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INTRODUCTION



‘The Age of Arthur’


In the darkest of Dark Ages, Britain stood alone. Barbarian hordes assailed the island. From their beachheads on the eastern coasts they raged across the land. With battering rams they broke down the walls of the Roman cities. They heaped the bodies of the slaughtered Britons in the town squares, giving them no burial save in the bellies of the beasts.


Abandoning the cities, the British threw defences round the ancient forts of their ancestors. Withstanding the flood, they at last fought back against the invaders. Battles, sieges, a generation of campaigns and at last, victory! Though the lowlands had been lost, stable British kingdoms remained in the west and north, and in embattled enclaves amid the alien settlements. Long after, when the darkness lifts a little, we find sources naming their saviour in their darkest hour. Arthur.


This, at least, was the story the Britons told of the end of Roman Britain and the establishment of their Dark Age kingdoms. The poets sang of these realms of adventure, ruled by King Arthur and his knights. Behind these romances could be found legends; behind those, fragments of history. But what lay at their heart? Reality or just the wishful thinking of a later age?


Did King Arthur really exist? If this story is true, we would expect it to be confirmed not just in the written records but by archaeology. Forts and cities, battlefields and burial sites do not just disappear. Surely modern archaeologists would have no difficulty uncovering the truth about King Arthur?


In this volume we will be examining various attempts to pin down this mythical figure to reality. Twentieth-century archaeologists and historians generally thought they had the answer already. Up until the 1970s it was ‘yes’ and archaeology would provide the final definitive proof, or at least corroboration. Since then the academics have answered ‘no’, and no amount of archaeological evidence could possibly alter this.


i. KING ARTHUR’S BRITAIN


[image: image]


From the outside, the question is an odd one. Did Henry VIII exist? Did Queen Victoria? Do history books about them have to start by proving their existence? Arguably Arthur stands equally high in public knowledge of British history, one of the most well known of our monarchs, certainly the most well known of our ‘medieval’ ones, as the 2002 poll of the ‘Greatest Britons’ showed.


Imagine that you were invited to a costume party on the theme of King Arthur. Without much thought, men would dress up in cloak and crown, or more likely knitted ‘chainmail’ and plastic helmet. Women might opt for a long dress with exaggeratedly wide sleeves, a crown or perhaps a headdress like a tall cone with a veil hanging off it. More adventurous guests might choose a wizard’s robe covered with stars and a pointed hat. Pushed for character names, Lancelot, Guinevere and Merlin might crop up. You can imagine that the host might provide a round table, punch mixed in a holy grail and the motif of a sword in a stone might inform the buffet food. Guests might contribute some themed banter about the air speed of a fully laden swallow or strange women lying in ponds distributing swords.


Imagine now that you were invited to a party on the theme of Henry II or Edward I. They were undeniably important monarchs in the medieval history of Britain, but difficult to place visually and without any associated images or themes to make such a party accessible. This is why the question is so emotive and why, outside the contemporary academic world, the answer is still likely to be given as ‘yes’. Arthur is not just any ‘medieval’ monarch. He comes complete with a package of imagery and associations which are widely familiar and entertaining. It is no more conceivable that there wasn’t a real King Arthur than there wasn’t a real Henry VIII.


‘But fained and fables’


It is surprising to realise that scepticism about King Arthur can be traced back to the medieval period with which he is most closely associated. At the very end of the middle ages, in the early 1480s, the first printer in England, William Caxton, was being coaxed into publishing a work on King Arthur. English material for an English market, rather than the classical or French material he had been translating. Caxton professed scepticism: ‘divers men hold opinion that there was no such Arthur and that all such books as been made of him be but fained and fables, because that some chronicles make of him no mention ne remember him nothing.’ Caxton knew that fine and inspiring tales of Arthur existed, tales which could attract and excite an audience, but he considered that their value as improving literature would be compromised if there were no factual basis to them. It is worth mentioning here that Caxton was suggesting that the Arthurian legends were less well founded than those of the Trojan War, the subject of his first book.


Against this, ‘gentlemen’ including ‘one in special’, usually assumed to be Arthurian enthusiast Anthony Woodville, Earl Rivers, argued that Arthur’s existence was supported by ancient chronicles. Moreover there was much physical evidence to confirm his existence:


first ye may see his sepulture in the monastery of Glastonbury … in the abbey of Westminster, at St. Edward’s shrine, remaineth the print of his seal in red wax, closed in beryl … in the castle of Dover ye may see Gawain’s skul and Cradok’s mantle, at Winchester, the Round Table, in other places Lancelot’s sword and many other things … in Wales, in the town of Camelot, the great stones and marvellous works of iron lying under ground, and royal vaults which divers now living hath seen.


Caxton was convinced, or at least convinced that a viable market for Arthurian material existed – he was nothing if not a businessman. In July 1485, he published what would be one of his most celebrated works, the Morte d’Arthur, using translations, adaptations and new material composed by Sir Thomas Malory 14 years before.


Malory told the story of Arthur, according to him a fifth-century King of England, his conquests, the exploits of his knights and his death. Malory took pains to stress that the action took place in the real England, not in a mythical neverland as might be imagined from the French sources. He offered modern equivalents of the romance place names, Camelot was Winchester, Lancelot’s castle Joyous Garde was Alnwick or Bamborough, Astolat was Guildford.


Essentially, these have been the grounds on which King Arthur has been debated ever since. He features in romances, of which the Morte d’Arthur is often seen as the ‘authorised version’, tales of chivalry and adventure, romance, wonder and tragedy which continue to inspire. The tales seem grounded in reality and this lends them an immediacy, an authenticity, beyond that of fantasy. Unfortunately, it remains true that some ‘chronicles’, particularly those historical works closest to the fifth century, make no mention of him, and those that do are steeped in fabulous material. Supporters of a historical Arthur still defend the historical material in which he does appear against these charges, using the supporting evidence of archaeology to confirm the written accounts.


