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Abstract:

Written by the Welsh cleric Geoffrey of
Monmouth in twelfth century England,
Historia Regum Britanniae is a medieval
chronicle that presents a mythical-historical
narrative of the ancient British past. This
article presents a theoretical survey of three
aspects that permeate the writing of the
chronicle. Firstly, we address the historical
context of its production by emphasizing the
social and political transformations brought
to England by the Norman Conquest the
conflict known as Anarchy (Houts, 2002;
Chinbnall, 1986). Based on the studies by
Weiler (2020), Henley (2020) and Tolhurst
(2013), the second aspect concerns how
Monmouth's work deviates from the
traditional ecclesiastical model of historical
writing, especially with regard to the
representation of women. The last aspect
points out the possibilities of applying the
concept of gender presented by Scott (1986)
in the study of medieval historical texts.
Finally, we discuss the importance of these
three points for a deeper understanding of
the narrative of the Historia Regum
Britanniae, as well as for a possible
reinterpretation of its content.
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Resumo:

Escrita pelo clérigo galés Geoffrey de
Monmouth na Inglaterra do século XII,
Historia Regum Britanniae € uma cronica
medieval que apresenta uma narrativa
mitico-histérica do passado antigo da Gra-
Bretanha. Este artigo apresenta um
levantamento tedrico de trés aspectos que
permeiam a  escrita da  crOnica.
Primeiramente, abordamos o contexto
historico de sua producdo, enfatizando as
transformagdes sociais e politicas trazidas a
Inglaterra pela Conquista Normanda e o
conflito conhecido como Anarquia (Houts,
2002; Chinbnall, 1986). Com base nos
estudos de Weiler (2020), Henley (2020) e
Tolhurst (2013), o segundo aspecto diz
respeito a como a obra de Monmouth se
desvia do modelo eclesiastico tradicional de
escrita historica, principalmente no que diz
respeito a representacdo das mulheres. O
ultimo aspecto aponta as possibilidades de
aplicagdo do conceito de género teorizado
por Scott (1986) no estudo de textos
historicos medievais. Por fim, discutimos a
importancia desses trés pontos para uma
compreensao mais profunda da narrativa de
Historia Regum Britanniae, bem como para
uma possivel reinterpretacio de seu
conteudo.
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Introduction

Written between 1135 and 1139 by the Welsh cleric Geoffrey of Monmouth,
Historia Regum Britanniae [History of the Kings of Britain] is a chronicle that brings an
account of the early past of. Even though Monmouth claims in the Prologue of his work
that he is simply presenting a translation of an old book in the British tongue into Latin,
it is known that he wrote his chronicle mainly inspired by myths and legends from oral
tradition and works by previous historians. From these different sources, Monmouth
creates a narrative of a mythical-historical past in which he chronologically tells the story
of a mythical lineage of rulers. This lineage begins with the British island being founded
by Brutus, great-grandson of the Trojan hero Aeneas, and comes to its end with the
coming of the Anglo-Saxons in the fifth century.

Although Monmouth’s chronicle was considered a great example of
historiographical work in the Middle Ages, it deals mostly with fictional events and
characters. It also has been a central work for the studies concerning the Matter of Britain,
as one of the legendary rulers presented by the author is the famous King Arthur. In fact,
the chronicle is known for containing the first complete written narrative of the Arthurian
myth and a large part of the work is dedicated to his deeds and conquests. Because of
that, most of the studies developed by Historia Regum Britanniae are related to Arthurian
studies and aspects regarding cultural identity and uses of the past.” However, few studies
so far have been concerned with the investigation of gender relations in Monmouth’s
narrative.

Thus, the purpose of this article is to present some of the theoretical paths that can
be followed to comprehend the power relations between the feminine and the masculine
in medieval chronicles. For that, we will present in the following sections a survey on
three points that permeate the production and content of Historia Regum Britanniae. The
first point addresses an outline of the context in which the chronicle was produced: the
main political and social changes that occurred in England after the Norman Conquest
and the Anarchy. The second one concerns the traditional features that characterize the
medieval chronicles and how Monmouth’s work deviates from some of these features.
The last point explores the possibilities of application of the modern concept of gender as
an analytical category in the study of medieval historical writings. After presenting these
three aspects, we discuss their importance to a deeper understanding of the narrative and

to the development of reinterpretations of its content.

