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    Introduction



    The legend of King Arthur stretches back over 15 centuries to the fifth
    century AD. In Britain, over 500 years of Roman occupation had just come to
    an abrupt end. The resulting power vacuum presented an opportunity to
    neighboring Germanic tribes who saw fertile land for the taking and no
    organized resistance to their invasion. From around 450 AD onwards, hordes
    of Angles, Saxons, and Jutes descended on Britain, bringing bloody war with
    them. Those native people who were not murdered on sight by the invading
    tribes were forced from their homes, their villages pillaged or seized. The
    people of Britain were in desperate need of a savior and soon found one, in
    the figure of a courageous Romano-Celtic prince, a native warrior who made
    it his mission to save Britain. His name was Arthur.



    Except, in all likelihood, his name wasn’t Arthur. If this native warrior
    prince existed at all, he was probably known as the much more
    Roman-sounding Ambrosius Aurelianus, but we know little more than that.
    From this point on, the importance of historical evidence begins to give
    way, and it becomes futile to look at King Arthur through the lens of
    historical biography. Over recent centuries, historians have pieced
    together what scant evidence there is pointing to the existence of a real
    King Arthur, and as there is no more we can add to this story we must take
    the more interesting path of tracing King Arthur’s mythology.



    The first seeds of the vigorous Arthurian myth were planted by a priest
    named Gildas in the sixth century. Gildas offered just a few lines of text
    describing a courageous Roman nobleman who led his people to victory in a
    battle against invading Germanic tribes, but from here Arthurian legend
    quickly grew into an arresting narrative of good against evil. In
    subsequent centuries, the imaginative power of Celtic poets transformed
    King Arthur’s story from a simple battle narrative into an otherworldly
    fantasy with a cast of colorful characters.



    From here King Arthur’s legend passed through the hands of Geoffrey of
    Monmouth, another holy man who wrote Arthurian legend as historical fact.
    Geoffrey drew on earlier manuscripts such as Gildas’ but also liberally
    added his own spectacular details, and his manuscript directly inspired the
    other writers of Arthurian legend after him. The French poets of the
    Vulgate Cycle and the fifteenth-century writer Malory, who penned the
    best-selling Le Morte d’Arthur, used Geoffrey’s text as their
    prototype.



    Every representation of King Arthur over the years has been a product of
    the time and place in which it came into being. In medieval times, when
    Britain needed to be assured that Christianity was the only true religion
    and that crusades overseas were right and just, King Arthur emerged as a
    Christian savior. When French-speaking Normans made Britain their home and
    wanted to hear romantic tales of a heroic knight of the past in their
    mother tongue, cycles appeared with a love triangle at their core. When
    anxious Victorian Brits sought the comfort of a chivalrous ideal that no
longer existed, if it ever did at all, Tennyson obliged and the mournful    Idylls of the King appeared.



    Arthurian legend is a key component of Britain’s national mythology. The
    progression of King Arthur’s story from a few sentences penned by a priest
    in an ancient manuscript to the basis of twenty-first-century Hollywood
    blockbuster movies tells us a great deal about the deep history of Great
    Britain and how this collection of islands sees itself.



Chapter One



    The Era of King Arthur



    “Honor is a balancing act and only the heart can strike that balance.”



    —Stefan Emunds



    The legend of King Arthur has its roots in real British history. Britain
    was first successfully invaded by the Roman Empire in the year AD 43, and
    for the subsequent four centuries, the majority of the land was under Roman
    rule. By the end of their first century in Britain, the Romans had
    transformed the country from a collection of warring tribes to the province
    of Britannia and made it a part of the Roman Empire. Emperor Caesar’s
    maxim, “divide and rule” was never put to such good use.



    Yet despite repeated attempts, Rome was unable to subdue the powerful Pict
    and Caledonian people of what is now Scotland. The province of Britannia
    ended at the border between England and Scotland; a border that Emperor
    Hadrian fortified in AD 122, building an epic wall that stretched the
    entire width of the country from east to west.



    In the early fourth century, Rome was forced to pull a huge number of
    troops out of Britain in order to defend the imperial city in Italy against
    barbarian armies threatening to invade from the north. This withdrawal left
    Britain isolated and at risk of invasion from both foreign aggressors and
    their enemies on British soil such as the Picts from the north and the
    Scots from Hibernia (modern-day Ireland). The greatest foreign threat to
    Britain came from the Saxons, natives of modern-day northern Germany and
    Denmark. The third-century ambitious parties of Saxons had been crossing
    the North Sea and the channel, settling in South East England where they
    built homes and farms. For the most part, the Saxons’ stealthy invasion had
    caused little unrest, but as time went on these Germanic invaders demanded
    more and more land from their unwitting hosts.