Getting Medieval


The first point to note is the time period in which Arthur is placed. The popular image of King Arthur, informing our choices for the themed party, is that he was a ‘medieval’ monarch. England has a late date for the middle ages, starting in 1066 and ending in 1485 with the Battle of Bosworth, less than two months after the publication of Morte d’Arthur. For most of this period, Arthur was a popular figure in the romances, the upper-class fiction celebrating chivalry and courtly love. The romances, though often nominally set in the past, featured all the best parts of the contemporary lives of their readers and writers. The characters wore the same clothes, lived in the same sort of castles and enjoyed the same recreations as their modern day consumers. When illustrated versions of the tales became the vogue, in the second half of the thirteenth century, Arthur and his court were immortalised in visual form in the fashions of that age. It is from here that the image of knights in armour, flowing robes and pointy hats originated. This was common to all the romances, whether ostensibly about the Trojan War, Alexander the Great, Charlemagne or characters from the Old Testament. The difference with Arthur is that no competing ‘historical’ image was retrieved in the renaissance, leaving him stuck in the middle ages while other historical figures celebrated in romances are now visually assigned to their proper period.


In spite of the anachronism of their portrayals, there is no doubt in the medieval sources that Arthur was a hero from a much earlier epoch. The late thirteenth-century Arthurian enthusiasts Edward I and Eleanor of Castile, who in pictures look very much like archetypal ‘Arthurian’ monarchs, are in fact separated from him in time by seven centuries, as distant as they are from us.


Discovering King Arthur


My journey to uncover the reality of Arthurian Britain begins with the supposed discovery of King Arthur’s body at Glastonbury in 1191. Most of the evidence, however, was found in the last 50 years, when Arthurian sites were subjected to new, scientific archaeology. These have yielded fascinating discoveries, but what they tell us about the legends is less than clear. Whether the evidence was used to confirm or refute the traditional narratives depended more on who uncovered them and when, rather than what they actually found. The historicity of Arthur was ‘deeply contested across the twentieth century’ (Higham 2002: 10). Thus archaeologists in the 1960s and 70s were eager to link the name of Arthur to the sites beneath their spades. These were men who had grown up during an age when war and defence against German invasion had been a commonplace. They interpreted their findings as confirming the written sources, which described the fifth and sixth centuries as a time of desperate warfare as beleaguered Britons resisted the invasion of German barbarians. This approach culminated in the self-proclaimed ‘Quest for Camelot’ – Leslie Alcock’s excavations at South Cadbury hill fort.


Their rivals and successors led a backlash which swept all before it. They poured scorn on the suggestion there had ever been wars of conquest and resistance, let alone a King Arthur to play a leading part. By the 1980s Alcock was publicly repudiating his former beliefs. Tenured academics mocked the fanciful notions of their predecessors. Arthur’s name vanished from the covers of academic literature. The long-awaited reports on Cadbury/Camelot dismissed him altogether. The result of the debate is that, in 1971, Leslie Alcock could entitle his book on British history and archaeology AD 367–634 Arthur’s Britain (Alcock 1971). Thirty years later, Ken Dark, covering more or less the same subject in Britain and the End of the Roman Empire (Dark 2000), never uses the name Arthur at all.


Nothing in any published excavation had disproved the idea that a king called Arthur lived and led the Britons. It was textual criticism, combined with archaeological fashions and a changed perception of Britain as a place of cultural integration rather than a post-imperial power, which altered the way archaeologists interpreted our past.


The casualties in this war of words have been objectivity and engagement with the public. While the archaeologists of the 1960s were happy to link with popular culture, placing the names of Arthur and Camelot on the front of their best-selling books, those who followed them hid in the obscurity of academic periodicals. The public, they seemed to think, were irredeemably wedded to the fanciful notions of medieval romance and could never be persuaded of the new, anti-Arthurian orthodoxy, unable to shake the ‘power of the search for the literal verification of myths and legends’ (Fleming 2006: 64), symptomatic in Fleming’s view of society’s retreat into the reassurance of myth and irrationalism in general.


It is true that the public’s belief in Arthur has not waned, and this conflict between public perception and current academic orthodoxy will be a continuing theme on the journey to ‘reveal’ King Arthur. There is a feeling that relics or ‘proof’ of King Arthur are the sorts of things archaeologists are expected to uncover. The completely un-Arthurian televised Big Dig was publicised with trailers ‘which showed a woman going down into a pit and coming back waving Excalibur’ (Smith 2003 quoted by Hale 2006: 257). The Time Team Royal Special was celebrated in the press as ‘Time Team solves mystery of the Round Table’ (Davies 20O6).


It was the discovery of an inscribed stone at Tintagel, Arthur’s fabled birthplace, that brought the archaeological debate back to the fore. Once again, tangible proof was emerging from beneath the ground confirming some important details of the Arthurian story. Yet the discoverers seemed to bend over backwards to deny the link.


The stifling of all academic debate about the connection between the written sources and the archaeological remains is every bit as counter-productive as the earlier unthinking acceptance of the traditional accounts. Can archaeology really tell the story of Arthurian Britain when the written records fail? Far from disproving the historical basis of the Arthurian legends, archaeologists have illuminated the context which gave rise to the myths and point towards a new history of the fifth and sixth centuries.


How Dark were the Dark Ages?


In my day job, I work as an interpretation manager. It is my responsibility to make the past accessible to the visitors who come to our sites, to make connections with what they already know as a means of exploring the complexities of the buildings and their stories. As we examine Arthurian sites you will find me perhaps unduly interested in how they are presented, by signs, audio-guides and such like. Similarly I am interested in how archaeologists publish their excavations, the language they use and the assumptions they make.


Francis Pryor (2004: 179) ridicules ‘an ‘expert’ in ‘interpretation’ for the use of the term ‘Dark Age’ throughout the English Heritage guide to Tintagel, instead of the archaeologist-preferred ‘early Christian’. Here, I totally agree with the interpreter. ‘Dark Age’ at least conveys the right era and level of material culture and is very likely to be familiar to a visitor. ‘Early Christian’ makes me think of bearded men with robes out in the Holy Land, or perhaps martyrs being thrown to lions. In this precise case, arguing that Tintagel was a secular site not a monastic one, calling the sixth-century remains ‘early Christian’ could be rather confusing.


Other terms sometimes suggested for the period AD 400–600 are equally unhelpful: ‘Late Antique’ (grandfather clocks?), Brythonic (Conan the Barbarian?) Early Medieval (knights in armour?). They simply serve to obscure what the archaeologist is talking about from the general public.


