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Has it ever struck you what an odd creation Merlin is?


He’s not evil; yet he’s a magician.


He is obviously a druid; yet he knows all about the Grail.


He’s ‘the devil’s son’; but then Layamon goes out of his way to tell you that the kind of being who fathered Merlin needn’t have been bad after all. . . .


‘I often wonder,’ said Dr. Dimble, ‘whether Merlin doesn’t represent the last trace of something the later tradition has quite forgotten about.’


C.S. Lewis, That Hideous Strength, in The Cosmic Trilogy (London: Macmillan, 1989), p. 375
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Introduction


Merlin is an enigma. He is one of the strangest characters in legend and literature, and all the more enigmatic because there is nobody else like him, no basis for comparison or classification. He changes shape and he darts about. The obvious thing to say, the starting-point for any discussion, is that he is King Arthur’s court wizard. But that is no more than the beginning of an account of him, and even the story of his association with Arthur, at least in its most familiar form, is briefer than anyone would suppose without actually looking it up.


Yet for someone so elusive, he has had an extraordinary impact. In the Middle Ages and long afterwards, almost everyone who knew about him at all believed that he was a real person and had lived in the fifth century. That was the case not only in England. His fame was international. Copies of prophecies he was said to have uttered on a hill in Wales were passed around and interpreted. French commentators tried to fit them to facts and show that they had been fulfilled; Italians had the audacity to put him on a level with biblical prophets, such as Isaiah. Actually, no one understood the alleged prophecies, and it is an open question whether there was much to understand. Yet they revolutionised thinking about prophecy in general, giving it a new kind of status, and the revolution continued. Without Merlin’s lingering presence in European imagination, there would very likely have been no Nostradamus.


People believed something else about Merlin: he was a magician as well as a prophet. They were less interested in him in that capacity. His most notorious feat of magic, at Tintagel in Cornwall, verged on the ludicrous. Yet by common consent it had laid the foundation of a glorious age in British tradition, the age of King Arthur. It was Merlin who had the Round Table made for him; it was Merlin who obtained the wonderful sword Excalibur. Plantagenet and Tudor sovereigns took this Merlin-sponsored Utopia seriously, and sometimes entertained notions of reviving it. Merlin’s presence still lingered in the England of Elizabeth I. It has resurfaced at intervals ever since, with or without literal belief, to inspire poems, novels and films.


Was he real? And why the persistent fascination, even in an age that often reduces him to a semi-comic old gentleman with a long beard and a pointed hat? We can look for him, of course. We can search in a famous book that looks like history... but unfortunately it isn’t. We can trace him in medieval fantasies of love and adventure... but their authors were not much concerned with facts. Different theories have made him a god or a lunatic, or a fabrication of Welsh propaganda.


The Merlin-seeker must face an issue that applies to Arthur himself. It is no use asking the direct question, ‘Did King Arthur exist?’ There is no way of cutting through the entanglements of legend so as to arrive at a plain yes-or-no answer. We can ask, ‘How did the legend originate, and what facts is it rooted in?’ That question can be answered, at least to some extent. The investigation may or may not point to a real person behind the legend. The same question can be asked about Merlin. An answer is possible, and that answer can do something to explain his uniqueness, his persistent reputation, and his paradoxical spell – whatever it may say about him as a figure in history. We can go on from there, and follow his multiple manifestations through the centuries. Whether the result counts as biography, or at least has biography in it, I leave to the persevering reader.
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The Fatherless Boy


Merlin makes his first appearance by name in a work called The History of the Kings of Britain. Published in 1138, or thereabouts, this was one of the most influential books of the Middle Ages. It created a framework for a whole body of memorable literature. It established images of the British past throughout western Europe, images that have never quite been eradicated. Yet it was not, as it professed to be, a history of the kings of Britain – not really.


Its author, who introduced Merlin to the public, is known as Geoffrey of Monmouth after a town on the south-east fringe of Wales, perhaps his family home. A genius in his own very peculiar way, Geoffrey is elusive. He was probably Welsh; he was a cleric certainly, a teacher very likely. At Oxford from 1129 to 1151, he was probably attached to a school, though the university did not exist yet. Moving to London, he was made Bishop of St Asaph in Wales. It is not clear whether he ever took up the appointment. He died in or about 1155.


