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Introduction
	
The Holy Grail

And as they were eating, Jesus took the bread, and blessed it, and broke it, and gave it to the disciples, and said, Take, eat; this is my body. And he took the cup, and gave thanks, and gave it to them, saying, drink ye all of it. For this is my blood of the new testament, which is shed for many for the remission of sins.

MATTHEW 26: 26–28

The Grail has occupied a unique place in the Western imagination since the dawn of the Middle Ages. Even today it remains a central recurring theme in modern literature. It has inspired writers, artists and musicians for centuries, and now it exerts its enchanting influence from the cinema screen and on television. A sacred chalice said to hold the power to cure all ills and bring peace and prosperity to the world, the Grail embodies a promise of immortality and the fulfillment of dreams and aspirations.

Over the years the search for the Grail has become as important a motif as the sacred artifact itself. In the literature of the Middle Ages medieval heroes sought the Grail in scores of epic poems and romantic adventures, each gaining worldly insight and spiritual enlightenment from the tasks given them during the quest. It became almost unimportant that the Grail itself was not discovered; the real search was for knowledge, and the understanding of the inner self was the true prize. In many medieval stories the Grail was merely a beacon to lure the hero into the ultimate game of life, to discover his true place and purpose in the world. This is the Grail as it was eventually portrayed in the Gothic revival of the nineteenth century, in the paintings of the Pre-Raphaelites and in the verses of the romantic Victorian poets. It is the image that has become the theme of today’s novelists and Hollywood scriptwriters. But what exactly is the Holy Grail? Did—or does—it really exist?

To most people today the Grail occupies the realm of legend. However, during the Middle Ages it was not portrayed simply as another magical artifact, but as the most sacred Christian relic. As such, belief in the Grail’s existence was not a matter of profane superstition, but of profound religious faith.

In most medieval Grail romances, from the thirteenth century onward, the Grail was portrayed as the cup used by Christ himself at the Last Supper, in which the wine became his blood. It was said to have been kept by the disciples during the Roman persecutions, before being brought to Britain, where it was later sought by King Arthur and his knights. Millions of Christians throughout the world firmly believed that Jesus was the Son of God and that the miracle of the Last Supper really occurred. From the Christian perspective there was no doubt that the cup of the Last Supper actually existed, and during the Middle Ages many believed that it still survived.

Usually, holy relics were the earthly remains of saints: their bones or, in some cases, a mummified appendage. Relics were believed to hold divine power: they could heal sickness, protect against evil, and secure spiritual well being. In the Middle Ages relics were highly sought after, their acquisition becoming an international obsession. For many monks it was a sacred duty to seek them out and return them to their abbots. In abbeys throughout Europe relics were displayed in public shrines, to be visited by thousands of pilgrims in the hope that they might he helped, cured or enlightened by their close proximity to the remains. Pilgrims were prepared to pay to view or touch the relics, and vast wealth was donated to the churches, abbeys, and cathedrals that contained the bones of the most famous saints. Often a religious center would grow rich and powerful solely from the proceeds of its relics.

An excellent example is Glastonbury Abbey in Somerset. The impressive ruins of the abbey date from the late twelfth century, replacing much older buildings destroyed by fire in 1184. Following the fire, the abbey was desperately in need of funds for rebuilding, and the only sure way to raise the money was to attract large numbers of pilgrims. In 1190, during renovations to the abbey ruins, the monks claimed to have discovered in the foundations the bones of at least three famous saints: Patrick, Gildas, and Dunstan, all thought to be early patrons of the abbey. The relics were put on display and attracted generous donations from multitudes of worshippers. So wealthy did the abbey become that it was reconstructed as one of the most splendid in England.

During the Middle Ages any relics were big business, but the most prestigious were those thought to have been associated with Christ himself. As the Bible relates that Jesus ascended bodily into heaven, his bones could not exist on earth. It was therefore items associated with Jesus that became his relics. Many splinters from the cross were claimed as genuine, as was the famous Turin shroud, in which Christ’s crucified body was said to have been wrapped. If it had survived, however, the holiest of all relics would be the vessel that had once contained the very blood of Christ—the cup of the Last Supper.