The renaissance originators of the term ‘the middle ages’ used it to refer to the 1000 years which separated their own early fifteenth-century era of classical ‘rebirth’ from the fall of the Roman Empire in the West. Trying to revert to this wide definition is fighting a losing battle and, in the case of King Arthur, counter-productive. ‘Medieval’ means castles, knights in armour, heraldry, chivalry and the feudal system, all firmly connected with the legendary Arthur rather than the historical one. For this reason I am happy to use the term ‘Dark Age’ for the period in which the Western Roman Empire fell (in Britain 409/410) and barbarian kingdoms jostled for position in the wreckage. It ends with the establishment of recognisable modern states (England in the British Isles, from the tenth century at the earliest).


The era in British history assigned to King Arthur, somewhere between the mid-fifth and the mid-sixth centuries is, by most people’s standards, a real dark age. Social systems which had endured 400 years disappeared, material culture declined catastrophically and equally importantly written sources all but dried up. This is not to deny that there was beauty, learning, perhaps a vibrant era of change and experimentation. But the fact a chieftain of the period might have worn magnificent jewellery (this has been inspiring ‘Dark Age not so dark’ headlines since the discovery of the Sutton Hoo treasure in 1939) should not override the fact that he and his people had no running water, no books, did not mint their own coins and that we often do not even know their names. They might as well have been living in prehistoric times.


I also make no apology for referring to the character we are looking for as ‘King Arthur’. This is to distinguish him from any other ‘Arthur’ there might have been. It is sometimes argued that, though he might have existed he was not a king. It is questionable whether there was a difference between a ‘real’ king and a very powerful warlord in the Dark Ages. There are good examples from the period of warlords ending up as kings.


The focus of this book is the tangible physical remains which may or may not be linked to Arthur. Readers interested in the arguments over the written sources can follow these up in The Reign of Arthur (Gidlow 2004) where they are covered in depth. It was suggested in the 1970s that these were flawed and could not be accepted uncritically as true. That may well be so but hostile academics went far beyond this, insisting that that they must be rejected uncritically as false. This absurd overreaction had the effect of setting an agenda in which scepticism of the most blinkered kind was valued as ‘more academic’ than belief, no matter how circumspect. I completely reject the validity of this. I make no secret that I take a positivist view. It is possible that Arthur existed and I consider all evidence with that possibility in mind. There are two specific areas where we will need to look afresh at the written sources, however. One is to counter new and detailed arguments setting out to prove that Arthur was not a historical character. The other is to investigate the possibility of establishing a detailed chronology of the Arthurian period.


Unlike some other books which claim to reveal the secret of King Arthur, I do not intend to unmask him hiding behind some other name. Usually these ‘real Arthurs’ are insubstantial figures from genealogies or medieval texts of whom we know even less than we do about King Arthur. Neither do I intend to reveal, against all odds, that King Arthur ‘shared my postcode’. I am originally from Kent, now living across the border in Sussex and I do not think Arthur lived in either county!


It is possible that proof of Arthur’s existence may be found. Arthur lived in a literate society, albeit barely so, and until we find a monument to him, a coin minted by him or an object with his name upon it, we cannot be certain that we have ‘revealed’ him. True, such items have supposedly been found but are now lost, proven of later date or of such hopelessly poor provenance that no archaeologist will touch them. In the absence of such items, we cannot claim to have proved any particular theory. Instead, we will be looking at attempts by archaeologists to reveal him, sites which were taken as revealing him and, just as importantly, sites which would have been taken as revealing him had not archaeological fashions parted company from such ideas in the 1970s


We will journey through Arthur’s Britain, from mythical Avalon and Arthur’s ‘birthplace’ at Tintagel to the site of his final battle. We search for Camelot and the ‘war-zone’ where Arthur’s Britons struggled for survival against invading Saxons. What have the archaeologists found at these sites of legend? Do they confirm or contradict the traditional accounts? And why have academics, keen to embrace Arthur in the 1960s and ’70s, now turned so emphatically against him? We shall see what has really been revealed about the Britain later generations claimed King Arthur ruled.




1


THE ISLE OF AVALON



In our own lifetime Arthur’s body was discovered at Glastonbury, although the legends had always encouraged us to believe that there was something otherworldly about his ending, that he had resisted death. (Gerald of Wales De principis instructione: I)


In 1191, the monks of Glastonbury Abbey dug a grave between two ancient ‘pyramids’ in the graveyard for one of their number who had recently died. There had been inscriptions on the pyramids, now illegible due to their ‘barbarous character and worn state’ (Ralph of Coggeshall Chronicon Anglicanum: 36).


The monks had to dig deep. According to the Margam chronicle (in Barber 1986: 131) they uncovered a woman’s coffin, beneath which was a second, containing a man. Under these was a third, identified by an inscribed lead cross. This was probably a not untypical result of digging in a crowded graveyard beside an ancient church. The lowest coffin was ‘an extremely old sarcophagus’ (Ralph of Coggeshall: 36).


When Gerald of Wales visited Glastonbury soon afterwards, he was told of only a single coffin, a hollowed-out oak bole, divided two-thirds of the way along its length to include a man’s body in the longer part and a woman’s, identified by a tress of blond hair, in the shorter (Gerald of Wales De principis instructione: I).


Ralegh Radford’s excavation in 1962 found what seems to have been the original hole, irregular in shape and filled in soon after opening, using refuse from the building works of 1184–89. The hole had destroyed two or three of the slab-lined graves belonging to the earliest stratum (Radford 1968: 107). There were no finds to securely date this level, except that it pre-dated the ninth century. Radford theorised they were part of the original church, in place before 688.


When the slab covering the final coffin was raised, the monks found a leaden cross fixed to the underside, with its inscribed face turned inwards towards the slab. Prising it off, they could read the name of the man buried beneath. Abbot Henry showed Gerald of Wales the very cross: Gerald examined it closely, tracing the inscription himself: ‘Here lies buried the famous king Arthur with Guinevere his second wife in the Isle of Avalon’ (Gerald of Wales De principis instructione: I). Others reported a shorter inscription, without mention of Guinevere (Ralph of Coggeshall: 36), but Gerald is adamant on the wording, recording his surprise that Arthur had two wives.