Biographically, hardly anything more is known about him. But his lifelong concern is very well known indeed. The term ‘patriotic’ might be applied here, though patriotism in the modern sense hardly existed then. Geoffrey never forgot that the harassed Welsh of his day were descendants of the Celtic Britons, who once populated the whole of this island. They had been dispossessed and subordinated by Anglo-Saxons, the ancestors of the English, so that most of the Britons’ territory had become ‘England’, and nothing was left of the rich Celtic inheritance but Wales – geographical Wales. Geoffrey and others believed, nevertheless, that the ancestral Britons had been a great people, with wise and powerful rulers, among whom the renowned King Arthur was supreme.


Geoffrey formed the project of writing the history of these kings, forcing recognition of their importance on a world that seemed ignorant of them. He knew traditions, legends, poems, genealogies. But his researches revealed very little in writing. He studied what was available: a tract by a sixth-century Briton, Gildas, who took up more space with abuse of other Britons than with records of fact; the unrivalled historical work of Bede in the eighth century, although Bede was interested in Anglo-Saxons and hardly at all in British kings; and a chaotic and amateurish ‘British history’ attributed to the Welsh monk Nennius in the ninth century. But these books did not go far towards supplying what he needed. Then, he tells us, the project was transformed:


At a time when I was giving a good deal of attention to such matters, Walter, Archdeacon of Oxford... presented me with a certain very ancient book written in the British language. This book, attractively composed to form a consecutive and orderly narrative, set out all the deeds of these men.... At Walter’s request I have taken the trouble to translate the book into Latin.


Archdeacon Walter lived in Oxford, and documents signed by both men show that Geoffrey knew him. The book, which might have been in Welsh or the related Breton language, is more of a problem. No one else ever seems to have seen it, and Geoffrey’s final production is plainly more than a mere translation. There are clues suggesting that the ‘British book’ was not a total invention, as has often been claimed. But even if it existed in some form, The History of the Kings of Britain is certainly far longer, and covers far more ground, than the ‘ancient book’ could have done. Essentially it is Geoffrey’s work and no one else’s, and that includes the account of Merlin embedded in it.
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Geoffrey begins by adopting and expanding an old notion about the origin of the Britons. Learned Welshmen knew the Romans’ tradition about their ancestry, and tried to carry it further for the greater glory of their own ancestors. When Troy fell, one of its princes, Aeneas, reputedly escaped with a party of fugitives. Divinely guided, these Trojans made their way to Italy and settled there, and the main Roman stock was descended from them. This belief was rendered by Virgil into epic poetry, which put the Romans in historic company.


Welshmen developed a version of their own people’s descent that was, in effect, a sequel to Virgil, though without the poetry. Geoffrey embellishes it with family details. Aeneas had a great-grandson, Brutus, who migrated to Greece, liberated some Trojans descended from prisoners-of-war, and led the whole party overseas to the west. After two days’ sail they landed on a deserted island and found a temple of Diana. Brutus prayed to her to tell him where the expedition should go. He slept in front of her altar, and she appeared to him, saying (in verse):


Brutus, beyond the setting of the sun, past the realm of Gaul, there lies an island in the sea, once occupied by giants. Now it is empty and ready for your folk.... For your descendants it will be a second Troy. A race of kings will be born there from your stock and the round circle of the whole earth will be subject to them.


Geoffrey seems to have pictured Diana in pre-Christian terms, as a real being, a goddess, however Christianity may have demoted her since.


The party sailed on, collecting more of the scattered Trojan remnant, and landed at last at Totnes in Devon. (According to a local legend inspired by Geoffrey but not actually in his book, Brutus stepped ashore on a rock and announced:


Here I am and here I rest,


And this town shall be called Totnes.


That, at least, is an English version of what he said. The rock is the Brutus Stone, now near the East Gate. It may really be a medieval boundary marker.) The island where the party had landed was then called Albion. With a slight vowel modification, Brutus renamed it ‘Britain’ after himself, and called his Trojan companions Britons. Diana had not been quite accurate about the giants. There were still a few, mostly in Cornwall, but after a skirmish the survivors disappeared into the mountains and died out.


