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In approaching the vast body of legends which grew up about the name
of a hero called Arthur, one is faced with innumerable questions, but none
looms up so promptly and so obviously as the question of historic fact:
Did the Arthur of legend live, or was he a mythical figure? Not so long
ago there were scholars of eminence who seriously believed that he was in
origin a bear-god or an agricultural divinity, arguing from the linguistic
roots art and ar.1 But now there is an almost unanimous vote of both
philologues and historians that he was a man of flesh and blood. Professor
Kenneth Jackson, who is unsurpassed in his command of the various kinds
of evidence, has expressed himself in a chapter due to be published in 1958
as follows: "Did King Arthur ever really exist? The only honest answer
is 'We don't know, but he may very well have existed.' The nature of the
evidence is such that proof is impossible."

In spite of this noncommittal answer Jackson does offer a good deal
of testimony—some of it set down within a hundred years of the period
when the hero of the Britons lived if he lived at all—and I believe that the
latest and most authoritative writers on Britain in the Dark Ages—Oman,
Collingwood, Hodgkin and Stenton—display no scepticism on the subject.2
Though conclusive proof is lacking, it is hard to believe that the passionate
devotion of the Welsh, Cornish and Bretons to the memory of Arthur
was evoked by a medieval and male Mrs Harris. In spite of the silence of
Gildas and others writing in the 6th century, it is far more likely than not
that a British commander named Arthur flourished about the year 500,
perhaps a little earlier or a little later.

The next question which I should like to raise is: Did the historic Arthur
have any particular connection with what is now Scotland? Was he a
Briton from the north like Cunedda? Or did he conduct campaigns like
those of William Wallace (who, to judge by his name, must have been of
Welsh ancestry) north of the Tweed and the Solway Firth? Skene first

1 J. Bhys, Studies in the Arthurian Legend (Oxford, 1891), pp. 25-40. E. K. Chambers, Arthur of
Britain (London, 1927), pp. 206-11.

2 C. Oman, England before the Norman Conquest, 8th ed. (London, 1938), pp. 211 f. P. M. Stenton,
Anglo-Saxon England (Oxford, 1943), pp. 3 f. R. H. Hodgkin, History of the Anglo-Saxons, 3rd ed.
(Oxford, 1952), pp. 122, 182.
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elaborated the thesis that Arthur's military career was confined to the
North,1 and a Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries, John S. Stuart Glennie,
published in 1869 an impressive essay, Arthurian Localities, supporting
Skene.2 Both relied largely on the identification of the sites of Arthur's
battles, as given by Nennius, with places in Scotland. Nennius, be it
remembered, was a Welsh priest who, early in the 9th century, collected a
miscellaneous body of facts, and what purported to be facts, about British
history. In an oft-quoted passage,3 dealing with the period right after the
death of Hengist, Nennius says that Arthur fought against them—apparently
the Saxons and the Jutes of Kent—and defeated them in twelve battles.
He gives the name of the place where each victory occurred, and, since four
battles are listed as occurring in one place, there are nine names in all.
It is, of course, easy to sit down with a large-scale map of Northern England
and Southern Scotland and match each of the nine names in Nennius with
something resembling it on the map. That is what Skene and Glennie did.
But Professor Jackson submitted the list to scientific scrutiny,4 and found
that only one site can be placed with any certainty in Scotland, namely,
silva Celidonis or Coit Celidon, which is, of course, the Caledonian Forest.
But it is hard to see how a general, operating against the Saxons and Jutes
about the year 500, could have encountered them in Strathclyde or the
vicinity, where, so far as we know, there were no Germanic invaders then or
later. The same objection holds against Urbs Legionis, i.e., Chester. Jackson
concludes that the one authentic victory listed by Nennius is that of Mons
Badonis, and that if it was won by Arthur about 500, it must have been
fought on the eastern border of the Salisbury Plain, near Swindon or
Faringdon. The other battle sites, wherever they actually were, may have
witnessed the prowess of Arthur, or they may not. A priest of South Wales,
living three hundred years later, is no trustworthy witness on matters of
detail.