There is a picture in William Camden’s Britannia (1610) of what purported to be the cross in his day. This has no mention of Guinevere and cannot be the object Gerald saw. Gerald insists that the entire inscription was on the inner side.


The blonde hair from the woman’s grave disintegrated immediately when touched by a lustful monk (Gerald of Wales De principis instructione: I). However, Arthur’s bones were available for inspection. The shin bone was three inches longer than that of the tallest man present. The skull was huge and marked with ten or more wounds. All were mended except the last gash, presumably the mortal one (Gerald of Wales De principis instructione: I).


Whodunit?


The sensational find was accepted as real by all contemporaries. There is nothing about the discovery which is obviously outlandish. The bones, while huge, were clearly human. Nevertheless, it is difficult to find any modern description of the discovery which does not include the word ‘hoax’ (Time Team website) and cast aspersions on the monks or King Henry II as perpetrators of some Piltdown Man-style deception. The details of the discovery are treated as clues in an armchair ‘whodunit’. Rahtz (1993: 43, following Gransden 1976) suggests the monks deliberately buried two skeletons and the cross, then invited the famous writer Gerald of Wales to add credence to the proceedings.


The old church at Glastonbury had burnt down in 1184 and the need to pay for rebuilding provided a possible motive. Diversion of donations to the Crusade with the accession of Richard the Lionheart might have added to the financial imperative (Wood 1991: 276). However, no evidence of financial benefit to the abbey has ever been advanced (Ashe 2002: 249). The idea rests on a misunderstanding of how pilgrimages and donations worked. Pilgrims, although they had much in common with modern tourists (Selwyn 1996: 6), did not visit shrines nor part with their money without expecting something in return. This would be in the form of spiritual indulgences or miracles gained by the intercession of the saint. Previous examples of Glastonbury’s ‘form’ included fraudulent claims to possess the relics of Saints Patrick, Brigit, Gildas and Dunstan (Wood 1991: 275). The tomb of King Arthur would provide no such relief. Abbeys always hoped to attract the rich and powerful to be buried in them. Burials would be accompanied by grants of land and other sources of income, which would allow masses to be said on behalf of the dead as long as the Abbey endured. Just finding a king’s body at the site would not bring any of these benefits.


Ecclesiastical forgery was rife in the twelfth century, it is true, but it did not work in this way. The wealth of an abbey like Glastonbury rested in is lands, not in its tourist income. Its estates were vast and had supported the already completed rebuilding. The origin of these grants dated back to immemorial antiquity, the accumulated result of bequests by long forgotten Britons and Saxons, buried in uninscribed graves around the site. This sort of explanation would not stand up to the acquisitiveness of Norman and Plantagenet conquerors. The new legalistic framework of government demanded written proof of ownership or the land could be seized.


Faced with this, many ecclesiastical foundations resorted to faking ancient charters or saints’ Lives to justify the land holdings (Rahtz 1993: 31). Caradoc of Llancarvan’s Life of St Gildas (c.1130) culminates in King Arthur and King Melvas of Somerset bequeathing lands to the abbey (in Wade-Evans 1944). Gerald was told that Arthur had been a generous patron, supporting the monks with many donations for which he was highly praised in the records (Gerald of Wales De principis instructione: I). None of this required the possession of Arthur’s actual body.


Gerald unwittingly added another suspect for the armchair detectives. Although it is clear that the discovery of Arthur’s tomb was completely unexpected, as no earlier source even hinted he was buried at Glastonbury, after the fact it was claimed that some had been in on the secret. Gerald mentions the abbey records, the letters carved on the pyramids and the visions of holy monks. Most importantly, an old British singer of stories had told King Henry II exactly where the body lay and the king had given the monks every encouragement to find it (Gerald of Wales De principis instructione: I).


This is taken as proving Henry II must have had a sinister motive in faking the burial of Arthur to demonstrate to his Welsh, Breton and Cornish foes that their hope for Arthur’s return was vain. He would thus remove a dangerous potential rallying point (Barber 1986: 135, Time Team).


The Plantagenet conspiracy has not a shred of evidence to support it. Henry’s knowledge of the site was only brought up after the discovery, to add credibility to the find. Henry died in 1189, so the discovery came too late for his purposes. Why he would have fixed on Glastonbury for his propaganda coup is baffling. With the whole of the Angevin Empire at his disposal, he could have chosen Camelford, Isle de Sein, Caerleon, London, Silchester or Stonehenge or any other location which actually featured in the work of Geoffrey of Monmouth, the definitive biographer of Arthur, rather than coming up with an entirely new one.


Neither Henry nor Richard the Lionheart made any political capital out of disproving Arthur’s immortality. Henry’s last wars were against his sons and the King of France. His own army (Diceto, quoted in Hallam 1986: 185) included Welsh and Bretons. The discovery of Arthur’s body made no difference to the hope for his return, which Gerald reports as still current among credulous Britons in 1216 (Gerald of Wales Speculum Ecclesiae: IX). If the Plantagenets had an anti-Arthurian agenda, they had a strange way of conveying it, supporting writers like Layamon and Wace, whose English and French versions of Geoffrey of Monmouth brought the legend of Arthur’s survival to an even wider audience. Richard’s actual heir, Henry’s grandson, was Arthur of Brittany, presumably named with the legends in mind.


With no proven ulterior motive, the most reasonable supposition is that the monks really did find an unexpected burial. The gigantic size of the bones would probably have suggested an identification with an ancient hero. Virgil (Georgics: I.497, quoted by Gerald of Wales De principis instructione: I), and the Bible (Genesis VI 4) supported the idea that the famous heroes of old had been giants. In the Welsh romance The Dream of Rhonabwy, a twelfth-century Welshman who travels to Arthur’s court in a dream is laughed at for his puny size (Gantz 1976: 182). Perhaps if the discovery had been made earlier, the monks might have picked on some other hero, a famous Saxon for example, but in the atmosphere of 1191, it had to be Arthur.