Meanwhile the Trojans, or rather Britons, acknowledged Brutus as their first king, divided up the land, and built a capital city beside the Thames, called Troia Nova or New Troy. It was afterwards called London. (Another offshoot: London Stone in Cannon Street was an altar set up by Brutus in honour of Diana, the goddess who had guided him. So long as the stone of Brutus is safe, so long shall London flourish.)


Geoffrey then proceeds with his line of kings, seventy-five of them. Some are totally fictitious. Some have names borrowed from Welsh genealogies, names of men who lived long afterwards, but applied here to the successors of Brutus. Other kings are taken from myths and folktales. But some are interesting and, in their way, worth meeting. The reader learns about Bladud in the ninth century BC, who discovered the hot springs at Bath, experimented with magic, flew over New Troy on home-made wings, and crashed on the temple of Apollo. His son Leir had trouble with his three daughters, and was to be remodelled millennia later as Shakespeare’s King Lear. Geoffrey supplies what Shakespeare does not, an approximate date. He also, unintentionally, suggests a riddle: What relation was King Lear to Aeneas? It sounds like a nonsense question, yet an answer can be worked out from the History: he was Aeneas’s great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandson. Two brothers, Belinus and Brennius, ruled as joint sovereigns, led an expedition to Italy and captured Rome. This exploit sets a precedent to be invoked by King Arthur later in the History. A queen, Marcia, promulgated a code of laws which – another surprising piece of information – was eventually adopted by Alfred the Great. King Lud reconstructed New Troy, and it became Lud’s City and presently London. His name survived in one of the city’s entrances, and still does – Ludgate.


When the History reached the point where Britain was drawn into the Roman orbit, Geoffrey had to curb his inventiveness. Caesar’s expeditions, Claudius’s invasion and all the things that resulted from them were on record and could not be ignored. He managed to cope with them, acknowledging real history, but rewriting it freely. After Caesar he still can never be trusted for facts, but he uses facts, or what he would like to think are facts, somewhat more; it can be quite interesting to find where he got them from. He glosses over the conquest; his line of British kings continues; Britain pays tribute to Rome, but as a protectorate rather than a province. Some of its rulers, even emperors, are made out to have been Britons or semi-Britons or Britons-by-marriage. Britons colonise the north-west part of Gaul, Armorica, and turn it into Brittany, a kingdom in its own right.


No one today would defend Geoffrey’s account of Britain as more or less autonomous through the Roman period. Yet, by contrast with many accounts, it has a sort of ghostly rightness. During the heyday of the British Empire, imperially conditioned historians treated the Romans in Britain as if they were the only real people there, and dismissed the majority as anonymous ‘natives’. There is more willingness now to see the native culture as continuing, and preserving some of its character. The Roman regime had a tremendous impact and Romanised the higher levels of British society, but Britain was not extinguished and native cultural elements resurfaced later in art and literature.
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About the year 410 Britain ceased to be part of the Roman Empire. And here Geoffrey, following the course of events in his own way, moves into the climactic phase of his History. He confronts the supreme traumatic disaster of Welsh tradition: the transformation of Celtic Britain, or most of it, into England – Angle-land, the domain of the Anglo-Saxons.


This began to happen in the fifth century, but the actual process is still a matter of dispute. Historians – including, unfortunately, authors of schoolbooks – used to picture an invincible Germanic horde pouring in across the North Sea, slaughtering the effete British natives, and driving the panic-stricken remnant into Wales and Cornwall, all within a generation or so. The extraordinary thing about this nonsense is its persistence, even though the Anglo-Saxons’ own Chronicle disproves it.


In the early aftermath of the break with Rome, the Britons seem to have maintained something like the Roman system, though regional ‘strong men’ were soon making themselves felt. However, the island was beset by raiding barbarians – the Irish in the west, Picts in the north, Angles and Saxons in the east – and, after many years of being weaponless by Roman decree, it lacked the military resources to fight them all. A governing council, presided over by a sort of high king called Vortigern (this means ‘over-chief’ and may be a title rather than a name), allowed Angles, Saxons, Jutes and associated tribes to settle in the country as auxiliaries or ‘federates’, who were allotted land and supplies in return for keeping order and repelling other barbarians.