Glennie found corroboration for his thesis in all manner of local associa-
tions.5 He maintained that "at or in the neighbourhood of every one of
these battle-sites thus identified, we find existing, from the time of our
oldest charters, and other documents, to this day, places with Arthur's
name, or traditions of Arthur's history." There are two weaknesses in
this argument. In the first place, associations which go no farther back
than the 12th century—and none of them do—carry little weight, for even
before 1100 the renown of Arthur was beginning to spread beyond Wales.
In the second place, if such evidence is valid, Wales and the Welsh border

1 J. S. Stuart Glennie, Arthurian Localities (Edinburgh, 1869); also published as introduction
to Early English Text Soc., No. 36.

2 W. P. Skene, Four Ancient Books of Wales (Edinburgh, 1868), I, 52-58.
3 Chambers, op. cit., pp. 1-12, 238 f. P. Lot, Nennius et VHistoria Brittonum (Paris, 1934), I, 194-6.

E. Paral, Legends Arthurienne (Paris, 1929), III, 38 f.
• 4 Modern Philology, XLIII (1945), 44-57.

6 Glennie, op. cit., p. 108. ' : , "
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would have a stronger claim, for, in the Mirabilia included in Nennius' book,
Arthur is connected with a cairn in Brecknockshire and a burial mound
in Herefordshire,1 and that is about four centuries earlier than any similar
topographical links with;Arthur are recorded for Scotland. As for later
times, Welsh toponymy and folk-tradition can match those of Scotland
as evidence of interest in Arthur. But in neither country does the existence
of an Arthur's Oven or an Arthur's Table mean that the historic hero ever
bivouacked there.

Of course, Arthur might have been a Briton of the North, but he could
with equal probability have come from Cornwall or Wales. Indeed, he
might have been born in eastern England before it was overrun by the
Saxons and Angles. That Arthur lived and gave the Saxons a good thrashing
in the South of England about the year 500 seems pretty clear, but where
he was born, no one knows nor is there the slightest probability that anyone
ever will know. Some day a pillar stone marking the true place of his
burial (as distinct from the hollow oak found at Grlastonbury in 1191) may
be dug up, but that his birth certificate or baptismal register will come to
light is something that even the most sanguine cannot hope for.

Another ardent believer in Arthur's activities in the North is Professor
Nitze.2 For him Arthur was a Roman, Lucius Artorius Castus, commander
of the Sixth Legion, who is on record as fighting in Dalmatia and Armorica,
and who may have fought in Britain as well against the Picts and Scots.
But he lived in the 2nd century, and I find it hard to understand how this
Roman general, even though his middle name was Artorius, was converted
into the champion of the Britons against the Saxons in the 5th century
or slightly later, and how he came to rouse the ardent loyalty of all the
descendants of the Britons—Welsh, Cornish and Bretons—for a thousand
years. Lucius Artorius Castus certainly lived and made history in a small
way in Britain in Hadrian's time, but he was not our Arthur.

A remarkable early reference, presumably to the Arthur of Nennius, has
been brought to the fore in recent years, and it brings us, though not Arthur,
back to the North again. There is a Welsh poem called the Gododdin,
dealing with a defeat inflicted on the Britons of Southern Scotland by the
Angles.3 This poem, in its original form, is now accepted by Welsh scholars
as a composition of about the year 600. In it a certain British warrior
is said to have "glutted black ravens on the rampart of the city, though
he was not Arthur." That is, he slew many Angles, but his prowess was
not equal to that of Arthur. What can one infer from this fleeting allusion ?
Not that Arthur was a North Briton, not that he came from the same
region north of the Tweed as did most of the warriors celebrated in the

1 Chambers, op. cit., pp. 239 f. Lot, op. cit., p. 216. Faral, op. cit., Ill, 61.
2 Pub. Mod. Lang. Assoc., Ksnv (1949), 585-96.
3 Gododdin, ed. I. Williams (Cardiff, 1938). Discussed by Williams, Lectures on Early Welsh Poetry

(Dublin, 1944), pp. 65-70, and by K. H. Jackson in Antiquity, xin (1939), 25-34.
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poem, but simply that his reputation had reached the North and become
established there round the year 600. There is nothing in the Gododdin
to force us to reject the historic probability that Arthur had achieved his
pre-eminence by his campaigns against the Saxons in Southern England.

