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Traditionally, the difference between fact and fiction has been understood as the
underlying difference between history and literature. Also traditionally, since at least the time of
Herodotus, historiography has been acknowledged as a literary genre, just as close to the realm
of fiction as to that of facts. Thus, for centuries fiction has been part of the writing of the past,
creating and solidifying the popul ar percepti
European Middle Ages, this mixing of history writing and imaginative literature became a
preferred strategy of both poets and politicians. The former rely on a variety of written histories
available to them, from Caesar s to Nennius"®"s
their legendary pasts, from the Trojan War to King Arthur, to shape the present and future of
their lands. Chivalric literature and political development of Anglo-Norman and Angevin
England of the High Middle Ages provide particularly interesting examples of this symbiosis and
prove that fiction can be used to shape perceptions of the past which, in turn, can be cleverly
used to influence the future.
In times of political instability and conquest, anchoring the new political order in the past,
the further in the past the better, is essential in order for the conqueror to legitimize his power.
As R. R. Davies notes in his book The First English Empire: Power and Identities in the British
Isles 10961343 “empire-builders do not live by power alone; they yearn for a mythology and an
ideology to explain and justify their success.”* This is exactly what happens in England during

the years following the Norman Conquest. Already in the 1120s and 30s, English writers under

! R.R. Davies, The First English Empire: Power and Identities in the British Isles 1093
1343(New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 33.
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the patronage of He n latg undlef King Sfephengimroducddthe i | da | |
powerful myth of Arthur, the model king from the British legendary past. One of the first and

bestk nown of such wor ks iThe H&enoof therKmgs of®@fitailo n mout h
which we see Arthur as the paragon of kingly and military virtue, an ideal ruler and warrior.

Equally important is the fact that Geoffrey presents Arthur as a conqueror coming from a long

line of conquerors, ultimately from a Trojan lineage, ruling nothing less than an empire. The

impor t ance of Geoffrey®"s Arthur fewdent HeliseirstNor man
and foremost, a | egitimate ruler, motivated b
rightful i nheritance t oHaidaeablkdefandgrofhisrpalmpf t he w
who frees it from the Saxon invaders and subjugates the Scots and the Picts who have threatened

it for ages —a preferred claim of the Plantagenets. It is even more remarkable that Arthur

conquers Ireland in a single battle,and af t er he *“restored the whole
proceeds to conquer Iceland, Norway, Denmark, and all of Gaul, coming very close to realizing

his “idea of conquéeEshgbthehiwhgl ArohuEUsopenh
of Gaul, that is, including Normandy, Anjou, Aquitaine, and other provinces), Geoffrey creates a

legitimate cause for the Norman and Angevin presence in England, too. Furthermore, his

victorious conquests of realms all over Europe create a strong parallel with and motivation for

the conquests of William I and his successors within the British Isles and on the Continent.

However, what makes The History of the Kings of Britaigspecially successful in establishing

these legitimizing connections is not only the particular achievements of Arthur and his army,

but al s o arf@ghgemdntfofrhie npatersal. Arthur does not enter his narrative until Part

2 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kingsf Britain, trans. Lewis Thorpe (New
York: Penguin, 1977), 212.
* Ibid., 221-5.
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Seven, the penultimate part of the book. The first six parts concern historical and legendary

figures preceding him, such as Brutus, Leir, Dunvallo, Coel, Constantius, Utherpendragon, and

others. Though not all of these kings are equally successful or benevolent, they do establish two

important patterns: legitimacy of succession, either by lineage or direct appointment by a rightful

king, and acquisition by conquest. Brutus establishes the line of the Briton rulers, Arviragus

makes a pact with Emperor Claudius and thus starts the Roman chapter of British history, Lucius

oversees the conversion of Britain to Christianity, and Constantine conquers Rome and becomes
nothing |l ess than t he®*Therue of dowse, several fyrantstné who |l e

i mposters in Geoffrey®"s account, but the auth
manner they deserve: the Roman Senate sends Allectus to kill Carausius, for example, and