    Britain severed her allegiance to Rome in the early fifth century under the
    leadership of Constantine III, an imperial pretender who declared himself
    the emperor of Praetorian Prefecture of Britain. The dissolution of the
    Roman Empire around the mid-fifth century left Britain extremely vulnerable
    to invasion. Soon, the already established Saxons were joined by fellow
    Teutonic tribes, the Jutes and Angles. The Jutes hailed from Jutland in
    Scandinavia while the Angles came from Germany’s northern Baltic coast.
    Members of these three tribes, the Saxons, Jutes, and Angles, flooded into
    Britain and guided by their totemic Gods, Woden the God of War and Thor the
    God of Thunder, crushed what feeble opposition Britain could rally.



    The invaders forced native Brits (who were by now Romano-British due to
    centuries of mixed marriages between British and Romans) to flee to the
    west. The Angle tribesmen and women settled mostly in what became known as
    East Anglia. Some Saxons stayed in the south but stretched out along the
    coast, calling their land South Saxon, now known as Sussex. Other Saxons
    settled east of London, calling their region East Saxon, now Essex, and the
    Jutes settled mostly in and around Kent. Collectively the invaders became
    known as Anglo-Saxons.



    Not content with taking control of the southeast of Britain, the leaders of
    the Saxons, Angles, and Jutes pushed west and started seizing even more
    fertile land for themselves. By the year 495 AD, the Anglo-Saxon aggressors
    had almost completely wiped out the Romano-British people and had taken
    possession of Britain as far north as York and as far west as Southampton.



    When the Romans left Britain, they didn’t just take their belongings with
    them; they took their entire way of life. Over the centuries, Roman rule
    had civilized Britain. The abrupt departure of the Romans left a vacuum the
    Anglo-Saxons were happy to fill, but the two invaders could not have been
    more different. The Romans had introduced government to Britain, central
    political and economic structures that had created an orderly and
    prosperous life for most. They had also established long-distance trade,
    money, taxes, roads, sanitation, pottery, and glass. When the Romans left,
    they took all of these innovations with them and under the illiterate,
    “barbaric” Anglo-Saxons the British were reduced to a barter economy and
    lived in a more primitive state than their ancestors before.



    Those who were able to escape fled to Armorica in Gaul (modern-day France)
    where they settled by the sea in a land that closely resembled that which
    they had left behind. To this day, inhabitants of the part of France now
    known as Brittany speak in an unusual Welsh-sounding dialect that is an
    ancient British tongue. For those who remained behind in Britain, the only
    option was to run and hide from


Conclusion



    Following Arthurian legend’s late nineteenth-century romantic renaissance,
    the public’s desire to see medieval romances played out in literature,
    theatre, and art waned. In the early twentieth century, the devastating
    effects of the First World War created an insurmountable rift between the
    chivalric ideal lived by Arthur’s knights and the reality of warfare
    experienced by a generation of British, European, Russian, and American
    men.



    A few Arthurian plays did appear in the twentieth century by writers such
    as Thomas Hardy, Laurence Binyon, and John Masefield. Cinema also made use
    of the fertile ground of Arthurian legend. In 1953, Hollywood motion
    picture giant MGM made Knights of the Round Table, starring Ava
    Gardner and Robert Taylor, and it was a huge box office success. Robert
    Bresson directed Lancelot Du Lac in 1974 which was quickly
followed by Terry Gilliam and Terry Jones’ hilarious    Monty Python and the Holy Grail in 1975. Excalibur
    (1981), Prince Arthur (1997), and King Arthur (2004) all
have their fans, and in early 2017, the epic fantasy film    King Arthur: Legend of the Sword was released. Written and
    directed by Guy Ritchie, this latest King Arthur film builds its plot
    around features of early Arthurian myth, and although the film has been
    poorly received by critics, the $175 million production budget shows that
    interest in telling Arthurian tales is alive and well.



    Off-screen, King Arthur still has the power to intrigue. In 1960,
    archaeologists caused a stir when they announced that they had discovered
    Camelot in South Cadbury, Somerset. The site of Cadbury Castle had been
    excavated as early as the late nineteenth century, but in 1960 a team of
    archaeologists uncovered evidence of various buildings at the site,
    including a great hall, a number of houses, and possible temples or
    shrines. Local tradition holds that Cadbury Castle is indeed King Arthur’s
    Camelot and some historians concur that the site makes sense militarily.



    Speculation continues on the site of King Arthur’s birthplace, the site of
    his grave, and whether he was a real person at all. Historians continue to
    sift through the evidence, re-arranging the pieces in the hope that some
    form of concrete evidence will one day emerge, proving once and for all who
    King Arthur was.



    For those who have at some point in their lives fallen in love with the
    Arthurian legend, the veracity of the stories written about the medieval
    warrior king is unimportant. King Arthur’s story is a story for all time,
    and King Arthur himself is a symbol of a crucial moment in British History.
    The Matter of Britain, what the country was, is, and could still be, is
    tied up with the legend of King Arthur. King Arthur upheld the chivalric
    ideals of the time in the face of brutality, fought against magical enemies
    he didn’t understand, and kept his integrity intact despite being
    double-crossed by his nephew. Most importantly, King Arthur united a nation
    at war.



    The legend of King Arthur offers a poetic imagining of Britain’s distant
    past that is hard not to enjoy and will endure as a facet of British
    culture for many years to come.