Many more followed the first groups. The Britons could not keep all of them supplied, and a revolt followed, with widespread raiding and possibly unauthorised land-taking. Under new leadership the Britons at last recovered, and partially stabilised the situation. They still vastly outnumbered their tormentors. (Since the question is inevitable, it may be said here that the legend of Arthur is rooted in this period of revival.) During the sixth century the balance of population shifted in favour of the new people. They multiplied; they encroached further. The formation of regional Anglo-Saxon kingdoms and their eventual coalescence into ‘England’ proceeded, but it took centuries.


The Welsh, though they too split into small kingdoms, retained their independence. They cherished traditions of the catastrophe and the brief heroic age that supposedly followed. Vortigern became an arch-villain, and the people whom he iniquitously welcomed became, simply, Saxons. Whether or not Geoffrey had an ‘ancient book’, he certainly read authors who gave him information about the disaster – the aforesaid Gildas, Bede and Nennius – and his dramatic fictionalisation was accepted as history through most of the Middle Ages. There was nothing to refute it.


His version begins in the chaos of the early fifth century. He tells his readers that the Archbishop of London, aware that the Little Britain in Armorica was in a sounder condition than the island, crossed the Channel and urged the Breton king, Aldroenus, to take charge of the parent country. The king’s brother Constantine sailed over with two thousand soldiers and landed at Totnes, like Brutus and other characters in the History. He enlarged his force by enrolling Britons on the spot, and dispersed the barbarian marauders. An assembly at Silchester, a Roman town, made Constantine king. He had three sons: Constans, who entered a monastery; Aurelius Ambrosius; and Uther. Constantine and his elder sons are historical figures, reshaped by Geoffrey in his own style. He plants Uther to be the father of Arthur.


Constantine reigned in peace for ten years. But the defeated Picts became dangerous again because they had a secret ally at the British court, Vortigern the Thin (here he is), the unscrupulous overlord of the Gewissei in south-east Wales. Perhaps with his connivance, a Pict assassinated Constantine. Vortigern exploited the murder. He persuaded Constantine’s eldest son, the monk Constans, to leave his monastery and assume the kingship as the legitimate heir. Constans was entirely unfitted to the role, and became a puppet in Vortigern’s hands. The plotter then installed friends of his own in key positions. He recruited a hundred Picts as his bodyguard and bribed them to clamour for his own coronation. They killed Constans, and Vortigern took the crown. Constans’s brother Aurelius should have reigned, with Uther next in line, but both the princes were young and in the care of a guardian, who hurried them off to Brittany out of Vortigern’s reach. The usurper knew that they would soon be old enough to return to Britain. Like Macbeth, he could never feel secure while a potential challenger lived, let alone two of them. His scheming had made enemies, and the princes would certainly find support.


In the fourth year of Vortigern’s reign, while he was visiting Canterbury, three foreign longships landed on the Kentish coast. The newcomers were Saxon exiles, led by two brothers, Hengist and Horsa. They asked to be taken to the king, and offered him their services. He was impressed by their stature and martial bearing. Although he regretted their paganism (they explained that they worshipped Woden and Freia), he accepted them as auxiliaries and allotted lands in Thanet and Lincolnshire for them and their followers.


Hengist, at first, kept his side of the bargain and fought the barbarians who were harassing Britain again. But he was more astute than Vortigern, and realised that the king’s weaknesses and apprehensions could be manipulated. With Vortigern’s approval, he imported more Saxons from the continent. As soon as they were safely in Britain, he held a banquet at which his beautiful daughter Renwein was present. She handed Vortigern a goblet of wine, saying ‘Was hail!’ Prompted by his interpreter, he gave the correct response, ‘Drinc hail!’ His first wife, by whom he had adult sons, was dead, and Renwein’s father perceived that he was ripe for an elderly infatuation. Hengist offered him her hand in marriage in return for more territory. Vortigern duly handed over the whole of Kent, without even informing its regional ruler. Saxons were now flooding into the country, not simply as auxiliaries but as settlers, bringing wives and families. Vortigern fell more and more under Hengist’s control. Many of his subjects were turning against him, as a friend of the heathen foreigners, who were already having sexual relations with British women.


