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Last time, we saw how the Welsh tradition gave an aura of the supernatural to the Arthurian story found in the historical chronicles.  Again, it is important to emphasize that these are two separate traditions about Arthur, though at tantalizing moments they do overlap, as when Nennius makes his reference to the marvelous rock that bears the footprint left by Arthur’s dog, Cabal, while pursuing the hunt of a boar.  The boar, called “Troynt” in Nennius, is the same beast as Twrch Trywth in “Culhwch and Olwen,” so for a moment we see the two traditions coalescing.
With Geoffrey of Monmouth we return to the chronicle tradition, but now (1138 or so) the historical context has shifted dramatically, with the French-speaking Normans in control of Britain after their defeat of the Saxons at the Battle of Hastings in 1066.  

Geoffrey of Monmouth is of Welsh descent, as his name suggests. (Monmouth is in southeast Wales.)   He was a cleric who resided in Oxford at the time he wrote his history, and he addressed his work both to other clerics and to the members of the Norman aristocracy.  An important point of emphasis for us will be the ideological functions of the work both for Geoffrey himself and for this particular audience, who would have been eager to hear about historical precedents that legitimated their rule.
Geoffrey’s book traces the history of Britain from its earliest settlement to the last British king, Cadwallader, in the seventh century; but it is most famous for its account of the reign of Arthur that is presented as occuring two centuries earlier.  Geoffrey’s book was phenomenally popular in its day.  Over 215 manuscripts of it survive from the twelfth century, an extraordinarily high number (Gawain and the Green Knight, by contrast, survives in a single manuscript).  The work was written in Latin, but Geoffrey states that he has based it on “a certain very ancient book written in the British language.”  This “ancient book” has never been found.  Did it ever exist?  Scholars disagree.  But whether it did or not, Geoffrey is staking his own claim to authenticity as a Welshman to narrate the history of his people, drawing on a source that only a native Welshman could read.
To summarize Geoffrey’s history, he begins with the original settling of the island, then known as Albion and inhabited by giants.  The first settler to arrive is Brutus, great-grandson of Aeneas, who kills the giants and establishes his own kingdom there, known after him as “Britain.”

The settling of Britain thus takes part in Geoffrey’s account as part of the movement that medieval historians characterized as translatio imperii, or the “transfer of empire”: the westward dispersal of the Trojans, first to Italy and then to the other countries of Europe, which they gradually settled.  This historical myth has an especially potent force for the Norman rulers of England, for it implies that their defeat of the Anglo-Saxons and conquest of the island is not an invasion or a usurpation, but a reclaiming of Britain by the race of Aeneas.  By this account, the Anglo-Saxons are the usurpers of the island, and in invading it the Normans are simply restoring it to its natural heritage, since both Britons and Normans come from a single source.  The Normans are not invaders, but liberators.

This is what I mean by saying that Geoffrey’s work has potent ideological implications for his audience, implications that he consciously develops with considerable care.

The next sections of Geoffrey’s history narrate the reigns of a series of British kings, including King Leir, who divides his kingdom among his three daughters, with disastrous results, giving a hint to Shakespeare.

The Romans now arrive, but curiously they are never described as conquering the island, perhaps so as to avoid emphasizing British vulnerability or failure.  Rather, Britain becomes a tributary state, with only an intermittent Roman presence.  When the Saxons invade, Vortigern tries to betray the Britons in the way that we’ve become familiar with (boo, hiss), but ultimately Uther Pendragon, preceded by his brother, Aurelius Ambrosius, replaces him as king.
At this point, a new character arrives on the Arthurian scene.  He is a magician, and his name is Merlin.

The origin of this character may be found in Welsh tradition, in references to an oracular bard and prophet from northern Britain named Myrrdin.   Myrrdin seems to have been a historical figure, though magical stories soon accrued around him.  In his Latin text, Geoffrey calls him “Merlinus” rather than “Merdinus,” which would have been the usual Latinization of the name.  The change from “d” to “l” is to spare the sensibilities of his French-speaking Norman readers, who might have been offended by a word that looked so much like “merde.”
Three episodes relating to Merlin are told in Geoffrey’s history.  (For more detailed accounts of these episodes, see either the full text of Geoffrey’s history, or the entry for “Geoffrey of Monmouth” in The New Arthurian Encyclopedia.)
1.
Merlin’s solving of the problem with Vortigern’s fortress by exposing the pool beneath its foundations and releasing the two dragons, one red and one white, whose combat symbolizes the strife between the Britons and the Saxons.  After this episode, Merlin speaks a long series of desperately obscure prophecies, foreshadowing a series of disasters that are to befall the kingdom.
2.
Merlin transplants Stonehenge from Ireland to Britain, as a memorial over the graves of several hundred Britons who had been massacred by the Saxons.  (Originally Stonehenge has been built by Irish giants.)
3.
Finally, there is the story familiar to us from later Arthurian literature of Merlin’s aid to Uther Pendragon achieving his desire for the lady Igerna (“Igraine” in Malory’s version).

With this we are in the Arthurian portion of Geoffrey’s history.  But note that Merlin and Arthur never appear together in its pages; their companionship is a later development of the story.

Summarize Arthurian story as told in Geoffrey, and then pose question:

Geoffrey’s version clearly establishes many features that we associate with the Arthurian legend in all of its subsequent guises.  But what aspects of his version are different from how we’ve come to think of Arthur?  [Points raised in discussion.  Arthur as a fighting man and military leader.  Also Arthur as a conqueror of other countries, an imperial quester, rather than a king who establishes a lasting peace at home.  Note also importance of Christian references and rituals in the story.]
What aspects of the tradition, familiar to us, have their beginning here?  Examples: story of Uther and Igraine, Merlin, Mordred’s treachery and Guinevere’s adultery [with Mordred in this version; Lancelot hasn’t come into the story yet], the sword Caliburn (later Excalibur), the final departure to Avalon so that Arthur’s “wounds might be healed.”  Also Arthur as morally good--rescuing (or attempting to rescue) the fair damsel by fighting the gaint on Mont St. Michel, Arthur as liberator of the Britons from the Saxons, and as freeing them from Roman domination.
Especially important is the scene of Arthur’s coronation at Caerleon [the precursor of Camelot], which establishes his court as a place of noble manners and valiant conduct.  The coronation takes place at Pentecost, often the time of important events in the later Arthurian tradition. Look at the passage on pages 74-6 of The Romance of Arthur.  We see among other things the beginning of the chivalric code of performing great deeds for the approval of noble ladies, and the elevated level of conduct that results from this: “Thus the women were made more chaste, and the knights more valiant because of their love for them.”

In short, in Geoffrey we find Arthur as full-fledged medieval culture hero, one whose example provides a substantial precedent to legitimate the rule of the Normans in England, with their own highly developed court culture.  At the same time, Arthur legimates the culture of the British, from whom Geoffrey himself derives.  As always with Arthurian literature, the needs of author and audience at a particular historical and cultural moment help determine the shape that the legend takes on.
