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Introduction: Theories and Debates

Helen Fulton

Since the name and shape of Arthur began to emerge in manuscripts of the twelfth
century, the set of legends and characters associated with him, along with the persona
of Arthur himself, have been in a constant state of reproduction, reinvention, and, to
anticipate Laurie Finke and Martin Shichtman’s concept in chapter 32, remediation.

If the essays in this volume teach us one thing, it is that there is no “original”
Arthur and no originary or authentic Arthurian legend. There are, however, ideas — of
leadership, kingship, empire, nation, social identity, religion, power — which, in order
to be represented, require corporeal form and have, at various times and in different
combinations, realized themselves through Arthurian characters. This volume, then,
is not simply about Arthur or the characters associated with him. It is about repre-
sentation and the processes of signification, the ways in which meaningful uses can
be made of characters and legends embodying cultural beliefs and ideologies.

Drawing on the postmodern theory of Jean Baudrillard, it is possible to interptret
Arthur as a simulacrum — that is, as a copy which has no original. The textual Arthurs
that survive are reformatted copies of earlier ideas of Arthur, referring always to each
other but never to an originary Arthur, since such a person cannot be identified or
retrieved. The weight of this constant reinvention and copying causes lacunae in the
legend, periods of time when the Arthurian legend falls out of fashion, when the
baggage attached to the multiple Arthurs becomes too unwieldy for yet another rein-
terpretation. These are the moments when negative views of Arthur are inserted into
the tradition, such as the Latin saints’ lives mentioned by Nicholas Higham (chapter
2) or the satires and parodies popular in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as
discussed by Alan Lupack (chapter 23) and David Matthews (chapter 24).

From the variety of Arthurian representations discussed in this volume, amid the
whirl of floating signifiers and unstable meanings it is possible to isolate some central
issues and debates that provide moments of coherence and stability. From the vantage
point of these platforms, we can see that Arthurian literacure of all ages and in all
forms is effectively a site of ideological struggle, a place where competing viewpoints
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engage in complex dialectics, interrogating contemporary concerns. However far in
the past the literature is situated, it inevitably inscribes within itself the anxieties of
the present. It is those moments of “the present in the past,” explicitly identified by
most of the authors in this volume, that help us to read Arthurian texts as coherent
and meaningful documents.

The Question of Historicity

In a recent review for the Times Higher Education Supplement, Jonathan Powell wrote:
“Scholarship, especially where the evidential base is limited, comes in two kinds: the
constructive kind, which extrapolates the whole statue of Hercules from his foot, and
the demolitionist kind, which asserts that all we really have is the foot and our own
imagination” (January 4, 2008: 21). On the face of it, this seems an appropriate sum-
mation of the history of Arthurian scholarship, preoccupied as it has been with the
big question of whether “Arthur” existed as a historical person. While some scholars,
such as archaeologist Leslie Alcock, promoted a “constructivist” approach, recon-
structing an authentic Arthur and his historical context from small amounts of surviv-
ing evidence, others, including David Dumville, have gone for the “demolitionist”
approach, and in the first chapter of this volume Alan Lane charts the debate between
these methodologies.

From a more theoretical perspective, however, the binary opposition of the two
approaches collapses into a single act of imagination, which can be both constructive
and iconoclastic. In the digital age, for example, film uses imagination not to demol-
ish but to create a “real” — because fully realized — Arthur. This collapse of a binary
opposition applies to the big question of Arthur’s historicity as well, still a question
to which people return, though — as many of the chapters in this volume assert or
imply — it is a question unlikely ever to be answered definitively.

In part this is because it is the wrong question to ask. Was Arthur a historical
person or not? This apparently simple binary elides a number of ideological issues
now comprehensively interrogated by poststructuralist and postmodern theory. The
first issue is to do with individual identity and the extent to which it is stable, dis-
tinctive, and retrievable. A “real” Arthur implies that all individuals possess an
intrinsic authenticity, an absolute meaning, which pre-exists the social formation and
can be retrieved in exactly the same form at any point in time. Yet identity itself is
plural, unstable, and adaptive to different situations. If we find it hard to identify
“the real me” from the plurality of our social selves, how can we identify “the real
Arthur”?

The second issue is that of representation. What connection might there be between
a living, breathing “historical” Arthur and the many textual representations of Arthur
that still survive? In literature, history, and iconography — all the material covered in
this volume, in fact — there are plural Arthurs, constructed in many different forms
and identities. Even when a “real” Arthur has been detected in the historical or
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archaeological evidence (as a Romano-British chieftain, for example, as Tom Shippey
describes in chapter 30), this version has no greater claim to authenticity or “reality”
than any other of the textual versions.

This problem of multiple versions is connected with a third ideological viewpoint,
which is the privileging of “history” over other forms of textual representation. The
main reason why there has been a constant search for the “real” Arthur is because
his name appears in some early documents, particularly the Annales Cambriae, which,
despite recognized difficulties of authorship and date, are regarded as part of the
historical record of early medieval Britain. The first two chapters in this volume, by
Alan Lane and Nicholas Higham, deal admirably with the pitfalls and difficulties
posed by this empirical evidence as a means of reconstructing a historical Arthur.
The question has been whether the Arthur named in these chronicles refers to a
“real” Arthur or to an already legendary figure from fiction. But this is the wrong
question, because it sets up a false binary. What we should be assessing is the func-
tion of these chronicles as acts of imaginative reconstruction, something which Karen
Jankulak and Jonathan Wooding attempt in chapter 5, in relation to the early his-
torical context.