Vortigern is burnt in his own tower. This way, Geoffrey shows the legendary history of Britain in

a long and perfectly ordered progression of rulers. The eventual coming of Arthur is nothing but

the next logical link in this chain. He sums up and exemplifies all the achievement of the kings

of Britons before him, and, naturally, after him history can only go downhill. The African king

Gormund “had destroyed falimosat nmelclk etrhye oifs lAant ch’u
hands it over to the Saxons.” The last Briton king, Cadwallader, abandons the island altogether

and flees to Brittany. Geoffrey, then, is leading us to several conclusions. On the one hand, the

Germanic occupationofBr i t ain i s something of a punishment
negative part of the history of the Britons previously governed through rightful succession and

enriched and celebrated for its military conquests. On the other hand, by ending his account of

Arthur with the king“s withdrawal to the Isle

* Ibid., 133.
® Ibid., 263.
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t 0°Geof fgroeeys “so far as to sugg €Bytimplicstienttherdis t hur |
also always a chance of the king who did not die returning to rule his realm, the realm he united
with that of Gaul under his rule, the chance later vocalized by Malory. Given that the Norman
Conquest was carried out against the Anglo-Saxons, not against the Britons, the choice of the
pre-Saxon and even anti-Saxon hero is in itself quite telling. The fact that at least part of this
her o"s | ega c yintiodsicedrbyett®e Narnmareand Aagevidh Kingsegives their claims
a new, legendary dimension of legitimacy to accompany whatever dynastic claims they already
had by 1066, securing their role as quite logically placed pieces of the much larger semi-
historical jigsaw puzzle.
That G eHistofybelengstodiction more than history was immediately recognized
by his contemporaries, some of whom, like William of Newburgh and Gerald of Wales,
condemned such a blatant fabrication, while many applauded and imitated it.2 Perhaps the chief
proofoftheendur i ng popularity and acceptance of Ge
i mmedi ately became an i nt er n aRomaocalky Gaimarbne st s el |
the late 1130s and influencing several generations of the French romance-writers since then.? By
the mid-1150s, when Henry 1l added England to the list of Angevin dominions, the myth of
Arthur already enjoyed the pride of place in
and chronicles by William of Malmesbury and Alfred of Beverley.'® As if to bring the

connection with the Arthurian achievements a full circle, Henry Il repeated many of his exploits

® Ibid., 261.

" David Rollo, Historical Fabrication, Ethnic Fable and French Romance in Twelfth
Century EnglandNew York: French Forum Publishers, 1998), 90.

!Lewi s Thor pe,GeoffreyroftMoronduth.cTheiHistory df the Kings of
Britain, trans. Lewis Thorpe. (New York: Penguin, 1977), 29. Rollo, 11.

% Rollo, Historical Fabrication 92.

1 Thorpe, “ | mdturcat 290 n , ”
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celebrated by Geoffrey and Monmouth and others. As David Carpenter sums it up in his The
Struggle for Mastery: Britain, 1066284 “ Hney restored royal authority in England and

fashioned the common law. He subjected Scotland and conquered Ireland. Across the Channel he

rebuilt ducal power in Normandynishdrdlyeast abl i sh
coincidence thattheromanc e genr e, especially its branch <cot
flourished under his reign. According to Robe

were free translations of Latin epics and chronicles into French, composed in the mid-twelfth
century at the Angevin royal court “Yé&mongdhenry |
t hese r oman cRosnanvde Bria n Wa & eRorman de Ti®ievhich became
i mmensely popul ar at Henry"™s couwmancegemeagndon t he
historiography, influenced by Nennius, Gildas, William of Malmesbury, and, of course, Geoffrey
of Monmouth, gave the legendary Arthur the type of historical credibility previously only
enjoyed by one character—Ch ar | e ma g n e . dahtscapitalyzéd sn thd palgicalength
available to them, transferring it from the realms of literature, fiction and historiography into
their charters, letters, and royal regalia — in other words, into their political reality.
The ene king who got the most out such legendary history was Edward |, who managed
to put an end to both Welsh and Scottish kingship. Interestingly, both Edward and Queen
Margaret “had been personall y -19ApilslZévhenat t he
the bodies of Arthur and Guinevere were disinterred, and had personally applied their seals to the

certificates of authentication attached to the coffins prior to their reinterment before the great

1 David Carpenter, The Struggle for Mastery: Britain, 1066284 (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2003), 191.