The oldest surviving reference to the Grail as the name for the cup of Christ was by the Burgundian poet Robert de Boron, in his Joseph d’Arimathie, composed around the year 1200. The Bible relates how Joseph, a rich merchant of Arimathea, laid the body of Christ in the tomb after the Crucifixion. According to Robert, Joseph of Arimathea obtained the cup of the Last Supper from Pilate and used it to collect drops of blood from Jesus’s crucified body. In the poem, Joseph eventually embarks on a series of adventures, leading ultimately to the Grail being brought to Britain, to the “Vales of Avalon.”

In the following decades other writers composed scores of similar romances, in which the Grail was portrayed as a fabulous jeweled chalice made of gold and silver. If a cup used at an impromptu meal in firstcentury Palestine really had survived intact, it seems highly improbable that it would be such a spectacular artifact. More likely, it would have been a simple drinking vessel made of wood, stone, or pottery. Moreover, it is difficult to equate such an opulent receptacle with Jesus, the humble carpenter who renounced material wealth.

Yet regardless of the Grail’s supposed appearance, did it really survive intact to be hidden somewhere in the British Isles?

The name that is inextricably linked with the Grail is that of King Arthur. In nearly all the medieval stories of the Grail quest Arthur and his warriors are the central characters.

It is the Knights of the Round Table who search for and discover this holiest of relics. Consequently, before we can begin to evaluate the authenticity of any of the Grail stories, we must first investigate King Arthur himself. Was he simply an invention of the medieval imagination? Or did he really exist?
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The Search for King Arthur


1

The Arthurian Romances

The story of King Arthur that we know today was the work of the English knight Sir Thomas Malory, printed in 1485 under the title Le Morte d’Arthur (The Death of Arthur). Malory did not invent the story, however; he simply gathered together a wide variety of existing tales and retold them. The stories were already popular at the time and, as one of the first books to be set in print, Malory’s version established itself as the standard presentation. Yet during the Middle Ages, the era of jousting, chivalry, and knights in armor, the period in which the tales are set, there are no records of such a king, either in England or elsewhere in Christendom. Even if we go back to the Norman Conquest of 1066 we find no King Arthur. If we go back still further to the ninth century, when Athelstan became the first Saxon king of all England, again no such monarch exists. So who was Arthur? How did such an elusive and obscure character become so famous?

In addressing this question we must trace the development of the narrative itself, examining how the story evolved in the romantic literature of the Middle Ages. The earliest detailed account of Arthur’s life was written around 1135 by the Welsh cleric Geoffrey of Monmouth, who later became Bishop of St. Asaph. Geoffrey’s work, the Historia Regum Britanniae (History of the Kings of Britain), became the foundation upon which all the later stories of King Arthur were constructed. As its title suggests, it was not intended to be read as fiction. On the contrary, it was presented as an accurate historical record of the British monarchy. But at a time when accurate historical records were almost nonexistent and history was not seen as it is today, as a discipline dependent solely on the interpretation of proven facts, writers often felt free to embellish history as they saw fit. It is thus difficult to distinguish between fact and invention in the works of Geoffrey of Monmouth.

Written in Latin, Geoffrey’s Historia traces the development of the isle of Britain, culminating with the golden age of King Arthur. According to Geoffrey, Arthur is born at Tintagel Castle in Cornwall, the son of the British king Uther Pendragon. Having become king while still in his teens, Arthur quickly asserts authority by defeating his barbarian enemies at the battle of Bath. Wielding a magical sword, Caliburn, said to have been forged on the mystical isle of Avalon, Arthur subsequently defeats the Scots in the North and unifies the nation. Having gone on to conquer Ireland and Iceland, Arthur reigns peacefully for twelve years, his queen Ganhumara at his side. He establishes an order of knights, accepting notorious warriors of all nations, before conceiving the ambitious notion of conquering Europe. When Norway, Denmark, and Gaul (an area that once covered northern Italy, France, and Belgium, together with parts of Germany, the Netherlands, and Switzerland) have fallen easily to his armies, Arthur returns home to a period of peace, holding court at the city of Caerleon in southeast Wales.