The king’s eldest son, Vortimer, was horrified by all these developments, not least by his father’s Saxon marriage. He rebelled, and allowed fellow-rebels to make him a rival sovereign. At the head of his supporters he won four battles. The Saxon warriors fled to their ships and put to sea, though they left their families behind, indicating that they had no serious intention of going for good. Vortimer’s stepmother Renwein poisoned him (a Saxon atrocity which Geoffrey introduces too often, in order to get a character off the stage). As he lay dying, Vortimer asked his followers to build a pyramid at the place where the Saxons usually landed, and place his body on top. Superstitious dread of the man who had beaten them might cause them to hesitate. However, his wish was not carried out and he was buried in London.


Hengist’s horde reassembled, stronger than ever. Talking of a new treaty, he invited Vortigern and his nobles to a peace conference near Amesbury. The Britons, somewhat naively, trusted him and arrived unarmed. The Saxons hid daggers in their boots and, at a signal from Hengist, killed more than three hundred of the nobles, whose bodies were dumped in a mass grave on Salisbury Plain. Hengist threatened the king himself and extorted more territory. The Saxons seized London, York, Lincoln and Winchester, and roamed about the country at will, wrecking and pillaging.


Vortigern, driven to desperation, consulted soothsayers – by courtesy, magicians. They advised him to give up the attempt to control his kingdom, and instead to build himself an impregnable stronghold in some remote place, where he could at least survive. After considering several possible sites, he tried Snowdonia and picked out the hill-fort now known as Dinas Emrys.


Dinas Emrys is in the valley of Nant Gwynant near Beddgelert, and 3 miles south of Snowdon. The fort is on a rocky height, a little apart from neighbouring hills. Its ramparts defend a fairly level summit enclosure, about 800 by 500 feet. The original entrance is on the west, where it is possible to climb to the plateau through three lines of earthworks, but access is easier – though not much – on the east; here, a footpath of sorts runs along a ridge.


Vortigern brought his counsellors and magicians to the chosen site, and gathered masons and other skilled workers from different parts of the country, together with stones and timber as building materials. It must be supposed that in those days there was some way of getting such materials up the hill. The logistic problem was solved, the problem of construction was not. Vortigern ordered his team to build a tower for him. They laid the foundations, and then laid them again, but after several days they had achieved nothing. Every time the base of the tower began to take shape, it fell to pieces, and all the materials vanished into the earth. Since the professionals could offer no explanation, Vortigern consulted his magicians again.


But then something totally unexpected happened....
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While Geoffrey was spinning pseudo-history out of unpromising matter, he was also taking an interest in prophecy – specifically, Welsh prophecy. In his time the Welsh were unique among western nations in having a lively prophetic tradition, not necessarily of prophecy as prediction, but of prophecy as inspired utterance, which might or might not be predictive. It had a recognised kinship with the poetic inspiration of bards, called awen. Men and women who had the gift went into trances and poured out oracular sayings. These might be simply responses to inquirers, making the activity a kind of fortune-telling, but sometimes they did foreshadow the future, even the political future. Occasionally such prophecies, however cryptic, were remembered and recorded.


A famous poem composed about 930, and preserved in writing, treated this public prophecy with special respect. Called Armes Prydein, ‘The Omen of Britain’, it put together various hopeful forecasts of English decline and British recovery. In the upshot it turned out to be too optimistic. When it came to an actual battle, the English king Athelstan routed the Welsh and their allies. But it could always be taken up again, and reinterpreted.


Geoffrey read ‘The Omen of Britain’ and noted that one of its prophecies was attributed to someone called Myrddin, who plainly had a long-standing reputation. There was nothing in the poem to show who Myrddin was, but he was understood to have lived several centuries before. Other prophecies, mostly obscure or fragmentary, also had his name attached to them. Geoffrey made a collection of Myrddin material, with prophetic items from other sources. Setting the History aside for a while, he combined his collection with a large body of ‘prophecy’ that he made up himself, and gave the result to the public in 1135.