YRoberta L. Kr ueTheCambridge @GompaoichuodiediewahRorhance
ed. Roberta L. Krueger. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 2.
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a | t™aFollowing this great public display of both uncovering of the legend and the physical

par-t aking of the king in it, more similar event
body of Magnus Maxi mus, ,father of the nobl e
discovered in Caernarfon and, according to one report, had been reinterred in the church on

Edward | “s pet Hwenakelinto comsiderateomtite gréat role played by the

figures of Arthur and Maximus in inspiring the Welsh resistance to English colonization and

rule, this act of Edward I and the positive response of the Welsh to it prove just how successful

the Plantagenet king was in creating and exploiting a strong connection between himself and the
mythological history of his land. At the same time, this strategy could be used to justify the

k i nagt®ris in front of the ecclesiastical authorities, exactly what Edward did in his letter to

Pope Boniface VIII in 1301, in which he argues for his right to rule both England and Scotland

as a logical continuation of previous overlordship of the entire island by kings from Arthur to

Edward the Elder.™ Not surprisingly, the action with which Edward | marked and culminated his

deposition of John, the king of Scotland, in 1296 was carrying off the Stone of Scone, the ritual

stone on which coronation of Scottish kings had taken place.™® If strengthening the ties with the

political mythology of Britain was necessary to organize the conquering campaign, a

demonstration of destruction, or at least displacement, of the mythology of the defeated seemed

like a logical way to cement the victory. Thus, the literary phenomenon of Arthur, shaped by the

conditions of the Norman and Angevin politics, now, in its own turn, was used to shape the

physical manifestations of the Plantagenet conquests.

“ Davies, The First EnglislEmpire 32.
14 (i
Ibid.
" bid., 42.
18 Alan Harding, England in the Thirteenth Centufew York: Cambridge University
Press, 1993), 7-8, 313-4.
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Legendary material indeed came in handy in justifying the conquests of the indigenous
peoples. Following the conquests, this material was supplied not by historians and pseudo-
historians, but mainly by the romance poets. Given the task and the scope of the historians, their
primary concern was with action and its consequence. The courtly poets, on the other hand, made
education and development of individual characters their primary focus. As C. Stephen Jaeger
puts it in his The Origins of Courtliness: Civilizing Trends and the Forimaf Courtly Ideals,
939121Q chi val ric narrative represents courtline:
behavior representative of anyone refined and civilized."” Much of this code consists of basic
rules of etiquette, table manners, polite speech, etc. Not surprisingly, then, many of the romances
from our period contain lessons on proper style and conduct. Even personal appearance,
hairstyle, and dress became heavily codified in romance. The mid-thirteenth-c e n t Ramgrices
of theRose the first part of which presents the apotheosis of the courtly values, while the second
part is an elaborate mockery of them, may serve as an excellent summary of such rules produced
during the preceding century. | n Cedovetid aume de

instructed by the God of Love on the behavior that will help him succeed on his quest for the

Rose. Love tellspdlenhearmd tmwmol“ibtee sadfd to “out f
according to your income,auisre U dtetlmrudnd¢ud agrad mfe
adornments i mprove a man a great deal .” The n

wash your hands ‘dlsthovscian thethistoricalikmights really kept . ”
themselves is hard to tell, and in all probability such cleanliness belonged more on the pages of

romances than in real life. However, the fact that poets address such values indicates that, at least