Eventually Arthur is again drawn into war, setting off to fight in Burgundy. But all does not go well. He is soon forced to return to Britain to quell a revolt led by his nephew Modred, unwisely left to rule as regent in his absence. Although he succeeds in crushing the rebellion at the battle of Camlann, somewhere in Cornwall, Arthur is mortally wounded and taken to the isle of Avalon for his wounds to be tended. Geoffrey fails to tell us what then became of King Arthur.

Second only to Arthur in importance in Geoffrey’s Historia is the magical Merlin, of whom he also wrote two poetic works. In the Prophetiae Merlini (Prophecies of Merlin) and the Vita Merlini (Life of Merlin) Geoffrey portrays Merlin as the guiding influence behind the throne.

Geoffrey’s work quickly captured the popular imagination, and before long the adventures of King Arthur inspired writers from all over Europe. The first was the Jersey poet Wace, who in 1155 composed Roman de Brut (the Romance of Brutus). Written in French, this poetic rendering of Geoffrey’s account was the first of the Arthurian romances and contains an important addition to the Arthurian story, namely the Round Table. Said to seat fifty of Arthur’s knights, its purpose according to Wace was to promote a sense of equality among Arthur’s noblemen.

Although Geoffrey of Monmouth popularized the Arthurian saga, and Wace poetically elaborated it, it was the French writer Chrétien de Troyes who was chiefly responsible for establishing it as a fashionable subject of romantic literature. In his five Arthurian stories, written between 1160 and 1180, Chretien imaginatively develops the events by introducing all the medieval notions of chivalry and courtly romance. Not only is Chrétien responsible for creating many of the knights (for example, Sir Lancelot), he uses the more lyrical sounding Guinevere as the name for Arthur’s queen and introduces Camelot as King Arthur’s court. Most importantly, however, Chrétien is the first known romancer to include the Grail in the Arthurian story. Unfortunately, he fails to explain what the Grail actually is, and it was left to his contemporary Robert de Boron in the late 1190s to reveal that it was the cup of the Last Supper. Said to possess miraculous healing properties, the lost Grail is sought by Arthur’s knights, who gain both worldly experience and spiritual insight during their epic quest.

With the notion of the Grail quest, the stories of King Arthur gained a Christian acceptability, and many clergymen were inspired to write Arthurian works. Around 1200, the English priest Layamon was the first to relate the saga in native English. In his work Brut, an adaptation of Wace’s Roman de Brut, Layamon elevates King Arthur to a messianic figure. In his version, Arthur survives as an immortal on the secret isle of Avalon, with the promise that he will one day return.

By the beginning of the thirteenth century, the remaining themes were added to what ultimately became the accepted Arthurian story. Between 1215 and 1235 a large number of garrulous Arthurian stories, known collectively as the Vulgate Cycle, were compiled. Anonymously composed, the Vulgate Cycle is chiefly responsible for many of the embellishments to the story, in particular the theme of Excalibur being thrown to the Lady of the Lake as Arthur lies dying.

With the Vulgate Cycle marking the change from verse to prose, and successive writers adding further themes, the story culminates in the fifteenth century with the best known version of the Arthurian legend, Le Morte d’Arthur, by Thomas Malory from Newbold Revel in Warwickshire. Completed in 1470, it was printed by William Caxton in 1485 and is in fact eight separate tales, which Malory originally entitled The Whole Book of King Arthur and his Noble Knights of the Round Table. Although Le Morte d’Arthur was originally only the name of the last story, this more convenient title for the entire work has survived to this day.

Le Morte d’Arthur opens with Arthur conceived as the illegitimate son of Uther Pendragon. After being brought up in secret, Arthur proves himself king by drawing the sword from the stone. He marries Guinevere, founds the Knights of the Round Table at Camelot (which Malory identifies as Winchester), and begets Modred in unknowing incest. Following a period of prosperity, Arthur’s knights commence a quest to discover the Grail, during which time Lancelot has consummated an adulterous affair with Queen Guinevere. Ultimately, the couple are discovered and Arthur pursues Lancelot into France, leaving Modred behind as regent. At the end of the story, Arthur discovers an attempt by Modred to seize the throne and returns to quash the rebellion. In a final battle, Modred dies and Arthur receives a mortal wound, after which he is transported on a barge to the Vale of Avalon. Following the battle, Arthur’s sword Excalibur is reluctantly cast to the Lady of the Lake by Sir Bedivere, while both Lancelot and Guinevere enter holy orders and live out their lives in peace.

