is the essays of Georges Duby, Hommes et Structures au moyen âge (Paris, 1973). For England various studies by J. C. Holt are of seminal importance, esp. ‘Politics and Property in early medieval England’, Past and Present, 57 (1972), 3–52; ‘Feudal Society and the Family in early medieval England’, TRHS 5th series, 32–35 (1982–5). For early medieval Europe Ian Wood’s essay in Early Medieval Kingship, ed. P. H. Sawyer and I. N. Wood (Leeds, 1977) is very suggestive. For a more general discussion of the issues see Family and Inheritance. Rural Society in Western Europe 1200–1800, ed. J. Goody, J. Thirsk and E. P. Thompson (Cambridge, 1976).
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1

IN PRAISE OF BRITISH HISTORY*

R. R. Davies

British History1 has been much in the air of late; but it still seems strangely reluctant to come down to earth. It was provided with powerful theoretical foundations some ten years or so ago by J. G. A. Pocock with his plea for British history as ‘a new subject’ and in particular for ‘a pluralist and multi-cultural perception of British history’.2 The ground for such a new subject had in fact already been cleared by the effective collapse, from the 1960s onwards, of the belief in uniqueness and continuity of English history (especially English political and constitutional history) as the natural backbone of history syllabuses at British universities. The tide seemed, and seems, to flow British history’s way: the titles of university courses and at least one chair of history have been hurriedly and almost furtively changed from ‘English’ to ‘British’; the historical surveys and encyclopaedias which flood the market forswear the anglocentric approach as if it were some recently discovered academic malaise; while the topic for consideration at the 1986 Past and Present conference was nothing less, or other, than ‘British History: Past, Present — and Future?’. As British history becomes à la mode, so the crisis within English history itself apparently deepens, with attacks on its southern bias and Westminster orientation and onslaughts on some of its most cherished labels and chronological divisions.3

Yet British history has not in truth arrived. The programmatic rhetoric, as is usual in these matters, has been more impressive than the practical achievement. Labels have been changed, but very rarely the ingredients or the contents. The handbooks which proudly proclaim their intention to deal with the history of Great Britain and Ireland as one almost invariably turn out, on closer inspection, to be rather spatchcocked assemblages (with the contributions on the early medieval period as often the one outstanding and significant exception).4 One might conclude cynically, that British history — rather like other vogue words of historical rejuvenation such as ‘the new history’ or ‘histaire totale’ — belongs to the rhetoric of historians’ aspirations rather than to the realities of historical writing and teaching. Equally, one might be tempted to wonder rather sourly whether ‘British history’ is the mea culpa phrase of English historians anxious to confess their anglocentricity without performing practical penance for it — or indeed seeing the need to do so, since Irish, Scottish and Welsh historians seem so often intent on cultivating their own corners, rather than communicating with a wider historical world.

But there are other less cynical and intellectually more important reasons why the victory of British history is unlikely to be — or indeed should be — complete. Three such reasons may be briefly rehearsed here. First, even within the context of British history the defence of an England-centred historiographical approach can be robustly, if not eventually convincingly, argued. Since one major theme of British history during the last millennium has been that of the imposition of English political, economic and cultural hegemony, it is inevitable and indeed proper that much of that history should have an anglocentric quality and flavour.5 Secondly, England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales are not necessarily more artificial and less appropriate units than are the British Isles for many purposes of historical description and analysis. They are, after all, units with a sense of their own geographical and/or historical identity of greater or lesser antiquity; their respective peoples have, to a greater or lesser degree and at different times and with more or less conviction or success, cultivated their identities as separate peoples. I see, therefore, no reason or prospect why English, Irish, Scottish or Welsh history as categories should wither away. Finally, it would be ironic — though by no means without precedent in the history of historiography — if one set of rigidities, those inherent in a nation-centred historiography, was replaced by another, that of seeking to impose a specious uniformity on the diversities and contrasts of the histories of the peoples of Britain in the name of a ‘new subject’ of British history. The history of English Ireland provides an instructive example. The ties, ranging from governmental imitation and dependence to political affection, between English Ireland and England itself were profound and important; the occasional references to ‘the unity of the king’s lands’ and to the need to eradicate ‘diversity’ and prevent ‘degeneracy’ are testimony enough to that truism.6 It is also certainly true that many of the governmental problems which confronted English rulers in Ireland can be paralleled elsewhere in the king of England’s dominions, including within England itself.7 Yet medieval Ireland, even English Ireland, was not ‘a smaller England across the channel’. English officials newly arrived at Dublin might have thought that it was, or should be, so; it was part of their education, often painful, to learn otherwise.8 Historians in their pursuit of the goal of British history should not forget the lesson so taught.