17 Stephen Jaeger, The Origins of Courtliness: @ilizing Trends and the Formation of
Courtly Ideals 939-1210. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 242.
'8 Guillaume de Lorris, and Jean de Meun. The Romance of the Rosmns. Charles
Dahlberg (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), 59-60.
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in theory, they were part of the criteria of civility and class. Furthermore, while elegance and

cleanliness seem to be only natural in a discussion of what makes one loveable, we have enough

evidence to conclude that these values were part of the general chivalric canon. In Chrétien de
Troyes®"s “Perceval ,” we f i r gheroaamitdghe Déneftismfet t r y i
proper attire, and then healheRGumncedthaRote r epeat
al most verbatim to the hero. I n this romance,
of a model | over  Deéart forfi ean dno’d ed ayksni @hrtne mant ,
speaking too freely,” and then he sends Perce
hose dyed with brazllwood and a tunic of indigo silk that
advising the hero to wear them instead of his older, simpler clothes.'® Finally, he instructs

Perceval to avoid killing his opponents need|
and not ki PIThiskagt atvice antslty eefleds thé reality of twelfth-century

war f ar e . it@easedrto bd ragamled,as décent to kill or to mutilate aristocratic

enemies,” %!

and as ransom became one of the chief as|
“the whole aim in bata |Ineo bwaes *opbpecanachnyty.r’6y gbot é
time, that is, by the time of Henry 1l holding court in England, such civilizing trends penetrated

not only the world of recreation and socializing, but also the realm of warfare and military

conduct . iHteyconguests, theh, souladmot possibly avoid being affected by these

developments.

YChretien de Troyes. *“ PeArthureanRomancedrdaneD.SR. ory of
Owen (London: Everyman, 1993), 395-6.

* Ibid., 396.

21 Judith A Green, The Aristocracy of Norman Englaridew York: Cambridge University Press,

2002), 263.

22 Carpenter, The Struggle foMastery 126-7.
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While in England and on the Continent the norms of behavior changed greatly to include
not only fashion, but also more humane, bloodless forms of warfare, the Celtic peoples of Britain
preserved much of their traditional way of life, thus creating a rather sharp contrast to the social
norms of the rest of Europe. While the new chivalric values, etiquette, fashion, and well-
developed economy and political order gave the Anglo-Normans a sense of pride and superiority,
the general lack of such developments among the native peoples of the British Isles became
|l egendary and formed the core of the newcomer
of Wales and his twelfth- and thirteenth-century colleagues, took relish in accounts of the poor
table manners of the Irish kings, the ragged
buttocks” of the Scottish warriors, chahed t he g
native peoples of the British Isles treated their enemies.?® All in all, it was civility that the
peoples of Britain lacked in the eyes of their continental and English peers, as well as the basic
knowledge of the benefits it could bring. No mythic figure like Arthur was needed to root the
Plantagenet rulers in the history of Wales, Ireland, and Scotland and so to justify their conquests
of these real ms. Il nstead, “the benefits of <co
were thought to have brought® economi ¢ prosperi ty aoth@dlangsover nme
that lacked such benefits of civilization until then.?*

By the end of the twelfth century, such views were already prevalent throughout Europe,
with the power of such | egendary contrasts re
“Perceval ,” for example, begioskwat hAthleuWes$ s
the comic relief of the first part of the romance, transforming under the civilizing influence of

Gornemant into a paragon of chivalric values. When young Perceval encounters knights for the

2% Davies, The First English Empirel,16-141.
** Ibid., 34.
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first time in his life, he is astonished by their grandeur and angel-like appearance, but the knights

t oo ar e s h o c kcenpletdunfamtlidrity with anyiof their vgeapons and armor and

with the surprise with which he views them and which prevents him from helping them on their

mi ssi on. One of the knights explains Perceval
bei ng Wel sh. “You may be perfectly certain, my
more stupid than grazing bé&g&lsétiespasseannaharattehi s one
judgment on this knight, nor does he make any remark to dispel the unfavorable light he casts on
Perceval . Furthermore, through the story itse
view. It takes Yvonet, Gornemant, and the entire adventure in the castle of the Fisher King for