This, then, is the literary evolution of the Arthurian story. But is that all it is: straight fiction? Although they may have used artistic license in their Arthurian epics, the medieval romancers appear to accept the historical reality of King Arthur. Conversely, however, they seem uncertain when it comes to dating the events. This is unfortunate, for if we are to unravel the truth it is critical to discover when Arthur is supposed to have lived. At face value the tales appear to be set during the Middle Ages; the knights wear elaborate armor, fight with broadswords, and observe the rules of chivalry. It must be remembered, however, that when medieval writers transposed an ancient story, such as the legends of Greece or Rome, they invariably portrayed the characters in familiar terms, locating them in their own historical context.

If we are to identify the real Arthurian period we must return to Geoffrey of Monmouth’s account. Unlike the later romances, Geoffrey’s version of events was not intended to be read as fiction. His work, during the early twelfth century, was presented as an accurate historical rendering, stating in its preface that it is translated from “a certain very ancient book written in the British language,” given to him by Archdeacon Walter of Oxford. But is Geoffrey reliable? Since no trace of this “very ancient book” exists today, we are left with the content of Geoffrey’s work to make its own case.

Although Geoffrey tells us that Arthur died in A.D. 542, he presents a number of historical inconsistencies concerning this date. For example, we are told that Arthur fought a Gallic campaign during the reign of Leo I, emperor at Constantinople from 457 to 474. This suggests that Arthur was around a hundred years old at the time of the battle of Camlann. However, this may have arisen as a result of confusion between two alternative systems of dating used at the time. The Victorious calendar, prevalent in the fifth century, began the first year at Christ’s Crucifixion, whereas the anno Domini calendar, used by Geoffrey, begins year 1 at the birth of Christ, this latter system not becoming popular until the late sixth century. If Geoffrey has confused these two calendars, then Arthur may have died around 510, only thirty-six years after the Gallic war.

Other inconsistencies arise when we examine Arthur’s contemporaries described by Geoffrey. Although history provides no record of Arthur’s father, Uther Pendragon, Arthur’s two uncles in Geoffrey’s account seem to be based on historical characters. The problem is that they lived in different countries and at different times. Geoffrey tells us that Uther was the brother of Aurelius Ambrosius. Since this was most likely to have been Ambrosius Aurelianus, a known historical warlord who fought the Anglo-Saxons during the late fifth century, Geoffrey’s placing of Arthur during this period would seem consistent. However, this does not tally with Uther’s second brother, Constans. Since Geoffrey gives details of his life as a monk, Constans can be identified as the son of the Roman emperor Constantine III, a monk who, like Geoffrey’s Constans, was persuaded to leave his monastery to become joint ruler with his father. Unfortunately, this historical Constans lived over half a century before Ambrosius.

Even during Geoffrey’s lifetime there was considerable speculation as to when King Arthur supposedly lived. Wace, for example, locates Arthur’s death a hundred years later than Geoffrey. We are therefore left to search a broad historical epoch spanning a quarter of a millennium: possibly as early as 400, perhaps as late as 650. Although by Malory’s time Arthur was portrayed as a feudal king, if he had lived in the fifth or sixth centuries he and his warriors would have been very different from the Knights of the Round Table. The warlords of the period wore Roman-style armor, and their fortifications were not huge Gothic castles, but wooden stockades.

The contemporary historical sources covering England and Wales at this time are limited principally to the work of the sixth-century monk Gildas, the writings of a few visiting foreigners, and early monastic records that tell us little of military affairs. Yet with all the fame that Arthur was later to achieve, it is surprising to discover that none of these sources makes any reference to him. So was Arthur, after all, a myth originating in the fertile imagination of Geoffrey of Monmouth?

Although there is no historical evidence to support much of Geoffrey’s Arthurian story, he certainly did not invent King Arthur. Some ten years before the Historia, in 1125, William of Malmesbury, a monk from the abbey of Malmesbury in Wiltshire, wrote the Gesta Regum Anglorum (Acts of the Kings of the English) in which he briefly mentions Arthur. William tells us that Arthur aided Ambrosius Aurelianus in holding back the advancing Angles, led the British at the battle of Badon, and had become mythologized in British folklore.