There is no particular reason why it should not have been King Arthur. The man in the grave was apparently a Christian. He was buried in an east/west alignment without grave-goods in the context of a Christian graveyard. From the very earliest accounts of his career, Arthur is portrayed as a zealous Christian fighting pagan Saxons (HB 56 and AC: LXII). He is connected with south-east Wales and the Somerset area (Gidlow 2004: 57). Outside a very ancient church in Glastonbury is the sort of place where such a man might reasonably be supposed to be buried.


The major stumbling block is the leaden cross. The object drawn by Camden is not sixth-century; it is very different from the rounded inscriptions of the period, found on stones (Dark 2000: 157). Nor is it typical of the 1190s. A sixth-century cross might have called Arthur a king – the sixth-century writer Gildas uses the word of his contemporaries, in a fairly fluid way. His heirs might even have described him as ‘famous’. The eighth-century Catamanus is described on his tombstone as ‘the wisest and most renowned of kings’ (Dark 2000: 157). The ‘Hic iacet’ formula would be perfectly acceptable for a British tomb inscription of the period (Knight 1996: 111). The fact that it is almost a direct quotation from Geoffrey of Monmouth (HRB: XI. 2) is one of the biggest reasons for suspecting it.


Avalon


The most suspect part of the inscription is the one which was to have the greatest impact on the modern perception of the site. It describes Arthur’s burial place as being in the Isle of Avalon. Readers of Geoffrey’s work, where the phrase originates, had last heard of Arthur en route for Avalon to be healed of his mortal wound. Geoffrey’s later Life of Merlin gives details of this paradisiacal land where crops are produced without the need for farmers and people live for over 100 years. It is ruled by nine sisters, the leader of whom, Morgen, is the most beautiful, and a skilled healer and enchantress. It seems a faraway place, only reachable because the steersman knew the sea and stars (White 2004: 22). Geoffrey’s description of Avalon is partly taken from the work of the first-century geographer Pomponius Mela, describing the Isle de Sein off the coast of Brittany (Lacy 1988: 33). Geoffrey, whose works show an interest in Brittany, may well have intended that exact location.


The place-name Avalon is derived from the Celtic word for apples (Bromwich 1978: 267). Gerald gives this etymology while rationalising Morgan as a noble cousin of Arthur who organised his burial (Gerald of Wales Speculum Ecclesiae: I.IX). ‘Avalon’ was familiar to Gerald as the name of the continental birthplace of the famous St Hugh, the Bishop of Lincoln at the time of the discovery (Hallam 1986: 181). In Britain, Aballava, a related form, had been the name of the Roman fort at Brough-by-Sands (Rivet and Smith 1979: 238), but it had never been given as the name of Glastonbury. The suspicion has to be that this was a piece of interpretation by the monks specifically intended to answer the criticism that Arthur’s grave should be in Avalon, not Glastonbury.


Glastonbury is presented to the modern visitor as ‘Avalon’, a mystic region where Arthurian concepts such as the Holy Grail mingle with neo-paganism and assertions of ancient pagan significance. A roadside notice even tells them they are entering the ‘ancient Island of Avalon’ (Rahtz 1993: 33). This image is presented in the shops which crowd the town and precede access to the abbey. Archaeologist Philip Rahtz characterises modern Glastonbury as a battleground in ‘the struggle of the rational against the draw of the irrational’, the first represented primarily by the ‘archaeological establishment’ and those who want a town free of tourists, cars, ‘unnecessary shops’ and supermarkets. Their opponents are a compendium of foes of Middle England; ‘leyliners’, ‘druids’, ‘drug-abusers’ and ‘armed beggars’ (Rahtz 1993: 132). A more balanced answer to Rahtz’s question ‘Whose Glastonbury is it?’ can be found in Hutton’s recent essay ‘Glastonbury: Alternative Histories’ (in Hutton 2003).


The only clearly fifth/sixth-century finds from Glastonbury come from Rahtz’s excavations in 1964–66 on the Tor. It was an occupation site of high status. Rahtz, after considering all the options, interpreted the Tor as the strong-hold of a local chief (Rahtz 1968: 120). Compared with rulers of sites like Cadbury, the chieftain who lived there was probably ‘no Arthur but someone of lesser stature, though quite important at Glastonbury, and doubtless known to the denizens of Camelot’ (Rahtz 1968: 120). ‘If we wished to put a name to the chief of Glastonbury, it would be Melwas’ (Rahtz 1968: 121), Arthur’s adversary from Caradoc of Llancarfan’s Life of St Gildas. Rahtz now clarifies that, while the Melwas story ‘cannot be taken as true history, it is in keeping with the scenario suggested’ (Rahtz 1993: 59).


The abbey is owned by the Church of England. Most of the interpretation of the site, not surprisingly, is about early Christianity in England, monastic life and the dissolution of the monasteries. The abbey site is undoubtedly beautiful, with a strong sense of atmosphere. As such, however, it is hardly unique. It is the Arthurian and attendant New Age connotations which have raised Glastonbury to the status of modern pilgrimage site (Rahtz 1993: 10). Rahtz even claims that the majority of those who live in Glastonbury or visit it believe in the existence of Arthur and his connection with the site (Rahtz 1993: 44). If so, and with their expectations stoked by the Avalonian emphasis of the town, they will find little to engage with in the interpretation of the Abbey site.


Interpretation boards in the visitor centre present a muddled version of Gerald of Wales’s account of the discovery of Arthur’s tomb. It states that visions and old manuscripts led the monks to search out the grave of Arthur. This is, up to a point, what Gerald wrote in Speculum Ecclesiae (I.VIII), though earlier accounts are clear it was actually fortuitous. Since the discovery, we are told, there has been debate over whether the burial was genuine. The person responsible for the sign has already made up their mind, suggesting it was a ‘publicity stunt’ following the 1184 fire, and that the ‘publicity’ brought in pilgrims ‘and money’. The writer obviously gave up under the strain of trying to disentangle the story of Arthur from the large number of conflicting Arthurian sources: ‘By the late fifteenth century the strands of Arthur, Guinevere, the Round Table, Joseph of Arimathea, the Quest for the Holy Grail, Excalibur, Mordred, the Pons Perilous, Avalon and Camelot had become so intertwined that it is now impossible to unravel Glastonbury’s true part in the story.’ There is not even an attempt to interpret the development of the legend or disentangle irrelevancies. The board (entitled King Arthur) ends in the abbey’s comfort zone, the functions of the Saxon abbey and the concept of chantry chapels endowed by rich benefactors. It concludes with a plaintive list of ‘some important burials’, ‘notably three Anglo-Saxon Kings – Edmund I (d.946), Edgar (d.975) and Edmund Ironside (d.1016).’ This suggests that the abbey would prefer to have dealt with these ‘real’ royal burials but appreciated that no-one was going to read a board entitled ‘King Edgar’ or ‘Chantry Chapels’. Without any interpretation of the historical context, the leap from Arthur to the (undated) ‘Saxon period’ is unexplained.