The big Arthurian question of historicity, then, is an example of “the present in
the past”™: it reveals more about twentieth-century preoccupations with identity,
empiricism, historicity, celebrity, and authenticity than it does about the figure of
Arthur, a floating signifier, empty of meaning until attached to a particular context
in a specific period of time. Many film versions of Arthur have attempted to authen-
ticate him by locating him in an identified historical period, whether the Dark Ages
or the Middle Ages, and Nickolas Haydock gives an astute analysis of this historiciz-
ing impulse in his chapter on the film King Arthar (chapter 35). It is only with the
rise of fantasy texts, written and digiral, that a postmodern Arthur begins to emerge,
one whose historicity and “reality” are less important than the qualities and cultural
beliefs atrached to him. Jan Shaw’s well-theorized chapter on the ideologies of Marion
Zimmer Bradley's novel The Mists of Avalon (chapter 31) and Susan Aronstein’s illu-
minating analysis of a number of Arthurian films in relation to contemporary political
concerns (chapter 33) are exemplary studies of the post-historical Arthur.

Chronicle, Romance, Fantasy

Relatively unconcerned about questions of historicity, literary scholars have tradition-
ally focused on the kinds of texts in which Arthur appears as a literary character. These
can be grouped together under the generic headings of chronicle, romance, and
fantasy, which can be regarded as types of discourse rather than as separate genres.
Malory’s Morte Darthur contains examples of all three discursive styles but is conven-
tionally described as a “romance.” I have suggested (in chapter 6) that the dominant
mode of Welsh Arthurian material is fantasy, though the discourses of chronicle and
romarnce are also found in Welsh.



4 Introduction: Theories and Debates

The chronicle style claims for itself the empirical status of written history and
therefore a high “truth value” compared to either romance or fantasy. A major reason
for the long debate about Arthur’s historicity is that his story first “went global,” as
it were, via the medium of Geoffrey of Monmouth'’s twelfth-century chronicle, Historia
Regum Britannize. Despite the misgivings about Geoftrey’s truth value, voiced in his
own time and again in the modern period (as described by Lister Matheson in chapter
4 and Alan Lupack in chapter 23), Arthur’s placement in a purportedly historical
chronicle endowed him with the status, however mythologized, of a historical figure,
a populist reading that has outlasted all the scholarly attempts at “demolition.”

Yet we should not underestimate the impact of Geoffrey’s chronicle as the main
conduit of Arthurian literature throughout the Middle Ages and beyond. I have
argued in chapter 3 that the basic framework of the Arthurian legend was put into
place by Geoffrey and transmitted through multiple versions of the text in a variety
of translations. As a consequence of the rich transmission history of Geoftrey’s Historia,
writers as various as Chrétien de Troyes, Malory, and Shakespeare were influenced by
the very different versions that were available in their own times. As Julia Marvin
shows in chapter 15, the development of the Bras tradition based on Geoffrey’s British
history was central to the self-fashioning of English identity after the Norman con-
quest. We can add that this Galfridian version of English nationhood based on a
British (rather than a Norman) past persisted right through the Renaissance and
formed the bedrock of Shakespearean history and Tudor prestige. The political appeal
of Galfridian chronicle is manifold: its authority is derived from the privileging of
history as a form of documentary record, it foregrounds absolute kingship, and it
invented a specifically British tradition of epic heroism located in its monarchy.

The historiographical tradition of Arthur begun by Geoffrey of Monmouth was
equally salient for the Welsh, Cornish, and Scottish nations overshadowed by English
rule. For the Welsh, Geoffrey’s account of British history authoritatively established
the sovereignty of the British (ancestors of the Welsh) before the coming of the Saxons,
a right to rule over the whole Island of Britain, which was claimed by successive
generations of Welsh poets right up until the triumph of Henry VII, the first Tudor
king, in 1485. To the Welsh, then, it was particularly important that Arthur was a
“real” king, one of a line of legitimate British kings displaced by the Saxons. Juliette
Wood has shown (in chapter 7) that Cornwall and Scotland made their own claims
to the “original” Arthur and that, intriguingly, Scottish chronicles interpreted Geof-
frey’s account of Arthur’s rule in a negative light, criticizing Arthur’s dubious birth
and supporting Mordred as the legitimate ruler of Britain.

Largely thanks to Geoffrey of Monmouth, the British Arthurian cradition was
essentially a chronicle tradition, based in history, however loosely defined, and con-
cerned with the politics of kingship and the building of nationhood. The more famil-
iar Arthurian world of Lancelot and Guinevere, tournaments, knightly adventure, and
the Grail quest was the world imagined by French writers, inspired in part by the
work of Geoffrey but also by tales told by singers and storyrellers who amalgamated
themes from Britain, Brittany, and France. In a rich and wide-ranging account of the