Additionally, in the British Library there are two manuscripts dating from the early 1100s that also include Arthur. In the Welsh Annals it is stated that around A.D. 518 Arthur won the battle of Badon, and about A.D. 539 he was slain with Medraut at the battle of Camlann. The second work, the Historia Brittonum (History of the Britons) includes a list of Arthur’s battles, but at first glance tells us little more. However, together with William of Malmesbury, they help us narrow down the Arthurian period; evidently sometime between the late fifth and early sixth centuries. Unfortunately, since this was the historical Dark Ages, an era from which almost no written records survive, we are left with Geoffrey of Monmouth’s account alone to provide us with any details of Arthur’s life.

In the Historia, Geoffrey makes many historical claims known to be inaccurate from reliable contemporary sources. For instance, he begins by telling us that the British nation was founded by Brutus, who established a colony of several thousand Trojans freed from slavery in Greece. He goes on to deny that Britain was ever conquered by the Romans, concluding with a description of how the Saxons eventually invaded England with the help of an army of Africans. Not only does Geoffrey fail to mention many of the great British leaders who did exist, but some of those he does name were kings of other countries entirely. However, this is tame in comparison to Geoffrey’s more fanciful notions. For example, he explains how Britain was once inhabited by a race of giants and that Merlin was the son of a demon.

Still, as we have seen, Geoffrey did not invent King Arthur. Perhaps the most intriguing question is why he made such an issue of King Arthur at all. Moreover, why did so many others follow suit? Why should an obscure warrior of the Dark Ages rise to become such a popular figure of romance six centuries after his death?

The principal reason seems to have been political: King Arthur became a crucial figure in a medieval propaganda exercise. The kings of England, of Norman blood following the battle of Hastings in 1066, needed to prove their divine right to govern. The continental Capetian dynasty was repeatedly laying claim to the English throne, further pressuring the Normans to legitimize their rule. And at a time of poor communications, it required more than merely armies to maintain order; the monarchy needed the support of the Church.

Many Saxon noblemen could rightfully claim descent from the true kings of England, such as Alfred the Great and King Athelstan; the Norman aristocrats thus required their own heroic and majestic ancestor. Having grounds to prove succession from the ousted pre-Saxon Celtic warriors—the Britons—many of whom had fled to France and settled in Normandy during the fifth and sixth centuries, the Normans looked to them. Unfortunately, there was no evidence that any of these could really be titled “kings” in the medieval sense. The closest contender was the fabled warrior Arthur. With this aristocratic seal of approval on the Arthurian saga, Geoffrey’s Historia was well received, particularly by the English king, Henry I.

Whatever documentation may have been available to Geoffrey and others in their reconstructions of Arthur’s life, little has survived for us to examine today. From the medieval historians cited above we can assume an approximate dating for the supposed Arthurian period—the fifth or sixth century. But what of location? If he existed, where was Arthur born? where was his Camelot? and where was he laid to rest?

The Arthur of popular imagination was born at Tintagel Castle on the north coast of Cornwall. Anyone who visits the tiny village during the holiday season will find it teeming with sightseers of all nationalities. The ruins of the castle itself stand just outside Tintagel, on what is virtually an island surrounded by foaming sea, linked to the mainland by a narrow ridge of rock. The ridge crumbled long ago, so that any visitor to the ruins today must cross a footbridge and ascend a long flight of steps.

The earliest reference to Tintagel in association with King Arthur appears in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia, wherein Uther Pendragon has designs on Ygerna, the wife of Gorlois, Duke of Cornwall. Aided by a magic potion prepared for him by Merlin the magician, Uther is transformed for a time into the form of Gorlois, and as such he visits the Duke’s castle at Tintagel and makes love to the Duchess. Thus Arthur is conceived. On the death of Gorlois, Uther makes Ygerna his queen and Arthur is born at Tintagel Castle.