With these important qualifications in mind, it still seems to me worthwhile to explore some of the ways in which a ‘British history’ approach, in more than a token fashion, might enrich our understanding of the medieval past of these islands from about 1100. Medieval men themselves were certainly familiar enough with the concept of Britain. Grounded as the term was in memories of the glory of the Roman past, it quickly became part of the political mythology of Anglo-Saxon England. Bretwalda, Britain-ruler as the phrase should probably be translated, was the title that powerful early rulers in Anglo-Saxon England assumed (or were given by ecclesiastics); and it was in pursuit of the same ideology that some of their successors in the tenth century adopted even more pretentious titles such as ‘emperor’, ‘basileus’ or ‘king of the whole of Britain’.9 It was as ‘primate of all Britain’ (totius Britanniae primas) that the early Norman archbishops of Canterbury extended their jurisdictional claims to some of the sees of Ireland.10 In the early twelfth century Geoffrey of Monmouth gave the concept a marvellous new lease of life and a luxuriant historiography in his History of the Kings of Britain. So long as the Normans and Angevins were preoccupied on the continent, Geoffrey’s History might have had primarily an entertainment and literary value;11 but once the kings of England lost their northern French lands and concentrated on intensifying farther their overlordship within Britain, its message might acquire a more immediately practical and political appeal. Edward I, Arthurian enthusiast that he was,12 certainly seized upon the importance of ideology and symbols in his exercise of mastery. His triumph over Llywelyn ap Gruffudd in 1282 was particularly satisfying, since it gave the lie to the age-old Welsh prophecy that their prince would one day recover the sovereignty of Britain and be crowned in London.13 With Llywelyn’s head stuck on an iron spike and crowned with ivy in the Tower of London, Edward I was now the residuary legatee of that prophecy. It was in a triumphal round table at Nefyn in July 1284 that he celebrated his victory. When he turned his attention to Scotland, it was, of course, on the conquest of Britain by Brutus of Troy that he eventually based his historical claim to lordship. His removal of the historical and religious regalia of Wales and Scotland in 1283 and 1296 respectively was a calculated attempt to obliterate the symbols of communal memory and past independence and thereby to appropriate to himself and his dynasty the exclusive claim to the rulership of Britain. There is a poignant appropriateness in the fact that Edward I took the premier Welsh religious relic, Y Groes Naid, with him on his triumphal progress through Scotland in 1296 and that it was on that relic that Bishop Wishart was forced to swear fealty to the king.14 Britain might rarely figure as such in the political propaganda of English medieval kings thereafter; but if challenged, their spokesmen immediately took it for granted that the equation of England and Britain was now self-evident — natio anglicana sive britannica as it was succinctly defined several times at the council of Constance.15

But it is not in the realm of mythology and propaganda alone that the concept of Britain has a contemporary appropriateness. It was in terms of the ultimate lordship of Britain, rather than of England, that practical political ambitions were often conceived, even if the term itself was rarely used. That had certainly been so periodically in the Anglo-Saxon period; but for present purposes we need go no further back than Edward the Confessor. ‘He governed the Welshmen’, wrote his obituarist of him, ‘… ruled Britons and Scots, Angles and Saxons, his eager soldiers.’16 The encomium was doubtless inflated, but it is an eloquent comment on the ambitions and pretensions of the late Old English monarchy. The Normans inherited those pretensions and quickly gave them a precise content. The arc of William the Conqueror’s ambitions and the reach of his power are quickly indicated by recalling that he was at Abernethy in 1072 and St. David’s in 1081, granted north and south Wales out to farm to a Norman adventurer and a Welsh prince respectively, and could even (according to the Anglo-Saxon chronicler) have easily conquered Ireland.17 His ecclesiastical lieutenants were no whit less ambitious: by 1072 the archbishop of York had asserted an ecclesiastical primacy extending ‘to the farthest limits of Scotland’ and in 1074 Lanfranc consecrated a new bishop of Dublin.18 The Norman barons, of course, quickly followed suit, with or without permission or invitation: by the 1090s they had established castles in the farthest corners of Wales, in Pembroke and on Anglesey, and within a few years Arnulf of Montgomery was already casting greedy marital and territorial glances from Pembroke towards Ireland.