In fact, it seems to me very significant that the other early Welsh
poems, which are roughly contemporary with the Gododdin and which deal
with historic figures of the same general area, King Urien of Rheged and
his son Owein, there is no further mention of Arthur.1 This silence would
be unnatural if he had won any great victories in the North two or three
generations earlier. This silence would be quite natural if one thinks of
Arthur as one who fed the ravens with the carcases of Saxons in the Thames
Valley or on the Berkshire Downs, where about 500 the Saxons would be
found. It is the reputation of Arthur in the North which is attested by the
Gododdin, not his activity in any particular part of Britain. Even Nennius'
specific reference to the victory of the Wood of Celyddon must be discounted
on Nennius' own testimony that Arthur fought against Octha, King of
Kent.

There is a long gap between Nennius and the next author to link Arthur
with Scotland. A Flemish cleric, Lambert of St Omer, in a work entitled
Liber Floridus and dated 1120 makes the following remarkable statement:2

"There is in Britain, in the land of the Picts, a palace of the warrior Arthur,
built with marvelous art and variety, in which the history of all his exploits
and wars is to be seen in sculpture. He fought twelve battles against the
Saxons who had occupied Britain." Lambert then gives a list of the twelve
victories of Arthur according to Nennius. What could have suggested this
reference to the sculptures in the land of the Picts ? We do not know but
we can guess. A Corpus Christi Cambridge manuscript, a century or so
later in date than Lambert's work, has a gloss on Nennius which states
that Carausius, the emperor, built a round house with polished stones
(politis lapidibus) on the bank of the River Carron.3 Dr Steer of the Ancient
Monuments Commission points out that this gloss refers to the Roman
temple which was known as early as 1293 as the Oven of Arthur, for it too
was round and made of polished stones and lay near the River Carron.4
Did Lambert find a similar gloss in his copy of Nennius—a gloss which con-
nected this building with Arthur rather than Carausius? Could he then
have converted the polished stones into sculptures and found a subject

1 I. Williams in Proc. of Brit. Acad., xvm (1932), 270 ff. Morris-Jones in T Cymmrodor, xxvm
(1918), 64-71, 151-99.

2 Faral, op. cit., I, 256 n. Migne, Pat. Lat., CLXIII, col. 1012. R. S. and L. H. Loomis, Arthurian
Legends in Medieval Art (New York, 1938), p. 15.

3 Lot, op. cit., I, 165, n. 8. John Leslie, bishop, of Boss, expressed the opinion.in De Origine Moribus
et Rebus Gestis Scotorum (1578) that Arthur was the builder of a stone house formerly existing not far
from the River Carron.

* Glennie, op. cit., pp. 42 f.
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for the sculptures in Nennius' list of Arthur's victories? These questions
cannot be answered in the affirmative or the negative; but such efforts
to elaborate the scanty materials available were characteristic of other
authors than Lambert of St Omer. Geoffrey of Monmouth -was writing a
few years later, say in the early eleven-thirties, and it is abundantly clear
that the Historia Regum Britanniae is largely compounded of the rough
stones of tradition freely shaped and adorned by Geoffrey's imagination.

In 1125, five years after the composition of the Liber Floridus, William
of Malmesbury completed the Gesta Regum Anglorum and testified1 that
Arthur was the subject of fantastic tales told by the Bretons: "Artur
de quo Britonum nugae hodieque delirant"—very significant testimony to
the role played by Breton story-tellers in the diffusion of the fascinating
but wild and incoherent traditions which had gathered about Arthur.
William did not associate Arthur in any way with Scotland, but he did
mention Arthur's nephew Gawain under the name Walwen, and said that
he had reigned over Walweitha, that is, Galloway.2 First, it should be
observed that the form Walwen is not Welsh; nothing resembling it ever
appears in a Welsh text, and it is most probable that the chronicler heard
it from Breton lips—a corroboration of his testimony about the circulation
of Breton tales about Arthur. All this, of course, is easy to understand
when one realizes that many Breton lords fought for William the Conqueror 3

