1
6

Antonio S. Oliver

Like Art, If You Could Be Like Art


The exploits of the fabled King Arthur of Britain stand among the most hotly debated topics of English history. His existence—shaped equally by literary oeuvres, dubious historical references, and a desire to pay homage to a national hero—has provided inspiration and raison d’être for a plethora of theatrical, musical, fictional, and cultural representations of the “once and future king.”  This essay focuses on Geoffrey of Monmouth’s narration of Arthur’s deeds to a 12th century audience and the important divergences between Arthur’s society and that of the author’s, as showcased in Warren Hollister’s The Making of England. The paper culminates with an appraisal of Arthurian qualities, invoked from medieval times to the present era, and their importance to English national identity.


Monmouth, along with other authors after him, described King Arthur as a sage, noble, valiant, pious, and glorious ruler. England prospered under his rule, and his Round Table became the source for many legends. The chivalric nature of his cohorts, the knights, continues to augment the validity of the Arthurian age as a defining period of British history.  Only several lines into Monmouth’s account of King Arthur’s life, he remarked his crowning as “a young man only fifteen years old,” but already characterized by “outstanding courage and generosity.”
 Moreover, the king’s “courage was closely linked with generosity,” further proving the monarch’s remarkable popularity among his subjects.
 


In comparison, twelfth-century British monarchs have not enjoyed such widespread acclamation from their chroniclers. Kings Henry I (1100-1135), Stephen (1135-1154), Henry II (1154-1189), Richard I (1189-1199), and John (1199-1216) ruled the kingdom amidst internal squabbles, nobility revolts, church-state conflicts, widespread abuses against the poorer British citizens, succession quarrels, and unnecessary military campaigns. Although not every sovereign encountered all of the previously mentioned difficulties, each faced several of them, making for difficult and controversial reigns. By recounting the exploits of King Arthur, Monmouth admonishes his contemporary rulers; his clear retelling of “times better than these” seeks to give the monarchy a splendid model to emulate, one worthy of the British kingdom.

King Arthur’s abilities in the battlefield are also the source of Monmouth’s praise. His initial skirmishes forged not only his character but also the confidence of the kingdom on his skills. His courage was proven by his remarkable victories over invading and foreign enemies, aiding in the construction of English national identity. Also noteworthy is his mercifulness, as evident in the struggle against the Saxons. Having defeated them in battle, he agreed to spare their lives, upon the agreement “that tribute from Germany” be paid.
 Once the enemies rescinded their word and returned to the English shores, Monmouth’s pen ceased to focus on the monarch’s piety; in lieu, he centered on Arthur’s wrath. The invaders, thus, were slaughtered by the British troops, as punishment for the Saxons’ duplicity.


Twelfth-century British rulers, on the other hand, were not as active in foreign conflicts. However, the succession conflicts and the dishonesty with which they managed England became the source of many internal battles. King Henry I, having ascended to the throne in an impromptu fashion, bickered with his older brother Robert Curthouse over the crown. His follower, King Stephen, was not a product of direct succession; his doubtful claim to the monarchy proved him unable to maintain control over the barons or the rightful heir, young Henry II, who eventually removed him.

Henry, in turn, fancied power to the point that he alienated his sons Richard, Geoffrey, and John. These young heirs, in turn, commit treason against their father, fight amongst themselves, and even conspire with King Philip of France, culminating in the destruction of the Angevin Empire. Richard’s brief reign was interrupted by his younger brother’s own thirst for supremacy. After the Lionhearted’s death, John was crowned but faced many obstacles in his time, mainly emanating from his poor leadership skills and willingness to embark on petty quarrels. While these rulers differed in some aspects, they shared one common trait: they were vastly inferior to King Arthur. Monmouth’s lesson is sharp and piercing: whereas Arthur fought for the expansion of the British kingdom, the 12th century monarchs mainly battled to keep it for themselves. Under the Arthurian influence, the kingdom received more importance than the ruler; under the subsequent kings, the roles were reversed.


A pious and devout Christian, Arthur’s religious qualities shone through his military persona. The epic battles between the invading Saxons and the Britons were fought on a larger scale than mere nationalism, that of Christianity against paganism. “With Christ’s help, we shall conquer them, without any possible doubt!” exclaimed the king as he embarked in battle.
 His devastating victory coincided with Christmas, and therefore he desired to worship. However, upon seeing the destruction caused by the warfare, he “re-built the churches, which had been razed to the ground.”
 Even in dangerous times, Arthur paid homage to God and cared for the well being of his subjects, acts essential to preserving his claim to divine rule.