the hero to finally shed hisidentt t y of a Wel sh si mpleton and ass:
is, a knight aware not only of the chivalric norms of behavior and his military duties, but also of

having to pass “a KFwhber Péeocmvaf meaadhst abalt
all and any connection he had with Wales is severed, and he remains a free knight on a quest to
perfection. A possible explanation for Chr ét]i
p 0 et “time conneetion with the English court of Henry 112" Even though his personal

involvement at the Plantagenet court may be arguable, the many cultural connections between

the England and France and their literatures of the time make it entirely possible for him to adopt

such a prejudice againsttheWe | sh as part of the clash between
the former and the presumed lack of refinement in the latter.

Another piece of evidence confirming that the contemporary French and English views of

the indigenous Celtic cultures may be to bl am
®Chrétien de Troyes, “Perceval,” 377.

26 D. H. Green, Irony in Medieval RomandeNew York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 78.

2’ JohnJayParry, “Il ntroducti on.The Akof Couelalevartha pel | anus .

John Jay Parry (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), 13.



11 Retrospect

al most no such attit udPBarzivalarawanteheavdyimfluoersedbyE s c h e n
that of Chrétien. Wolfram"s hero is also Wels
poet, writing in the early thirteenth century
significantly sof tsenriennga rtkh ea nodf fteunrsniivneg kinti gihntt"c
Wal eis is slowing us down,” says the knight,
than his people in general. Wolfram then make
“t he Wal llysu,share thersame distinction as we Bavarians, but are even denser than

Bavarian folk, though stout men with their weapons. Whoever is born in either land will blossom

into a prodi gy ZbrThisirbnic commeat accbmpishes twat tasks. @nl tHe one

hand, by including himself and his own people in the same category as the Welsh, Wolfram

achieves a degree of friendliness entirely ab
Wol fram®s excl amati on a b oastet tacttarfu eourtesywervespsao p | e s
wink to us not to take the entire comment ser
attack. Finally, as the story unfolds, we see the hero become precisely that which Wolfram just

claimed the Welsh could never be: a paragon of tact, courtesy, knighthood, and spirituality. Why

would a German poet from the period coinciding with the English child-king, Henry 111,

desperately fighting against the Welsh prince Llywelyn and losing ground to him in Gwynedd

and elsewhere in Wales, show more sympathy and good will to the Welsh than a French poet

from the period when Henry 11 was rather successful in his acquisitions of land in Wales and his
resettlement of the Marcher | andscoisctiohii s bar o
not immediately with the English court and its rhetoric of conquest then definitely with the

French literary culture sharing its dominant values. The lack of such connection between

28 Wolfram Von Eschenbach,. Parzival trans. A. T. Hatto (New York: Penguin, 1980), 72.
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Wol fram®s Thuringi an ¢ our dimilalackof Thiwiagian of Engl an

involvement in the Anglo-Welsh warfare, would also explain the toning down of any such

superiority on the part of the German poet.

merely as a tribute to his French source and the literary convention it embodies. Thus, while the
period®s domi nan tthelchivalrc romancg —hplgedsimape theeofficdah
rhetoric of the English politics of the time, this political reality is barely reflected in the romance
dealing with the same subject in Germany.

Just as rulers were able to appropriate the existing body of literature to legitimize their
positions and actions, so they too were affected by the values and models established in their
contemporary literature. Various genres in medieval literature maintain the image of a king
ruling through a thoughtful counsel of his
determined by the quality of his council ™s

epic figure of Charlemagne in The Song of Rolanevhere both Charlemagne and his enemy,

ad

ad

Marsile, rely on their barons" -fandugaempemr i n t hei

knows well the value of a good counselor. When Duke Naimes nominates himself to go on the

m ssion to Marsile®"s court, Charl emagne reject

wise counselor, / And so | vow by my moustache and beard / That never will you go so far from
me % But just as the emperor relies on his advisors for help, his hands are also tied by his

obligation to heed their decisions. Despite his great personal sense of loss at the death of Roland
and the best of his warriors, despite his regal power, Charlemagne cannot punish Ganelon as he

wishes. First, he hasto havehiscounci | s approval . “, My nobl e

?° The Song of Rolanttans. D.D.R. Owen (Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell, 1990), 11.248-50.

| o
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king, / ,Pronounce tr §°&hejudgdent heexpettstmheamis,ob n Gan e |
course, condemnation, but the barons® reactio
personal thirst for vengeance. The judgment they pronounce is the opposite of what he expects.