Two further Arthurian signs can be tracked down at the site. One marks the ‘site of the ancient graveyard where in 1191 the monks dug to find the tombs of Arthur and Guinevere’, a non-committal way of marking Radford’s excavation site. Much more prominent is the sign and delineated rectangle on the ground, marking the ‘Site of King Arthur’s tomb’ (‘the only grave now recorded in the turfed area is, alas, that of “Arthur”’, Rahtz laments (1993: 90)). This location was identified in 1931 (Ashe:1968: illustration 70) as the site of the imposing black marble tomb which housed the bones of Arthur and Guinevere until the dissolution of the abbey in 1539.


The sign explains that the bodies of ‘King Arthur and his Queen’ were said to have been discovered in 1191. In 1278, they were ‘removed in the presence of King Edward I and Queen Eleanor to a black marble tomb on this site’ which survived until the dissolution. Edward and Eleanor were Arthurian enthusiasts. (Prestwich 1988: 120). They reverently opened the tombs of their famous predecessors. Edward wrapped King Arthur’s bones in precious silk while Eleanor wrapped those of Queen Guinevere. (Adam of Domerham in White 1997: 528).


Edward was the first king to take an interest in Arthur’s tomb (Prestwich 1988: 120). Though he had a romantic streak, he was also a consummate politician. The previous year he had subdued Llewellyn, Prince of Wales, the last heir to the British dynasties of the sixth century. Later he was to use Arthurian material to bolster his claims over Scotland (Prestwich 1988: 492). A chronicler wrote that not even Arthur had possessed the realms of Britain as fully as Edward (in White 1997: 534).


By the end of the Middle Ages, the abbey’s history was being interpreted to visitors by a large billboard covered with manuscripts of the stories of the shrines, including this new tomb (Rahtz 1993: 44). At modern Glastonbury the visitor can chose an audio-guide which adds more information to the sparse signage. Glastonbury is not the only site to opt for this method of interpreting legendary connections (Bath 1996: 160). Perhaps stories are seen as more suitable to this medium. There may also be an element of safety in consigning this material to an ephemeral medium, less likely to be challenged than written texts. The narrator recommends a visit to South Cadbury and that those interested in finding out more should read Geoffrey of Monmouth or the medieval romances. The Arthurian material is rounded off by posing the question was the discovery of Arthur’s body the greatest ‘fundraising stunt’ or ‘a genuine interpretation of the evidence uncovered?’


For a site which owed much of its fame to the archaeological confirmation of a myth, a myth still strong in the hearts of its visitors, the abbey is disappointing in its interpretive approach. Although it was the site of 34 seasons of excavation between the 1900s and the 1960s, none has been fully published (Hutton 2003: 75). After an early flirtation with the legend, Philip Rahtz turned against it. Whether this was warranted by the largely unpublished findings is unclear. Timber stakes from the cemetery area have yielded seventh-century dates, but with margins of error which could support a mid-sixth century date for those inclined to believe (Hutton 2003: 75). There is no attempt at Glastonbury Abbey to engage with the archaeological data nor to unpack the medieval legends. A lost opportunity, and by no means unique in that.
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ANCIENT BOOKS



The Glastonbury burial notwithstanding, King Arthur is a literary figure more than he is an archaeological one. It is not surprising therefore that the main battleground over his existence is the texts in which he appears or does not appear. Caxton tells us that the sceptics of his time started from the premise that various chronicles make no mention of him, as we saw. I don’t want to go over old ground covered in The Reign of Arthur, but some of the written sources will soon become important as we consider the archaeological sites, so it is worth pausing here to consider the best of them.


My love for the Arthurian legends grew from the romances, the fictional accounts of Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table of which the Morte d’ Arthur is the last great example. In the nineteenth, even the twentieth century these sources were examined for clues about the historical Arthur. Did Arthur lead heavily armoured cavalry? Did they go on quests for lost religious artefacts? When they met did they customarily sit at a circular piece of furniture? Generally effort spent in these activities was wasted. The romance writers had no interest in conveying historical truths to their audience. They wanted to entertain. They were as likely, more likely in fact, to draw on aspects of their contemporary society for inspiration rather than history, and added to the folklore and classical legends indiscriminately.


What the romancers did not generally do, however, was base their stories on completely fictional characters. Like Caxton, they assumed that the moral and entertaining messages in their tales would be less convincing, less appealing if they did not have some historical basis. Thus romances of the ‘Matter of Rome’ drew on the history or presumed history of the classical world, Alexander the Great and the Trojan War. The Matter of France took the deeds of Charlemagne and more recent European history. German material could take the era of Attila and Theodoric. The Matter of Britain used Arthur in the same way.


The romancers’ conception of a historical Arthur derived from Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain (Historia Regum Britanniae – HRB). Geoffrey was a cleric (he ended his career as Bishop of St Asaph’s in Wales). He wrote his history in the early 1130s in Latin prose, the normal language of historical writing. Romancers generally used their own native language and at first composed in verse. Prose romances like the Morte d’Arthur only became the norm later.


ii. GILDAS’S BRITAIN


[image: image]


Geoffrey’s book is racy, exciting, full of pithy anecdotes and memorable incidents. This is an important reason for the success of his vision. He dramatised battles, enlivened political squabbles with personalities, explained the origins of contemporary customs and place names. Historia Regum Britanniae is just the sort of book you would want on your bookshelf! Geoffrey covers the whole extent of British history from the arrival of Brutus the Trojan, who brings human colonists to the island formerly inhabited by giants and names it after himself (in about 1000 BC). He ends with the exile of King Cadwalader at the end of the seventh century AD, after which time the Britons are more or less confined to Wales and Brittany while the English dominate the island.