Tintagel’s tourist industry and its thousands of patrons seem unaffected by the simple historical fact that this castle could not have been the birthplace of a warrior who had lived centuries before the Battle of Hastings (1066). It was built only in the early twelfth century for Reginald, the Earl of Cornwall. The story was probably concocted by Geoffrey, who wished to please the Earl, the wealthy brother of his patron, Robert the Earl of Gloucester. Although in defense of Geoffrey it has been suggested that Arthur was born in a castle that previously occupied the site, modern excavations have shown that the promontory had then been the home of an early monastic community, an unlikely place for the birth of anyone.

With this shadow cast across his traditional place of birth, we turn to Arthur’s magnificent castle of Camelot. Unlike Tintagel, there is no evidence that a place with the name Camelot ever existed. In fact, Geoffrey makes no mention of it at all, and neither does Wace. The earliest use of Camelot as the name of Arthur’s court originates with the twelfth-century poet Chrétien de Troyes. It appears in only one of Chrétien’s works, Lancelot, and is mentioned only once and in passing. The name Camelot may therefore simply have been Chrétien’s literary invention.

During the thirteenth century, later romancers began to make much more of Camelot, describing in graphic detail the splendid city and its impregnable castle. But although they differ considerably in their descriptions, they are united in their failure to specify its whereabouts. According to Malory, however, it was sited at Winchester in Hampshire, and in the Great Hall of Winchester Castle the most famous of all Arthurian relics, the “Round Table,” still exists.

Eighteen feet in diameter, made of solid oak and weighing approximately one and a quarter tons, it is now a tabletop without legs, hanging on a wall. The Round Table resembles an enormous dartboard, painted in green and white segments, said to be the places where the king and his knights once sat. From the late fifteenth century many considered it to be genuine, and Winchester Castle was generally believed to be the site of Camelot’s fortress. Unfortunately, once again, the castle is not old enough to be of the Arthurian period. Although a little older than Tintagel, it is still much too recent, having originally been built as late as the eleventh century by William the Conqueror.

But what of the table itself? The painted design was added well after Malory’s time, during the reign of Henry VIII, although the structure is much older. In 1976 scientific tests were conducted in an attempt to establish its authenticity. Examination of tree ring patterns in the wood, analysis of its method of carpentry, and radiocarbon dating were all employed. The results showed it to have been made during the reign of Edward III, probably in 1340 when the king planned to revive the Round Table knighthood. Once again, there is no link with the real Arthur. However, the table does serve to demonstrate the considerable influence of the Arthurian legends during the Middle Ages.

Not only in England is there a town with pretensions to the title of Camelot. There are those who cite the small town of Caerleon, on the river Usk in southeast Wales. Geoffrey mentions Caerleon as the place where Arthur holds court for a time after his first campaign in Gaul. It is probably also the site of one of Arthur’s battles, referenced in the Historia Brittonum as the City of the Legion, this being the direct translation of the name Caerleon. In Roman times it was called Isca Silurum and was a military outpost with a large civilian population, and as late as Geoffrey’s time the impressive Roman ruins could still be seen. Modern excavations have uncovered a number of Roman remains, including an amphitheater that was claimed by some to be the origin of the Round Table. However, although a case could be made for Caerleon having authentic Arthurian associations, in Geoffrey’s account Arthur merely holds court there for a short time, while the Historia Brittonum simply includes it as a battle site.

Returning to England, in the country of Somerset an Iron Age hillfort, Cadbury Castle, was for many years proposed as the site of Camelot. The oldest such reference dates back to Henry VIII’s chief antiquary, John Leland, in 1542. Leland appears to have arrived at the conclusion based on a legend that existed at the time, together with the name Camel being found in the monikers of two nearby villages: Queen Camel and West Camel. Although the fort dates from well before the time when Arthur seems to have lived, there is no evidence to connect him with the place other than Leland’s reference. The name Camelot, almost certainly being the poetic invention of Chrétien de Troyes, does little to bolster the claim. Nonetheless, large-scale excavations were conducted at Cadbury in the late 1960s, under the directorship of the archaeologist Leslie Alcock. Although they showed that the camp, like many other similar sites, had been used during the period in question, no evidence was unearthed to associate it with the historical King Arthur.

If Camelot seems to be spurious, what can we make of modern associations with Avalon, Arthur’s fabled resting place?