In the course of doing so, he took a momentous step. He realised that ‘Myrddin’ would be rendered ‘Merdinus’ in Latin, which for many prospective Norman-French readers would suggest merde, a dirty word. So he changed ‘Myrddin’ to ‘Merlin’. In this almost accidental way, a new name entered literature, one that was destined to have an impact that neither Geoffrey nor anybody else could have anticipated.


Geoffrey had no intention of leaving his ‘Prophecies of Merlin’ as an isolated pamphlet. That would have spelt oblivion. They should go bodily into the History itself, and Merlin should be brought into it to speak them. He took up the History again and carried it further, to a place where he could introduce the prophet in person.


He reached that place when he told how Vortigern’s tower collapsed, and the usurper consulted his magicians. Alarmingly, Geoffrey says, they told him that he must kill a boy and sprinkle his blood on the stones and mortar. Then the foundation would hold firm. This advice is not simply a macabre fiction out of Geoffrey’s imagination. It reflects a tradition of ancient druidic practice. Archaeologists at Cadbury Castle in Somerset unearthed the skeleton of a young man, folded up and crammed into a hole under the rampart, apparently to give it magical support. However, Vortigern’s magicians added a stipulation that seemed to nullify the whole idea, perhaps so that they would not be discredited by another collapse. The victim must be a boy who had no father.


Vortigern sent out messengers in all directions to look for a boy with this bizarre qualification. One party arrived in Carmarthen – or, to be precise, the town later given that name – and saw two lads quarrelling. One of them was shouting abuse and boasting of having royal blood; as for the other, no one knew who he was, for he never had a father. The name of the fatherless one was Merlin. The messengers spoke to him and made inquiries. It was true that nobody knew of any father. Merlin’s mother was a daughter of a king of Demetia (otherwise Dyfed) and lived with a community of nuns in St Peter’s church, where an illicit intrigue would have been difficult.


The governor of the town agreed to send Merlin and his mother to Vortigern. When they arrived at Dinas Emrys, Vortigern treated the mother with the courtesy due to a princess, and asked how she had come to conceive her son. She swore that she had had no sexual relations in the ordinary sense. But when she was in her room at the convent, a being used to come to her in the form of a handsome young man, stay for a while and then vanish. This happened repeatedly. Sometimes he talked with her while he was invisible, and when that happened, he had intercourse with her. After several such occurrences she became pregnant.


Vortigern was impressed by her manifest honesty. He had with him a scholar named Maugantius, who was an expert in mysteries of this type. Vortigern questioned Maugantius, who replied that the case was not unprecedented:


Between the moon and the earth live spirits whom we call incubus demons. They have partly the nature of men and partly that of angels, and when they wish they assume mortal shapes and have intercourse with women. It is possible that one of them appeared to this woman and begot the lad in her.


Merlin, who was listening, asked the king why he and his mother had been brought there. Vortigern explained about the proposal to sacrifice him, not even as a religious act, but for purely structural reasons. The boy was unperturbed. He asked to see the royal magicians, saying he would show that they did not know what they were talking about. Vortigern summoned them and ordered them to sit at Merlin’s feet. He already suspected that strange things were liable to happen when the boy was present.


Merlin asked the magicians what lay beneath the foundation, since obviously something had been unsettling it. They were terrified and said nothing. He turned to Vortigern, and told him to send for his workmen and have them dig. Under the foundations they would find a subterranean pool, and that was what made the ground unsteady. The workmen dug and found the pool. That, however, was only the beginning. What followed would be far more surprising. Merlin asked the magicians what was under the water. Again they had nothing to say. He told Vortigern to have the pool drained, and its secret would come to light. At the bottom they would find two hollow stones forming a kind of container, and inside would be two sleeping dragons.