1. Politics and conflicts in the Anglo-Norman world
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The author of Historia experienced a time of great change in English society, with
a radical shift in politics and power dynamics. According to John Gillingham, England
was the region of Europe that was “more fundamentally transformed during the course of
the eleventh and twelfth centuries” (Gillingham, 2012, p. 45). The transformations that
England went through during the period known as the High Middle Ages are directly
related to the Norman Conquest that occurred in 1066. Therefore, in this section, we
address the political and social conflicts that provoked these transformations in twelfth-
century England.

A succession crisis was established in England when, in January 1066, King
Edward the Confessor died with no heirs. The witan® determined that Edward’s brother-
in-law Harold of Wessex should be crowned king. At the end of that same year, William,
Duke of Normandy invaded England, claiming to be the rightful heir to the English
throne. The Anglo-Saxon and Norman armies confronted each other in the Battle of
Hastings in October 1066. In the end, William’s victory over Harold marked the Norman
conquest of England. As soon as William was crowned king, he began to conduct a series
of reforms in the conquered territory that would drastically change the dynamics of
English society in the next decades.

The first change to be pointed out is related to what Elizabeth van Houts calls the
“disastrous losses of the English aristocracy” (Houts, 2002, p. 129): the lands of many
members of the English elite were confiscated and transferred to French nobles that
arrived in England with William 1. Also, there were ecclesiastical innovations, as the
English lost control over the Catholic Church in England and the high religious positions
were occupied by French clerics. Another drastic transformation was the introduction of
a new language along with a new culture: Anglo-Norman* and Latin became prestigious
languages among the aristocracy, while Old English gradually decayed and became the
language spoken by the people. Moreover, this was a time of great urban development
and constructions of castles, fortifications and monasteries, which influenced the growth
of scholastic study centers and clerical intellectuality in English territory (Barlett, 2000).

Nonetheless, one of the biggest transformations brought by the Norman Conquest
was the introduction of feudalism. A code of relations based on feudal alliances of mutual
obligations between vassals and suzerains was elaborated, in which the king was the
supreme suzerain. According to Houts, “lordship and tenure were of immense
importance; they influenced almost every aspect of law and society after the conquest”
(Houts, 2002, p. 126). The implementation of feudalism and the expansion of the English

legal system affected women's position in society. According to Johns (2003), rights and
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roles of women became more defined and while some women benefited from this, others
lost out.
In the Middle Ages, feudal and urban property passed through people’s hands
according to norms of inheritance and these norms were crucial in the reproduction of
social order and shaped women’s place in that order (Schaus, 2006). Also, although the

medieval western inheritance tradition had a strong preference for male heirs, they were

not the only ones:

In the early Middle Ages all siblings were regarded as each other’s equals by
nature and all of them, female as well as male, had a right to share in the family
inheritance. Custom held property to be ultimately vested in the lineage, and
the strong inclination to divide a deceased parent’s property among all his or
her children persisted until the twelfth century in areas influenced by Germanic

tradition” (Schaus, 2006, p. 356).

The predominant inheritance norm throughout medieval England was male-
preference primogeniture, whereby estates passed in total to the eldest son. In both these
codes women could inherit, but only if they had no brothers. Although the Salic Law,
formulated in the fifth century, entirely barred women from inheriting the throne, this
legislation was never incorporated into the English legal tradition. As a result, medieval
England provides several cases of women who could possess land and exercise authority
independently. A notable example from the Anglo-Saxon era is Zthelflaed, the Lady of
the Mercians. The daughter of King Alfred the Great, she governed Mercia for seven
years following the death of her husband in 911.

Scholars have long maintained that, during the Anglo-Saxon period, women
enjoyed broader opportunities to inherit property; with the advent of feudalism, however,
their influence shifted toward diplomatic roles, particularly in forging alliances between
families and consolidating wealth. In her article “Women and the Norman Conquest,”
Pauline Stafford argues for a reassessment of the widespread view that the Norman
invasion signaled the end of a supposed Golden Age for English women, particularly with
respect to the position and rights of heiresses. She shows that both before and after the
Norman arrival, aristocratic women in England could inherit estates as heiresses and often
retained them during widowhood. Nevertheless, as Stafford notes, “direct primogeniture
was far from triumphing over collateral claims when the direct heir was a woman, on

either side of 1066” (1994, p. 236). The political turmoil of the early twelfth century
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further demonstrated that not every female heir managed to prevail in the contests for
authority that shaped medieval England.