The first to mention Avalon was Geoffrey. In the Historia he calls it Insula Avallonis, referring to it twice. He says that Arthur’s sword Caliburn was forged on the island and that after his last battle he was carried there so that his wounds might he tended. In his poetic Vita Merlini he also calls the island Insula Pomorum, the Isle of Apples. According to Geoffrey, it lies somewhere over the western sea and is the home of Morgan (a kindly enchantress and not the witch of later stories) who heads a sisterhood of nine maidens. After the battle, Arthur is carried there and placed on a bed of gold, where Morgan offers to heal him in return for his promise to remain with her on the island.

The site that springs immediately to mind whenever Avalon is mentioned is the West Country market town of Glastonbury. Beside the main roads entering the district, signboards welcome the tourist to “The Ancient Avalon.” The town’s claim to be the mystical isle of Avalon, Arthur’s final resting place, has long been the subject of controversy. Nestling amid a small cluster of hills, with much of the surrounding countryside once submerged, Glastonbury was almost an island in early Christian times. It is certainly an imposing location. Its highest hill, Glastonbury Tor, with its solitary stone tower at the summit, can be seen for miles around on the fertile Somerset plain.

Glastonbury’s link with King Arthur arose as a result of a discovery said to have been made there in the late 1100s within the grounds of the abbey. As we have seen, the original abbey burned down in 1184, and after the fire the monks claimed to have unearthed the bones of Saints Gildas, Patrick, and Dunstan. Additionally, however, they also claimed to have found the bones of a far more famous figure—King Arthur himself. In 1190, during reconstruction of the abbey, a grave was apparently discovered containing the bones of a tall man, together with some smaller bones and a scrap of yellow hair. A lead cross was said to have been found with the remains, which bears the Latin inscription:

HIC IACET SEPULTUS INCLYTUS REX ARTHURIUS IN INSULA
AVALLONIA CUM UXORE SUA SECUNDA WENNEVERIA

“Here lies the renowned King Arthur in the isle of Avalon with his second wife Guinevere”

Neither the bones nor the cross exist today, so unfortunately nothing can be proved. However, the incident is at best suspicious. The discovery of the grave was, to say the least, fortuitous. The abbey was in desperate need of funds for rebuilding, and the only sure way to raise money was to attract large numbers of pilgrims. Stories of King Arthur were so widely popular at the time that nothing else could hope to bring in so many visitors. The inscription on the cross was also convenient, telling the world that not only was Arthur buried there, but that Glastonbury was also the secret island of Avalon.

The mention of Guinevere as Arthur’s second wife was an additional “stroke of luck,” for at the time there were two separate and equally popular stories in circulation. One, that Arthur’s queen was called Guinevere, the other that she was called Ganhumara. The reference to Guinevere being his second wife just so happened to satisfy everyone. A few years later, however, when it was generally accepted that Arthur had only had one wife, it was claimed that the cross had simply said:

HIC IACET SEPULTUS INCLITUS REX ARTHURIUS IN INSULA AVALONIA

“Here lies the renowned King Arthur in the Isle of Avalon”

Conveniently, no mention at all of Guinevere!

In 1962, Dr. Ralegh Radford excavated the site where the monks claimed to have dug, and found indications of an ancient grave; perhaps the brothers had discovered some bones after all? Unfortunately, without the cross to examine, there is no way to verify that it was the body of Arthur that had been exhumed. However, we do have the purported inscription, which is itself controversial. It has been pointed out that the style of Latin betrays the cross as a twelfth-century fraud. According to Oxford linguist James Hudson, it varies from a sixth-century inscription by about as much as modern English varies from a Shakespearean text.

Today the affair of Arthur’s bones is considered so suspect that few historians take it seriously. In all likelihood, the monks discovered an unmarked grave and subsequently someone had the idea to claim it as Arthur’s. An inscribed cross was fashioned as “proof” and the announcement made to an eager public. In other words, it was a medieval public relations exercise.