This was no flash in the pan. The whole of Britain was and remained a fair target for the ambition and acquisitiveness of the Normans. The nature of that ambition, the kind of lordship — ranging from direct governance to loose superioritas — which they might exercise, and the degree of success which they enjoyed varied greatly from period to period and place to place, not least in proportion to their preoccupations elsewhere; but their ambition remained the imposition of lordship and the exercise of power within any part of Britain, or for that matter Europe, where it was feasible. Needless to say, the Normans were not impeded by so-called national boundaries or constitutional niceties or by a lack of precision or legitimacy in their claims. Thus, Henry I had no hesitation in addressing his writs ‘to all faithful French and English and all the Welsh of the whole of England or Wales’ or in granting liberties throughout Wales as well as England, just as Gilbert Marshal a century or so later addressed his writs to all his ‘French, English, Welsh and Irish lieges’ and promised not to harbour specified persons in his lands in ‘England, Wales, Ireland or Scotland’.19 It was this limitless acquisitiveness of the Normans and the basic ‘unity among their lands and lordships’ within and without Britain which John Le Patourel was at such pains to emphasise and elucidate.20 It is that very ‘unity’ which the national categories of our historiography are occasionally in danger of fracturing.

Likewise historical hindsight — which allows us to know beforehand how relationships developed in the thirteenth century — and the convenient national labels of ‘England’, ‘Scotland’ and ‘Wales’ tempt us to categorise the relationships between the centres of political power in Britain in ways which may be anachronistic and oversimplified. Our tendency is to construe those relationships in ‘national’ and ‘inter-national’ terms, as Anglo-Welsh, Anglo-Irish and, more understandably, Anglo-Scottish relations; to try to define them legalistically in feudal terms, especially from the 1170s onwards, as they are increasingly expressed in documents; and to assume that the feudal terminology, in which the relationships are cast, is static and can be interpreted in the light of the more ample documentation and bitter struggles of the late-thirteenth century. Such an approach underrates the personal, elastic and often transient relationships between client rulers and overlords. Equally, it can overlook the fact that the character of such relationships can change substantially, though the language and format in which they are expressed seem to remain broadly the same. It is also in danger of mistaking the euphemisms of feudal terminology for the realities of political power. As Georges Duby has commented in another context, the feudal bond does no more than structure existing relationships of power and dependence, without modifying them.21 Behind its bland and ambiguous formulae lay the actualities of Realpolitik. Contemporaries said as much on occasion: William of Newburgh did not mince his words when he explained that Malcolm IV yielded to Henry II in 1157, ‘prudently judging that in this matter the king of England had the better case because of the strength of his resources’; while almost a century later the English barons were even more blunt in their bragging: ‘England’, they said, ‘was powerful enough to wipe out Scotland without the help’ of others.22 Boasting apart, the truth, of course, was that the nature of the relationships varied according to political circumstances, not feudal theory or even formal treaties. Thus both the native principalities of Wales and the kingdom of Scotland had good reason to know in the 1240s and 1250s what English tutelage could mean without any change, other than a closer definition, in the language of formal relationships. What was happening — as had happened earlier and would happen even more dramatically later — was that the king of England was reactivating what has been called his ‘super overlordship’ within Britain,23 as circumstances allowed, opportunities suggested, and his own priorities and preoccupations permitted. Recognising as much might prompt us to express less surprise and rather less moral outrage when we come to the activities of Edward I. Lowering historical blood pressure might be one of the benefits of adopting a ‘British history’ approach.