In the early 1100s, England faced once again a dispute over the succession, a
conflict that erupted into the civil war later called the Anarchy. When King Henry I,
youngest son of William the Conqueror, died in 1135, he left no legitimate sons to inherit
the crown. However, prior to his death, Henry had designated his daughter Matilda as his
rightful successor and the legitimate heir to the English realm. Matilda, born to Henry |
and Matilda of Scotland, had received a highly cultivated education intended to prepare
her for future leadership (Tolhurst, 2013). At the age of twelve she wed Henry V and, by
1117, she had been crowned Empress of the Holy Roman Empire. During Henry V’s
absences, particularly while he was away suppressing rebellion in Germany, she served
as regent in Italy. As Tolhurst (2013) observes, Matilda’s active involvement as both
empress and regent provided her with considerable political and administrative expertise.
After the death of Henry V in 1125, her father negotiated a second marriage for her, this
time to Geoffrey of Anjou, with whom she later had two sons.

To ensure that Matilda’s right as his royal heiress would be respected by the Angl-
Norman nobles after his death, the king arranged two oaths in his court in 1127: he
commanded his vassals to recognize Matilda as his legitimate successor and to swear
loyalty to her (Tolhurst, 2013). Yet, because no woman had ever before been designated
heir to the English crown, the nobles accepted this oath with considerable hesitation.
Indeed, as Stafford notes, Henry I “may well have been the first English king to put down
in written form the right of a daughter to inherit land” (1994, p. 224). Although the
conditions for Matilda’s accession seemed secured at the king’s death in 1135, her path
to the throne was contested. Her cousin Stephen of Blois challenged her claim and
proclaimed himself Henry I’s rightful successor. Supported not only by a large faction of
Anglo-Norman lords but also by the Church, Stephen was successful in his claim
(Chinball, 1986). Using this political advantage, he launched a coup, departed from
Normandy, and had himself crowned in England.

In 1138, Matilda gathered an army and started a fight against Stephen for her royal
right to the throne. She began the fight with some advantage, as she had an alliance with
her half-brother and illegitimate son of Henry I Robert of Earl Gloucester, and her uncle
King David I of Scotland. During the Battle of Lincoln, she managed to capture, imprison
and depose Stephen. However, when she was on her way to be crowned Queen in

Winchester, a rebellion of oppositors prevented the coronation from taking place. In 1142,
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after Robert being captured, she was forced to release Stephen and to take refuge in a
castle in Oxford. Afraid of being captured, Matilda fled to Normandy in 1148.

The Anarchy lasted for ten years after Matilda’s escape. During this time, the
Southwest and Midlands of England were controlled by Stephen, while the Southwest
was under the dominance of Matilda. Chibnall tells us that “the events of Stephen’s reign
help to bring into sharper focus the nature of feudal assumptions in this third generation
after the conquest, and the degree of success achieved by church reform” (Chinball, 1986,
p. 88). After struggling for almost twenty years to become queen with no success, Matilda
claimed the throne to her oldest son, Henry Plantagenet (Fossel, 2013). In 1153, after
extensive political negotiations, it was determined by the Treaty of Wallingford that
Stephen, who had no heirs, should recognize Henry as his successor. Stephen died in 1154
and Henry became king of England as Henry II, putting an end to the war, and starting

the Angevin Empire.
2. Revisiting the past, explaining the present: writing history in the Middle Ages

The twelfth-century was a time of great production and dissemination of
chronicles, as the monasteries had become cultural centers where the writing of history
had a reserved space. In England, many important and influential chroniclers began to
appear: Geoffrey of Monmouth, William of Malmesbury, Henry of Huntingdon and John
of Worcester. All these authors shared similar elements in their work: structure, form,
classical allusion and scope (Henley, 2020). However, according to Bjorn Weiler (2020),
the fact that these authors conducted their historical writings based on a shared framework
does not necessarily mean that they did so in an identical fashion. Based on these
assumptions, this second section aims to discuss the main conventions of the writing of
historical chronicles in the Middle Ages and in what aspects Monmouth’s Historia Regum
Britanniae deviates from this model.