So how does Glastonbury tie up with this mystical isle? No evidence exists to suggest that anyone prior to 1190 associated Glastonbury with Avalon. On the contrary, early historians seem completely unaware of any such notion. William of Malmesbury, writing in the early twelfth century, compiled a history of Glastonbury. However, not once does he link it with King Arthur, nor does he refer to Glastonbury in connection with Avalon. Even more damning is Caradoc of Llancarfan who, writing around 1140, inscribed the earliest known text to associate the Arthurian story with Glastonbury. He does not regard it as Avalon, however, saying only that the abbot of Glastonbury aided in the release of Guinevere from King Melwas of Somerset.

Much has been made of Glastonbury’s link with the Holy Grail, but this only seems to have arisen following Robert de Boron’s Joseph d’Arimathie. In the poem Joseph eventually embarks on a series of adventures, leading ultimately to the Grail being brought to Britain, to the Vales of Avalon.

Although Robert makes no reference to Glastonbury, the abbey monks soon suggested that this was where the Grail was hidden. In fact, in 1247 the monks produced a revised edition of the history of Glastonbury, compiled by William of Malmesbury a century before, in which it attempted to link the Grail historically with the abbey. Although in William’s original treatise (De Antiquitate Glastoniensis Ecclesiae), written in 1130, he mentions nothing of Joseph of Arimathea, in the revised edition Glastonbury church is said to have been founded by Joseph himself.

So the famous sites traditionally associated with Arthur do not withstand historical scrutiny. There is no contemporary document to prove Arthur’s existence, and archaeologists have found nothing bearing his name. Considering that the medieval stories were romantic fiction, based to a large degree upon the less than reliable Geoffrey of Monmouth, what reason is there to look further? Is Arthur, after all, simply a medieval invention? To answer this question, we must first discover if there is any evidence for the existence of the Arthurian legend before the first romances were written in the twelfth century.

[image: image]
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The Original Tales

From the Welsh Annals, the Historia Brittonum (both preserved in a manuscript dating from around 1120), and William of Malmesbury’s Gesta Regum Anglorum (circa 1125), all written before Geoffrey of Monmouth, we know that the Arthurian legend was well established by the early twelfth century. Just how widespread was the legend?

It was certainly known in France by the early twelfth century. In 1113 a group of Church officials from the French city of Laon journeyed through England raising funds for the rebuilding of their cathedral. A few years later Hermann of Tournai wrote of the visit, describing the journey between Exeter and Bodmin. Somewhere along the route, he tells us, the local people informed the travelers that they were entering the land of Arthur. They drew attention to two landmarks, Arthur’s Chair and Arthur’s Ovens. Although we are not told what these were, they were more than likely rock fomations. Hermann also mentions a Cornish legend that Arthur was still believed to be alive.

Around the same period the legend had even taken hold as far away as Italy. In the north portal of Modena Cathedral in northern Italy, built between 1099 and 1140, an archway is carved with figures from an Arthurian scene. Known as the Modena Archivolt, the figures are identified from their accompanying inscriptions. The scene depicts a woman held prisoner in a castle, with three mounted knights attempting to rescue her. Beside one of the figures is the contemporary inscription Artus de Bretania—“Arthur of Britain.”

For the legend of King Arthur to have been so widely disseminated by the early twelfth century, it must have been in existence for some considerable time. Accordingly there must have existed earlier Arthurian tales from which Geoffrey and the other medieval romancers wove their stories. Do any of them still remain to be examined today?

The first place to search is in early Welsh literature, as it was into Wales that the native Britons of the Dark Ages retreated after the invasion by the Anglo-Saxons. If Arthur really existed as a British warrior in the fifth or sixth century, then he may well have been celebrated in the stories of the Welsh. Arthur does appear in some of the oldest Welsh literature. However, none of the surviving copies of these works that include King Arthur date from the time before the Arthurian romances had become firmly established. Was this Celtic poetry and prose copied from much earlier material that predates Geoffrey and the Arthurian romancers?

The oldest surviving manuscript containing a Welsh poem that mentions Arthur is the Black Book of Carmarthen, compiled around the mid-thirteenth century. Now in the National Library of Wales, in Aberystwyth, it was probably the work of one scribe, and consists almost entirely of poetry supposedly copied from earlier documents or oral accounts. Like a number of medieval Welsh manuscripts, it takes its name from the color of its binding. Although Arthur is included briefly in a few of the poems within the manuscript (for
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