In contrast, the papal authority became problematic for the monarchs of Monmouth’s age. King Henry I controlled the church during his rule, often at odds with Canterbury Archbishop Anselm. The animosity reached criticality when the Pope threatened excommunication, forcing Henry to acquiesce to some of the clergy’s demands. However, these issues pale in comparison to those faced by his grandson, King Henry II. Seeking to rule the church as tightly as he ruled the rest of the realm, he selected his trusted chancellor, Thomas Becket, for the post of Archbishop of Canterbury. Becket resisted Henry II’s oppressive measures, resulting in his exile. Upon his return, the duo continued their apathy, culminating with Becket’s assassination, presumably at the request of the monarch. The episode cost the king dearly, both in public acclaim and in the eyes of the Pope, but maintained his policy of keeping clerical subjects under his control.


Church-state relations became cordial under Richard the Lion-hearted, but deteriorated quickly under his brother John. Faced with Innocent III, a powerful and unbuckling vicar who placed the British isle under interdict, John finally admitted defeat and agreed to become the pope’s vassal, a move bitterly opposed and avoided by his forefathers. By devoting several pages of his narrative to the theme, Monmouth sent another important message to his contemporary monarchs. Whereas the Arthurian era was smiled down from the heavens, the twelfth-century sovereigns were often at odds with the church, resulting in considerable damage to the British kingdom.

Once King Arthur secured national peace and well being, Britain “reached such a standard of sophistication that it excelled all other kingdoms in its general affluence, the richness of its decorations, and the courteous behavior of its inhabitants.”
 Monmouth repeated this point several times, demonstrating how King Arthur was a beloved sovereign, equally skilled in national and international affairs, preoccupied with securing the welfare of his subjects. He fomented national unity and peace by keeping his subjects happy and rewarding the just. In terms of domestic policy, his administration was highly successful.

Arthur’s latter-day counterparts, on the other hand, did not enjoy his widespread acclaim. King Henry I was “a good man, and people were in great awe of him. No one dared injure another in his time.”
 While he was respected, he ruled with an iron fist, often enforcing statutes that enriched his coffers at the expense of the lower classes.  His successor, Stephen of Blois, squandered the royal treasure, bringing about national unrest and civil war. Upon his death, Henry II was crowned. Although a worthy ruler, he spent the better part of his time in France; his domestic presence was irregular. While his son Richard did an admirable job of preserving the kingdom, Henry’s youngest child John was dealt with three stunning defeats. The Magna Carta symbolized his inability to maintain control over a realm undergoing drastic transformations, a new era in which the king’s power became neither absolute nor automatic. Unrest ran rampant as a result of unpopular policies, heavy taxation, and nobility-led agitation. Whereas Arthurian Britain was prosperous and joyful, the twelfth century kingdom was being transformed and ruled inefficiently.

Monmouth’s Arthurian storytelling ended with the mythical ruler’s demise. Warning the reader that he “prefers to say nothing” about the king’s nephew Mordred, “the treacherous tyrant who was living adulterously and out of wedlock with Queen Guinevere,” the author nonetheless condemned the treason committed against Arthur while he battled the Romans.
 Written at a time when King Henry II and his son King John fought bitterly and endlessly against the Vatican, the passage can be interpreted as a warning to the British monarchs not to spend resources and attention to foreign matters—an action that could lead to insurrection and treason in the realm. Monmouth took special care not to assign blame on the heroic Arthur, whose death occurs only after vengeance on the usurping Mordred has been enacted. Even as the curtain falls on his life, the renowned king is described as a model figure. Chroniclers have assigned a supernatural aura to Arthur (although Monmouth did not), preferring to use “sleep” rather than “die” as his final action. The cultural icon could truly do no wrong.

Regardless of one’s position on the historical existence of King Arthur, his influence in British history is remarkable. The inconclusiveness of written and oral sources has been highly valuable in the shaping of Arthurian importance and influence in British culture. King Arthur—the national hero—is the model ruler to whom past, present, and future kings of Britain will be compared. His impact surpasses national boundaries, as even American President John F. Kennedy sought to associate his administration—labeled “Camelot”—to Arthur’s medieval rule. The mere fact that Arthurian ideals and attributes are used in the dawn of the twentieth century, eight hundred years after Monmouth’s writing, confirms and validates Monmouth’s intentions. British monarchs, pay heed: “like Art, if you could be like Art.”
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