First, it is important to emphasize that the dichotomy that the moderns make between
history and literature does not necessarily apply to medieval historical texts, which
sometimes mixes the real and the imaginary. The term “literature” comes from the Latin
litteratus, referring to knowledge, to writing, to an aptitude and it is directly related to the
concept of “history”: an aptitude to knowledge, which is communicated by texts. (Zink,
2004). According to Bernard Guenée (2017), the aim of medieval historians was to
preserve the events and characters of the past and extract examples from them.

Weiler explains that chroniclers were not just copyists, but they “revised and

collated, questioned and amended the materials at their disposal, and they sought out new

4—oeme—3



FRITSCH, Deborah. Historia Regum Britanniae: Some considerations about history and gender in medieval chronicles

Revista Medievalis, v.14, n.2, 2025

>
G Re—

ones” (Weiler, 2020, p. 59). As they had difficulties gathering sources about the past
events they were writing about, to create a historical work in the Middle Ages was often
“a matter of retrieving evidence with which to fill lacunae, with which to contextualize
and assess new information that had come to light” (Weiler, 2020, p. 29). Many of the
blanks left by the sources were filled with fictional stories created by the author or derived
from oral culture and the collective memory. Moreover, the writing of history was
connected to a didactic function, but, first, the scarce information had to be gathered so
that moral lessons about the past could be drawn (Weiler, 2020).

Many of the medieval historians were clerks of the Church. These “clergy
historians” were learned people, as they knew the Latin language, they read the classical
texts from Antiquity and their memories carried a rich oral culture. Some of them “were
members of the secular portion of the clergy; others belonged to religious orders and
possessed ranks within the ecclesiastical hierarchy” (Tolhurst, 2013, p. 90). Geoffrey of
Monmouth, for instance, was a secular clerk. Little is known about his life, but most
scholars believe he was born in Wales around 1090 and served for some time during his
youth in the Benedictine Monmouth Priory. Whether or not he has a Welsh origin,
surviving records appoint that Monmouth spent most of his life in England, first as
magister at Oxford, and then as secular canon of St. George's College. In 1052, he reached
a higher position, as he was consecrated Bishop of Sr Asaph.

When the medieval clerics dedicated themselves to write historiographical works,
they knew it had specific requirements and these requirements reinforced the normative
nature of a common European cultural framework (Weiler, 2020). The writing of history
had a sacred character, as it was close to theology, hagiography and liturgy, which were
still essential in the medieval realities (Gunée, 2017). Weiler (2020) points to the fact that
the practice of writing history in this ecclesiastical context derived many of its references
from the narratives of Antiquity and the writings of the Fathers of the Church’. Besides,
one of the common characteristics among the chronicles produced in medieval Europe is
the Latin language. The use of Latin was related to learning and authority, widely used in

literature before the emergence of vernacular languages at the end of the twelfth century.

Latin was an international language that facilitated the exchange of texts and
information across Western Europe, and it provided a set of models and
examples for writers to use. It also held religious connotations, as the language
of the Bible and the liturgy, and mastery of Latin was an inevitable prerequisite
for and consequence of Christianization, itself a marker of civilization (Weiler,

2020, p. 60).
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Although most of the chronicles produced throughout the twelfth century
followed these sets of patterns, we must also have in mind that these patterns were
frequently altered and adapted, accommodating various “genres, languages, preferences,
ambitions, and skills of authors, their peers, patrons, and public” (Weiler, 2020, p. 33).
According to Georgia Henley (2020), Monmouth’s work and other twelfth-century Latin
chronicles differ when it comes to treatment of sources, content, focus and reception.

The first aspect that makes Monmouth’s work stand out is its secular character.
Monmouth had contact with historiographical works produced by previous historians and
he used them as sources to his own: De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae by Gildas,
Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum by Bede and Historia Brittonum by Nennius.
When compared to these three previous works, Historia Regum Britanniae brings a
narrative past practically free from the Christin morals, as well as includes positive
images of pagan characters. Consequently, it is commonly referred to as a chronicle that
presents a “secular approach to historiography” (Tolhurst, 2013, p. 90).