It is worth pausing here to explain the meaning of these terms. In Geoffrey’s time writing the history of distinct peoples to explain their origins and how they came to inhabit their lands was commonplace. In the absence of a concept of ‘pre-history’ historians would link their stories back to the sources with the longest historical scope, the Bible and the legends of Classical Greeks and Romans. Brutus therefore carries a classical name, is of Trojan stock and comes to Britain from Italy, a milieu which Geoffrey knew from Virgil’s Aeneid. Taking this aside, the idea of ‘national’ histories indelibly marked the way we think of the past and the way we define our identities.


For Geoffrey, Britain is the name for the whole island. The usage was common from the sixth century. Before that it had been used in more limited ways, such as for the Roman province whose northern border was defined by Hadrian’s Wall. The Britons were the indigenous inhabitants of Britain. They were defined by their common heritage and their language.


These days the language of the Britons is defined as a Celtic language, with close affinities to the languages spoken in Gaul and other parts of Western Europe before the Roman conquests and, at a more distant remove, in Ireland. The Britons are therefore often described as ‘Celts’, though the validity of the modern label is frequently questioned. When Julius Caesar encountered the Britons he did find them similar to the Gauls he had been fighting, with similar speech and making common cause with the Gallic tribes. The Gallic religion was led by the Druids who had very close links with Britain. They often went to Britain to train.


Britain was conquered by the Romans and was ruled by them for nearly 400 years. Towards the end of that period we encounter in the historical record the Scots, who are Irish-speaking raiders from Ireland, and the Picts who lived north of the Firths of Forth and Clyde, where the most northerly version of the Roman frontier, the Antonine Wall, had been built. Geoffrey thought the Picts had also invaded from overseas. The modern view is that ‘Pict’ was a new overall identity for the tribes the Romans had already encountered in the north of Britain, like the powerful Caledones, some of whom spoke a Celtic language and some of whom did not.


After the end of Roman rule in the early fifth century, the Britons had a brief period of self-government during which new peoples established themselves in lowland Britain. The Britons called these newcomers ‘Saxons’. The Saxons spoke a language which is now described as Germanic, with affinities to those spoken by many peoples who lived east of the Roman frontier on the Rhine. ‘Germanic’ peoples, like the Vandals, Goths and Franks in this same period, were making their presence felt throughout the western half of the Roman Empire. They settled, they conquered and they eventually overthrew the institutions of the Roman state in the lands they controlled.


The language of the Saxons is the ancestor of the English language we use now. Why this language is not called ‘Saxon’ is a question of how these people identified themselves. Although to the Britons they were all indiscriminately Saxons, we know that by the early eighth century they thought of themselves as deriving from distinct continental groups. Those in Kent, Hampshire and the Isle of Wight considered themselves as ‘Jutes’, with affinities to the inhabitants of Jutland. Other southern groups rigorously asserted their Saxon identity. Their kingdoms usually carried their tribal identity proudly: the South Saxons, the East Saxons, the West Saxons. Their lands are still called Sussex, Essex, Wessex and Middlesex to this day. They saw their homeland as being round the lower reaches of the Elbe, in ‘Old Saxony’. The northern groups, however, saw themselves as Angles (from the Latin Angli) or English, coming from ‘Old Anglia’ or Engeln, in the southern part of the Jutland peninsula, between the lands of the Jutes and the Saxons. Some Angles used this tribal designation in the names of their kingdoms (the East Angles, for instance) but mostly they used geographical descriptions. Their largest kingdoms were Mercia (‘the Border’) and Northumbria (land north of the Humber estuary). The Angles covered geographically the largest area of lowland Britain and were the dominant political force in the early eighth century. They had a prominent place in the religious history of the island. When Pope Gregory the Great was told that the blond-haired, blue-eyed slaves he saw for sale in Rome were ‘Angles’ he had been moved to reply ‘not Angles but Angels’. He had determined that these angelic barbarians should be converted to Christianity. His missionaries to Britain had come looking for Angles and more or less treated the Jutes and Saxons they encountered en route as subsets of a wider ‘Anglian/English’ people. Over time the Angles, Saxons and Jutes coalesced into a single identity of ‘English’ and their lands as ‘England’. Sometimes they used the hybrid term ‘Anglo-Saxon’ to encompass their joint identity. I tend to favour ‘Saxon’ when I look at the evidence from the Britons, following their usage. I use Anglo-Saxon when looking at their archaeology specifically, and occasionally English or Angle when including the Saxons in northern material seems wrong.


British control of Britain was reduced to an ever-shrinking western highland zone. They too adopted a new identity in the period of Saxon expansion, calling themselves the Combrogi or ‘fellow citizens’. The name survives in Cymru and Cumbria. The English heaped a final indignity on these native Britons by calling them the Welsh, or ‘foreigners’.


So, to return to Geoffrey of Monmouth. When he wrote his History of the Kings of Britain he set out explicitly to chronicle the story of the British, from their origin to the time when control of the majority of the island was yielded to them. In spite of the epic 2000-year sweep of the history, half the book is concerned with the 100 years c.450–550 AD, the pivotal point after which the balance tipped decisively from the Britons to the English as rulers of the island. Within this period the outstanding figure is King Arthur.


Ideas which are first written down by Geoffrey – that Arthur was the King of Britain, married to an unfaithful Guinevere, wielded Excalibur and was carried off to the Isle of Avalon – are now integral to what ‘King Arthur’ means. His influence over later portrayals is undeniable. Apart from the formula ‘hic iacet sepultus’ ‘here lies buries’, the inscription of the Arthur cross is taken almost word for word from his work. On the other hand much of Geoffrey’s work is fictitious, often demonstrably false. His witness to events of the fifth/sixth centuries cannot be taken at face value. Geoffrey claimed that his primary source was a very ancient book in the British language. Nothing like this has ever been found and most historians doubt it existed. Instead we have to turn to other sources nearer in time to attempt to illuminate the darkness of the fifth and sixth centuries.