at Hastings and were rewarded with lands, and others followed after. Sir
Frank Stenton declared: "There is hardly an English county in which the
Breton element is not found, and in some counties its influence was deep
and permanent." For example, there was the great Breton earldom of
Richmond in Yorkshire.* Breton lords would be followed, of course, by
Breton entertainers and would welcome professional story-tellers to relieve
the tedium of long winter evenings when there was no television and no
radio. Bedier was clear on the point: after the battle of Hastings "toute
la civilisation normande se trouva brusquement transplanted telle quelle
dans les chateaux d'Outre-Manche, et les jongleurs armoricains y suivirent
leurs patrons: jongleurs armoricains, mais plus qu'a demi romanises, mais
vivant au service de seigneurs francais, et contant pour leur plaire." 5 This
is a fact of capital importance. Breton story-tellers and singers would be
bilingual and could address Anglo-Norman audiences as well as Breton.
Devoted to the memory of their ancestral hero, they drew heavily on the
Welsh store-house of romantic fiction about Arthur. They adapted it to

1 Chambers, op. cit., p. 250. William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, ed. W. Stubbs, Rolls
Series, I, 11. B. S. Loomis, Wales and the Arthurian Legend (Cardiff, 1956), pp. 183-5.

2 Chambers, op. cit., p. 250. William of Malmesbury, op. cit., II, 342.
3 P. M. Stentou, 1st Century of English Feudalism (Oxford, 1932), pp. 24 f., 28.
4 Victoria History of the County of York, North Biding, ed. W. Page (London, 1914), pp. 2 f. Annales

de Sretagne, XLIII (1935), 265 ff.
5 Thomas, Tristan, ed. J. Bedier (Paris, 1905), II, 126 f.
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the taste of Anglo-Normans and Frenchmen and thus spread his fame and
that of his Round Table throughout the western world.1

The fact, however, that William of Malmesbury made Gawain king of
Galloway probably has no significance. In the Middle Ages no principle
of historiography was more solidly established than the idea that places
took their names from persons. The early history of Rome was sufficient
guarantee for it, and so was Vergil's Aeneid. William, therfore, had no
difficulty in believing that Walweitha, Galloway, took its name from Walwen,
Gawain. But there is nothing to support this derivation, and I have else-
where presented ample evidence to show that the name Walwen or Gawain
had an origin which completely eliminates the possibility of a connection
with Galloway.2 Indeed, two scholars of eminence, J. D. Bruce and Edward
Brugger,3 agree that the association is no better than Geoffrey of Monmouth's
linking King Leir with Leicester and Coel with Colchester.

As for Geoffrey himself, everyone knows that he was the perpetrator
of one of the most successful hoaxes in the world's history, the Historia
Regum Britanniae (c. 1136). Though born probably at Monmouth, and for
a large part of his life a resident of Oxford, he was almost certainly of Breton
extraction. Sir John Lloyd, Sir Edmund Chambers and Tatlock all came
to this conclusion in view of his marked bias in favour of the Bretons as
against the Welsh,4 and in one manuscript he actually refers to himself as
Brito.5 That in the 12th century did not mean a Welshman, for he says him-
self that after the time of Cadwallader the Welsh "non vocabantur Britones
sed Gualenses." 6 He conceived the bold idea of fabricating a history of
Britain from the beginnings, taking advantage of the enormous prestige
which the Breton story-tellers had built up around their ancestral hero.
In the phrase of William of Newburgh, he even made the little finger
of Arthur thicker than the loins of Alexander the Great.7 But he did his
work so cleverly that William was one of the very few who saw through
the sham. Almost everyone else accepted the Historia Regum Britanniae
as a veracious chronicle.