“Sire, we beseech,” they say, “That you shoul
and ser ve *Clanemahge iy attadedyat this lack of support in his grief, and,

hel pless to change their decision, &4The he can
Roland-poet s description of Charl emagne at this
precisely because it shows the great king inutterpo wer | essness. “When Charl
men have failed him there,” says the poet, *“H
grief then he pr o Luakilymierrly volsnteassitodightagmiestPimabed s . ”

to prove Ganelon guilty by ordeal and thus saves the day by punishing the traitor. This situation

should not be misunderstood. As much as we sympathize with Charlemagne and wish, with him,

for Ganelon"s just execution, what stieegandsee i n
not justice by force, but that debated and pronounced by the council, the council governed by

reason and consideration, in contrast to Charlemagne, who is overcome by emotion. The lesson

to be learned from this scene, then, is that of the advantage of having such advisors.

The romance, too, presents us with examples of kings guided by their advisors.

Il nterestingly, Chreéetien de Troyes"s Cligés
political conflict caused by ill judgment of his counselors. When Arthur decides to undertake an

expedition to Brittany, the assembly of his nobles advises him to leave England in the charge of

Angreés of Wi ndsor, “for it was their opinion
%0 Ipid., 11.3750-1.

31 Ibid., 11.3807-9.

%2 |pid., 1.3814.

3 Ibid., 11.3815-17.
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king“s ¥Befrorie¢ oroyng, however, news reaches Art!l
against him. | mmedi ately, “the king, angry an
them better into bringing the traitor to grief, he says that all the blame for his trouble and strife is
theirs, for it was on their advice that he placed his lands in the hands of that criminal who is
wor se t han Ga TlelSang of Rolantlik adeisors resgnd in a rational,
thoughtful manner, taking full responsibility for their earlier mistake and proposing a plan of
action. “There is not one of them who does no
was the advice they gave him; butThugihiengtasay t h
case of a bad, incapable council that we witness here, but rather an example of one that able is to
recognize and correct its mistakes and defend its king from a potential threat.

Another genre revealing a royal council at work is that of the Breton lai. In Marie de
France* s “Lanval,” we again see King Arthur and

Arthur relies on his advisors for important decisions. When the hero, Lanval, is accused by the

gueen of insulting her, it i $&isiengeende @ gud.rAs hur * s
of fended as the king feels by his vassal “s al
trial. “The king demanded the verdict accordi

now everything lay in the handso f  t h e * Bhabaronsitteen decide to allow Lanval to
defend himself, and when his fairy beloved appear in front of the court to prove him innocent,
they unanimously pronounce him free of all and any accusations. All that Arthur has to do as

theirking i s accept their decision. “The king gr al

“Chretien de ArhorigreRomancedtahsiDgD&RsOwen (London: Everyman,
1993), 98.

% |bid., 107.