Tolhusrt argues that Monmouth was a secular clerk and only became a member
of the Church hierarchy for political rather than spiritual reasons. Because of this
biographical element, he might have remained a man of the secular world until his death,
which might have influenced the secularization of his chronicle. Historia Regum
Britanniae may have earned him favor among the most powerful Anglo-Norman
aristocrats who might have facilitated his way to become Bishop of Saint Asaph and this
reward provided a powerful incentive for Geoffrey to support the future King Henry 11
(Tolhurst, 2013).

Most of the manuscripts of Historia Regum Britanniae that survived from the

twelfth century present the following dedication:

Therefore, Earl Robert of Gloucester, look favourably on my little work; let it
be corrected by your instruction and advice so that it does not seem to have
arisen from Geoffrey of Monmouth’s slight stream but, duly seasoned with the
genius of your wit, is called the product of the illustrious King Henry’s son,
whom philosophy has nurtured in the liberal arts, and whose natural valour has
made him a commander of knights in battle; hence the island of Britain now
congratulates herself on gaining in you a Henry reborn for our time.

(Monmouth, 2007, p. 4)°

The extract above reveals pertinent information about the political connection of

Monmouth’s work to the Anglo-Norman court and the Anarchy. As specified by Henley,
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“the dedications to secular rulers and power brokers of the day indicate that the intended
audiences included secular readers rather than monastic/scholarly readers alone” (Henley,
2020, p. 294). Moreover, considering that medieval chronicles were often written under
the commission of a nobleman, or even the king, and were seen as tools to legitimize
political moves and interests, the dedications play a major role in the interpretation of the
chronicle’s content.

Geoffrey of Monmouth started to write Historia Regum Britanniae around 1135,
when King Henry I was still alive and planning his succession with Matilda as his heiress.
Although the chronicle represents events previous to the twelfth century, Monmouth was
an attentive observer of the political scenario around him and his work reflects many of
the events of the succession crisis that he was witnessing, Through a rigorous textual
study of the earliest manuscripts of the chronicle illustrated in “The Transmission of the
Historia Regum Britanniae”, Michel Reeve came to the conclusion that Monmouth
originally dedicated his work to Robert, Earl of Gloucester, as it is possible to read on the
dedication presented above.

Fiona Tolhurst explains that as the Earl of Gloucester is recognized as one of
Matilda’s doughtiest supporters, it is possible to infer that Monmouth may have written
his work under the commission of Henry I to support his daughter’s right as heiress:
“Monmouth presents female kingship as a desirable alternative to rule by males, an
experiment which both ‘mirrors’ events of his day and attempts to ‘redirect’ the political
future of Norman-controlled England” (Tolhurst, 2013, p. 5).

This perspective can be understood as an explanation to another aspect that
differentiates the Historia from the ecclesiastical model for historical texts: the treatment
given to female characters. The medieval chronicles are traditionally centered in the deeds
and conquests of male figures, frequently kings, and tend to marginalize women from
important historical events, transforming them in unimportant and powerless or
essentially evil figures. Pauline Stafford states that medieval historians have “much to tell
of the expectations and fears of men and perhaps of the powers of women” (Stafford,
1991, p. 248). In the same perspective, Lois Hunneycutt call attention to the fact that the
chroniclers from twelfth-century England “were quite comfortable with the idea of
females as regents or transmitters of power”, but their “tolerance did not often extend to
acceptance of a female exercising authority in her own name.” (Huneycutt, 1990, p. 191)

However, different from other medieval authors, Monmouth includes in his work
several female characters portrayed as active participants in the political moments of the

past of Britain not only as regent queens, but also as rulers. According to Johns,
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Geoffrey’s work is filled with affirmative portrayals of women in positions of authority.
Fiona Tolhurst argues in “Geoffrey of Monmouth and Translation of Female Kingship”
(2013) that, unlike the celebrated chronicles from the Anglo-Saxon period and other
twelfth-century authors, Monmouth presents positive images of women as powerful
rulers who manage to conduct successful reigns. Tolhurst also notes that these
representations of female authority were erased in variant versions of the chronicle

written after the twelfth century, a movement that may indicate a process of normalization

of female characters to Christian ideals, which were not prominent in the original text.