Edward I himself had not a moment’s hesitation that his claims were just; in that respect at least Sir Maurice Powicke’s apologia for him cannot be challenged. Arthurian fantasies apart, his claims and his power extended to almost every corner of Britain.24 The burgesses of Berwick, in the fawning manner of civic oligarchies, made the point in 1294: the king was by divine providence ruler of the three realms of England, Scotland and Ireland (Wales, of course, being subsumed under England). Edward would not have dissented. Towards the end of his reign he spoke of the need ‘to improve the state of our entire dominion’ and in pursuit of that ambition dispatched certain statutes ‘to be observed henceforth in England, Ireland, Wales and Scotland’.25 Edward’s ambitions and priorities were, of course, European rather than exclusively British in their scope; but within the British Isles he took — and had the opportunity to take — the claim of English overlordship further than any of his predecessors. His successors, it is true, did not share his opportunities or ambitions to the same degree. Yet there remained a recognition that all those in Britain who accepted the king’s authority shared a common bond; they were the king’s subjects. That recognition emerged, for example, in the specific exemption of men and women born in Ireland, Wales and the Channel Islands from the subsidy on alien households in 1443.26

A ‘British’ perspective might bring other aspects of the histories of these centuries into a more rounded focus. The great wave of colonisation which accompanied and followed the Norman conquest of England did not suddenly stop at England’s boundaries. It flowed strongly for another century and a half or more, overwhelming much of lowland Wales, Ireland and Scotland and transforming the composition of the population and the whole social and economic, and thereby political, configuration of these areas. This phenomenon, which has been the subject of some pioneering studies of late,27 needs to be studied as a whole, for the ripples in one area such as Cleveland or Somerset or the west country had an impact far away — in Clydesdale or Gower or Leinster. In parts of coastal Wales and southern and eastern Ireland it brought into being large enclaves of solidly and aggressively English communities. By almost any measuring rod that we care to use — language, customs, law, culture, agriculture, political affiliation and so forth — the societies of much of lowland Gwent, Glamorgan, Gower and Pembroke and of the east coast of southern Ireland, the inland counties of Leinster, south Tipperary, Waterford and even parts of Cork and Limerick in the late thirteenth century had more in common with English county society than with native Welsh or Irish society.

In any discussion of English power and society in Britain it is surely blinkered to overlook these communities. They called themselves English, Anglici, and were so called by others; they cultivated a corporate identity as ‘the English community of Glamorgan’ or ‘the English people of the county of Pembroke’; they exploited their privileges as ‘the English burgesses of the English boroughs’ and as ‘the English nation’ or ‘English liege people’ in Ireland.28 Even when they took on some of the colour and habits of their Irish and Welsh habitats, they rarely surrendered their English identity or changed their ultimate political allegiance or affection.29 For such communities, and even for native Irish or Welsh communities which had to come to terms with English lordship, the king of England’s dominions formed the arena of their enterprise and activity, service and sentiment. Thus the citizens of Dublin could recall how their ships, victuals and goods had been granted, and commandeered, for the king’s enterprise in Wales, Gascony or Scotland, just as Gronw Llwyd of Nantconwy could cite a long family record of service in the king’s wars, including the death of one brother at Stirling Bridge, in his plea for a due reward.30 When John Clyn wrote his chronicle at Kilkenny in the mid-fourteenth century he extolled the Scottish and continental successes of Edward III, just as Iolo Goch in north Wales later in the century used traditional Welsh verse forms to exult in the glories of Edward Ill’s victories or in the pretensions of the young Roger Mortimer.31 Gronw and Iolo were able to identify themselves with an ultimately English political community and to share its aspirations, at however many removes. To overlook the English communities in Wales and Ireland or to ignore the significance of the sentiments expressed by John Clyn and Iolo Goch is to partake in the same kind of insensitivity which English courtiers and administrators showed on occasion in the fourteenth century. It was such insensitivity which precipitated the crisis of identity within the Anglo-Irish community in the fourteenth century; it may likewise have precipitated Owain Glyn Dŵr’s revolt in Wales.
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