®Marie de Fr &medas.of MaliealeFraadéans Glyn S. Burgess and Keith
Busby (New York: Penguin, 1999), 78.
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recommended,” concludes MaT mMiha,s,“im ddannvdhadrnc e
council acts as the guarantor of justice, an institution necessary to ensure the rightfulness of the
king“s rule.
Surely, such literary developments provided fertile ground for the proponents of
relatively new political institutions to legitimize and solidify their innovations by connecting
them with the legendary past. The most obvious example of such an institution would be the
Parliament of England. Though under Henry 11 and his successors Parliament took the form
unprecedented in English history, wentylwast he co
in practice reducedtoacipher, * t her e was al so a tendency to |
development by portraying it as a return to an ancient procedure.® Immediately, connections
were drawn with the Anglo-Saxon institution of the witan, a council of the elders or wise ones,
and by the seventeenth century, with efforts by the antiquaries to create a powerful myth of
Parliament going back to the times immemorial, such connection grew into a powerful doctrine,
as “the privileges of Parl i ameqra’ibepieallehel d t o
grew and remained strong over time, despite the lack of any provable connections with the actual
historical institutions. Little if anything is known about the workings of the witan, other than
some references to it in the Anglo-Saxon chronicle, while the concept of the majority rule and
session organization resembles most closely the councils found in literary sources, from The
Song of Rolandnwards. Curiously, the French epic, the romances of Chrétien, and the lais of
Marie de France all predate the first mentioning of Parliament in 1237.%° Most such literary

sources, including the ones discussed above,

¥ |bid., 81.

% Carpenter, The Struggle for Mastergg9.
% |bid., 354-5. Harding, 25-7.

%0 Carpenter, The Struggle for Master@s4.
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force to serve as a model institution dedicated to the well-being of the realm. However, in reality

the workings of Parliament were rather different. As Faith Thompson puts it in her book A Short

History of Parliament, 1298642 at i1 ts early stages, Parliamer
coerce their lord the king in great matters , ” mani pul ating his deci sion
Engl and®“s, but al s“Inhis RlaniageneoBngland) ¥22536Q Michdele r e s t s .
Prestwich discusses the role of Parliament in decision concerning taxation, and agrees with
Thompson"s esbaiementhat “it was clear that the
attending parliaments a* metemaesonieofthebenefict r ol | i n
claimed by the members of Parliament make it hard to believe that they in fact followed the

nobl e and benevolent models established in [|it
immunity from arrest, except for treason, felony, or breach of the peace, was claimed for the

members of both Houses,” ¢ onf oemtabiMeinsgtutiong t oday "

but shattering the medieval literary ideal.*®

After all, in epics and romances arrests of prominent
knights, even though mainly undeserved and caused by slander, are not at all infrequent, Lanval
being just one such example. Here too, then, we are dealing with a political reality shaped by
imaginative literature, as well as with imaginative literature used to legitimize that reality,
though it is quite possible that the literature of later periods cannot avoid reflecting the
parliamentary institution already in existence.

Of course, the success which these various literary forms had in shaping the medieval

political reality varied significantly. I f Ge

“! Faith Thompson, A Short History of Parliament, 1298642 (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 1953), 3.

2 Michael Prestwich, Plantagenet England, 122B360(Oxford, GB: Clarendon, 2005),
98.

“ Thompson, A Short History of Parliameng4.
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provided the NormanandAngevi n kings of Engl and with
past, it was not historiography that secured this connection. Already by the mid-twelfth century,
Arthurian romances replaced histories and pseudo-histories at courts and in private libraries. As
the romance genre contributed to the development of the European novel, it also left the
strongest trace on later literature. Today, the Arthurian legend holds the pride of place in
historical novel, fantasy, and alternative history. The myth of the savage Irishman, Welshman,
and Scottish Highlander outlived the Middle Ages too, influencing much of the official rhetoric
of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century England and still surviving in regional prejudices
today. The chivalric codes of behavior perpetuated by the courtly poets also left a lasting legacy
on today“s I|iterature and everyday | ife
table manners, and personal style. As for Parliament, it may no longer be the concern of much of
imaginative |iterature, but it is defini
Under these circumstances, with the literature of the Middle Ages not only reflecting, but also
having a strong, lasting impact on the social and political conditions of the European cultures of
the time, it is no longer possible to draw sharp boundaries between literary and historical studies
of the period. As with any other period, perceptions of the past reflected in Medieval history

writing are heavily dependent on fiction, and both literary scholars and historians can only

enhance their knowledge of the period by
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