Geoffrey also linked Gawain with Scotland and in a similar, though
not the same, way as William of Malmesbury. He decided that Lothian

1 B. S. Loomis, Arthurian Tradition and ChrMen de Troyes (New York, 1949), pp. 15-22, 27-32.
Gottingische Gelehrte Anzeigen, 1890, pp. 788 ff. Kultur der Gegenwart, ed. P. Hinneberg (Berlin, Leipzig,
1909), TeU i, Abt. xi, I, 11-15, 60-65. Zeits. f. franz. Sprache u. Literatur, xx1 (1898), 79-162; XLiv2

(1922), 78-87. 2 Loomis, Arthurian Tradition, pp. 146-54.
3 J. D. Bruce, Evolution of Arthurian Romance (Baltimore, Halle, 1923), I, 21 n. Zeits. f. franz,

Sprache, xxxni2 (1908), 59 f.
4 English Historical Review, LVII, 466 f. Chambers, op. cit., pp. 23 f., 90. J. S. P. Tatlock, Legendary

History of Britain (Berkeley, Calif., 1950), 396-402, 439 f., 443.
5 Faral, op. cit., in, 189, variants.
6 Loomis, Wales and the Arthurian Legend, pp. 181-4. Giraldus Cambrensis says (Opera, ed. Dimock,

Rolls Series, vi, 179): "Usque in hodiernum, barbara nuncupatioue et homines Wallensea et terra
Wallia vocitatur."

' Chronicles of the Reigns of Stephen, Henry II and Richard I, ed. R. Hewlett, Rolls Series, i, 11.
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got its name from a certain Loth,1 known in Breton tradition as the father
of Gawain.2 So Gawain became for Geoffrey and his translators heir to the
lordship of Lothian. Nothing much came of this, however. A rival tradition
was soon in the field, which made Loth king of Orkney, and as a result
Gawain and his brothers are much more commonly associated in the romances
with the Orkney Isles than with Lothian.3

Geoffrey arbitrarily took over Urien, historic king of Rheged in the late
6th century and ancestor of the present Lord Dynevor,4 made him a con-
temporary of Arthur, and represented him as restored to his royal throne of
Moray by the generous Arthur.5 Likewise Angusel, king of Albania, that
is, Scotland between Lothian and Moray, was restored by Arthur to his
kingdom.6 Geoffrey later makes it quite plain that Urien held Moray and
Angusel held Albany as Arthur's vassals; they were invited to the coronation
as " reges subditi." 7 There can be no doubt of the implications of this claim,
and the history of Scotland might have been somewhat different if it had
not been made. For when Edward I in 1301 had his secretaries draw up
a statement of his rights to the overlordship of Scotland, they based it
largely on Geoffrey's Sistoria.8 It is not unlikely that the Oxford magister,
sitting at his desk, had a fatal influence on Scottish-English relations, and
it was all done by scribbling a few lines with his quill pen.

But Geoffrey's book had a more immediate and romantic effect in
Scotland. Characteristically, he had created from the Welsh name for the
city of York, Ebrauc, a king of Britain named Ebraucus,9 and placed his
reign to synchronize with that of King David of Judea. Geoffrey credited
Ebraucus with the foundation not only of York but also of three other
towns: Alclud, Castellum Puellarum and Mons Dolorosus—four foundations
in all.10 Alclud, defined as lying in the direction of Albany, is easily recognised
as Dumbarton on the Clyde, but what did Geoffrey mean when he wrote
Castellum Puellarum? He gives it as an alternative name for Oppidum
Montis Agned, but that does not help us much, for though Nennius placed
Arthur's eleventh battle at Mons Agned, Professor Jackson assures us that
it is impossible to identify the site11 and the Historia merely implies that it,
like Alclud, was "versus Albaniam." However, we do know that in 1141
King David of Scotland came down into England to fight on behalf of his
niece, the Empress Matilda, against the supporters of King Stephen.12 In

1 Faral, op. cit., in, 225, 237.
2 Loomis, Arthurian Tradition, pp. 148-50.
3 Ibid., pp. 71 f.
4 See early editions of Burke's Peerage under Dynevor.
5 Paral, op. cit., Ill, 237. " Ibid.
7 Ibid., in, 242, " . . . reges etiam et duces sibi subditos ad ipsani festivitatem couvocare. . . . "
8 T. Rymer, Foedera, ed. Clerke and Holbrooke (London, 1816), 1,932. Speculum, xxvm (1953), 121 f.
9 Tatlock, op. cit., p. 12.

10 Faral, op. cit., Ill, 97.
11 Modern Philology, XLIII, 52.
12 Chronicles of the Reigns of Stephen, etc. ed. Hewlett, III, 75—83.