So it turned out. The king and the onlookers were amazed, and realised that the boy had something more than mortal about him. Moreover, the dragons were alive and did not keep still; the draining operation had roused them. One was white, the other was red. They fought, breathing out fire. The white dragon drove the red one to the edge of the pool, but the red dragon recovered and thrust the white one back.
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Prophecy Transformed


Such is Merlin’s debut in The History of the Kings of Britain. It leads into the outpouring of prophecy which Geoffrey attributes to him and incorporates at this point. Merlin is definitely a teenager, not a bearded ancient. However, this episode is not a mere fantasy concocted by Geoffrey. In keeping with his habitual practice, he is making use of older material, improving it and adapting it to suit his intentions. Here, the older material is in the aforementioned book ascribed to the ninth-century monk Nennius. His early version supplies a bald account of Vortigern’s problem with the tower, the intended sacrifice and the discovery of the fatherless boy, though his origin is left obscure. The vessels are found in the pool and the two creatures emerge. They are called ‘worms’, but folklore dragons are sometimes called so, and in their confinement they must have been quite small. The red one drives away the white. This is the tale which Geoffrey’s introduction of Merlin as the young prophet has elaborated.


Nennius does not give the boy that name. Through most of the passage he is anonymous, but near the end he tells Vortigern that he is called Ambrosius – in Welsh, Emrys. Nennius may only be guessing at an etymology for the hill’s name. To give his derivation a little substance, he has Vortigern depart and leave Ambrosius in possession. He implies that in later life the boy became Ambrosius Aurelianus (Emrys Gwledig, Emrys the Overlord), a fifth-century British leader whom he mentions elsewhere. However, he may be bringing this leader in simply because this is the only Ambrosius he can think of.


Certainly the identification will not stand up. Elsewhere, Nennius himself gives the real Ambrosius a totally incompatible dating. Nothing connects him with North Wales; he does not figure anywhere in local legends or place-name lore; and the suggestion that the British commander-in-chief had prophetic powers is grotesque. While Geoffrey follows Nennius quite closely through the main story, he knows the equation does not work, and he brings Ambrosius Aurelianus into the History somewhere else in an entirely different role. He does try to account for the place-name – so far as he cares to try – by explaining that ‘Ambrosius’ was another name for Merlin; and, rightly or wrongly, subsequent Welsh bards accepted that ‘Merlinus Ambrosius’ was the full name of the seer who confronted Vortigern and spoke the prophecies.


The oddest thing in all this is the disclosure that establishes his credentials. It might not have been difficult to guess the reason for the foundation’s subsidence – that is, the subterranean pool. But the motif of dormant dragons in a submerged stone casing on top of a hill is bizarre. Small when lying asleep, they expand and fight when released. The whole picture seems alien to mantic convention and even fairy-tale logic. Somehow Merlin knows that the dragons are there, and overawes the king and his entourage by proving it. But how are they supposed to have got there? The question might be dismissed as unanswerable, yet – strangest of all – the answer exists. It takes us into a realm of mythology, pointing to mysteries behind Geoffrey’s feats of imagination, even when he makes them quasi-historical.


The secret of the dragons is in the medieval collection of Welsh stories called the Mabinogion. The two creatures were incarcerated by Lludd, the ruler of Britain a very long time ago. Geoffrey knows about him, and puts him in his own book quasi-historically as King Lud, the last undisputed British sovereign before the Roman invasion. This king, he says, had a special fondness for London, and remodelled it with a new majesty. Lud survives in urban mythology as one of Geoffrey’s creative successes: Ludgate Hill, the approach to St Paul’s Cathedral, is named after him.


But Geoffrey sheds no light on the origin of the dragons. The author of the Mabinogion version of this reign has read the History, and summarises the London paragraph. Then, however, he goes on to mythical themes of immemorial age which Geoffrey has made no attempt to handle; even he would have found it difficult to transmute them into his own kind of narrative. And it is just there that the dragons first show themselves.


According to the Mabinogion, Lludd had a wise brother named Llevelys, who became king of what is now France. Lludd’s reign in Britain was troubled by several ‘plagues’ or afflictions. One was an invasion by alien beings, a kind of malignant fairy-folk called the Coranieid. They could hear any speech that was carried on the wind, however faintly, and could thus eavesdrop at a distance and learn an opponent’s plans, so Lludd could see no way of defeating them. Another ‘plague’ was a horrible shriek that rang across the country each May-eve and drove people out of their minds; no one could find what it was that shrieked.
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