Most highly regarded is The Ecclesiastical History of the English People, by the Northumbrian writer and monk Bede, from 731. Referred to as HE – Historia Ecclesiastica – it is written in Latin, the official language of the Christian Church. Although this history is full of miracles and massive bias against the Britons and in favour of the Northumbrian Angles, this has in the past been forgiven. Bede comes across as a warm, human and level-headed author, deceptively modern especially in his use of the familiar AD dating system, which he popularised. To him we owe such details as the division between Angles, Saxons and Jutes, the names of some of the early leaders of the Saxons and so forth. He is understandably much less informed about their British adversaries. Older books tended to accept Bede uncritically, but as we shall see his version of history is open to dispute.


The basic framework set out by Bede was used for the Anglo-Saxon chronicle (c.891 then added to contemporaneously). Its lateness makes it more open to challenge than Bede, but it provides reassuring dates, battle names and details of the exploits of the early Saxons on whom Bede touched only lightly. It is actually written in ‘Old English’, as the Anglo-Saxon language is usually called, and is a series of year by year annals rather than a continuous narrative in the style of Bede.


These sources, whatever their value, are written long after the facts they relate. They are increasingly seen as products of their own time rather than impartial preservers of historical truth. Luckily we do have a one British work from the period, On the Destruction of Britain (de Excidio Britanniae DEB) by Gildas. Archaeologist Francis Pryor, who has no time for Gildas as we will see, calls him (Pryor 2004: 23) ‘a shadowy figure of whom all we know is that he was a monk and that he died around 570 or 571’. In fact we don’t even know that. Most experts would tend to place him or at least his writing earlier than this. He was a cleric, but not a priest or a bishop, which logically would place him in the third order, a deacon, but monastic writings which quote him suggest that he could have been a monk, though he himself never says this. Gildas was dismayed by the moral decline of his contemporary Britons. Although, ‘by the will of God’ their fathers and grandfathers had won a memorable victory over the Saxons, they had used the respite gained to turn to all manner of vice and especially civil war. After ten years of indecision, Gildas took it upon himself to admonish them and warn them, through many examples from the Bible, that if they carried on in this way they would soon face an even worse fate, destruction from their enemies. ‘Before I make good my promise, I shall try, God willing, to say a little about the situation of Britain’ (DEB 2).


Gildas provides a potted history of Britain up to his own time. He doesn’t, he admits, have access to written sources, and his reconstruction of British history does include demonstrable errors. He is the initiator of the view of Picts as overseas invaders, and believes it was only their invasions which caused the northern walls to be built across the hitherto undivided island after the 380s (really the early second century). As we approach his own time, though, Gildas would be expected to be more accurate. He is writing of events of his own lifetime and of the grandparents and great-grandparents of his readers. His position as an eyewitness ought to be unassailable. He directly addresses five tyrants by name, admonishing them with detailed criticism of their conduct.


As we shall see, this is not at all how Gildas is used by the archaeologists. It is inconvenient for them to abandon a blank canvas of fashionable speculation to fit in with the rantings of a misguided cleric. There is a sense of annoyance that Gildas had not written the book they would have wanted him to have written. No doubt if Gildas had been aware that his book would be the only one to survive from the period, he would have written something different. As it was, he set out clearly his intentions and wrote the book he intended to write. Pryor quotes with approval Leslie Alcock’s sentiment that Gildas is ‘prolix, tedious and exasperating’ (Pryor 2005:23, quoting Alcock 1971: 21). There is no accounting for taste, but Gildas is at least pithy, to the point and very short. The complete works of Gildas weigh in at 81 pages of translation, representing just 60 in the Latin, a fraction of the length of Pryor’s Britain AD (244 + notes) or Alcock’s Arthur’s Britain (364 + notes). If Gildas’s tale of invasions, murder, adultery and intrigue bore them, I wonder how they manage to stay awake through some of the reports their fellow archaeologists have produced! It is symptomatic of the attitude that plodding through Gildas is a bit of a chore which archaeologists would rather avoid.


Pryor never misses an opportunity to criticise the ‘manifestly unreliable ‘historical’ version of Dark Age Britain provided by Gildas (Pryor 2004: 150). This is a completely wrong-headed approach. Gildas was actually living in the period in which we are interested. If he says certain features existed or did not exist in his own time we need to take him seriously. He needed to convince his errant contemporaries of his message and every mistake they could pick up on would surely weaken his case. Gildas needs to be read with care and attention, with a Biblical concordance at the ready to check the references he expects his readers to grasp. If this is done, De Excidio Britanniae is a very fertile source of information. Nick Higham, possibly the most diligent scholar working on Gildas, was able to write a whole book based primarily on the information it in (Higham 1994). Unfortunately most archaeologists give up at the first hurdle. Some do not read Gildas at all. Others, such as Pryor, unfortunately, read one paragraph, take against it and never get any further. He gives his view (2004: 233) that Gildas lacks all credibility ‘when he suggests that cross-sea contact was a rare event: three boatfuls of Saxon warriors arrive on the coast and life in Britain … is changed forever’.


It is absolutely impossible to write this having read any more of Gildas that the paragraph Pryor quotes (DEB 23:3). The paragraph which immediately follows it reads ‘the mother lioness [the Saxon homeland] learnt that her first contingent had prospered, and she sent a second and larger troop… It arrived by ship and joined up with the false units.’ The narrative up to this point is awash with seaborne contacts. Gildas opens with a description of how luxuries used to come up the main estuaries of the Severn and the Thames, brought by ship from overseas. The Romans come and go by sea several times in invasions, usurpations and rescue missions. Threats from the maritime Scots and Picts cause the Romans to build towers along the south coast to guard against them. The previous page (in my edition) tells how the Picts and Scots crossed the sea in their curuci (as with Saxons, Gildas’s obvious interest in seafaring is signalled by his use of the name the invaders give their own ships) to invade and it is the rumour of a new invasion which leads to the Saxons being recruited. How this can be taken as demonstrating that Gildas thinks cross-sea contact is rare, and that he should therefore be dismissed altogether is beyond me, but Pryor’s attitude is completely symptomatic of that of the contemporary archaeological community.

OEBPS/images/9780752476377_cover.jpg
P |

c%@"s@ElPGIDLOW





OEBPS/images/9780752476377_image001.jpg
The
History
Press w





OEBPS/images/9780752476377_image002.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780752476377_image003.jpg