3. Gender and the study of medieval historical writings

The theoretical discussions of Gender Studies emerged in the 1960 and it was
initially strongly linked to the feminist movement and to the exclusive study of the
feminine. Gender was also commonly used to refer to the studies of the History of
Women, concerned with the investigation of the historical processes of exclusion and
marginalization of women from political events in the history of Western civilization
(Scott, 1986). However, Joan Scott calls attention to its relational character: “women and
men are defined in terms of one another, and no understanding of either could be achieved
by entirely separated study” (Scott, 1986, p. 1054). Therefore, gender studies can not be
focused in analyzing only the feminine or the masculine history and aspects, but in the
possible forms of relationships between them. According to Joan Scott, these issues are
related to a theoretical problem.

According to the theoretical framework developed by Joan Scott, gender as an
category for historical analysis can be understood from two prepositions that are
connected: gender is “a constitutive element of social relationships based on perceived
differences between the sexes” and it is “the primary way of signifying relationships of
power” (Scott, 1986, p.1067). That is, the author is concerned with using gender as an
analytical category to investigate how social and cultural meanings are constructed on the
ideas of feminine and masculine and, consequently, positioning them within hierarchical
relationships. Also, the analysis is not limited to a descriptive study, referring to a
phenomenon without interpreting and explaining its causality (Scott, 1986). According to
Frazdo (2004), studies that use the gender category seek to discuss how a given
perspective of gender was constructed and discursively imposed on a certain group in a
certain moment, pointing not only to its historicity but also making a critical move of

deconstructing it.
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Scott’s first dimension requires attention to four additional components when
analyzing how a given society in a particular historical moment constructs gender. First,
one must examine the culturally generated symbols that shape varied representations, as
well as the circumstances in which these symbols are invoked. Second, it is essential to
identify the normative frameworks that shape how such symbols are interpreted,
frameworks typically expressed through religious, political, and educational institutions
in the form of rigid binary oppositions. Third, the presumed stability of the binaries
male/female, feminine/masculine must be dismantled, and the discourses that create the
illusion of their timeless immutability should be traced. Finally, Scott emphasizes the
subjective dimension of gender identity: individuals do not always conform to their
society’s expectations or to the analytical categories scholars use (Scott, 1986).

Carolina Fortes (2019) notes that, within medieval studies, gender has come to
occupy a recognized and legitimate analytical category in research on medieval societies.
Although people in the Middle Ages did not understand themselves through the lens of
“gender” as we define it today, she argues that employing this contemporary concept in
investigations of sanctity, queenship, literature, and social hierarchies allows scholars to
gain nuanced insights into the complexetiesof medieval culture (Fortes, 2019,).

Returning to the two first elements of the first preposition postulated by Scott, it
is important to emphasize that the gender constructions of feminine and masculine in the
medieval period were elaborated and thought mainly from the Ecclesiastical discourse.
By using symbols and events found in the Holy Scriptures, the ecclesiastical writings
produced by the Fathers of the Church were responsible for creating normative female
models and determining the configurations of power relations between the sexes in the
early medieval period. These configurations lasted for the following centuries and are still
present in the contemporary imaginary about the Middle Ages.

The Fathers of the Church’s texts inherited a gender perspective that has already
been shared among the Ancient philosophers: “male is by nature superior and the female
inferior; and the one rules and the other is ruled; this principle, of necessity, extends to
all mankind” (Aristotle, 1999, p. 9). According to the Christian myth of creation, Eve was
created by God from Adam’s rib to be his assistant guarding paradise. There is, therefore,
a clear hierarchy established between the feminine and the masculine (Frazao; Mega,
2009). This myth was constantly referred to in the ecclesiastical writings as a justification
to limit women’s participation in society: women should always be inferior and
subordinated to the man. Moreover, the symbols of biblical female characters of Eve and

Mary were used as references to create the normative female models marked by a
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duality: the woman was essentially sinful, like Eve, or she was a pure creature whose
chastity and passivity were her highest virtues, like Virgin Mary.

Howard Bloch Bloch describes the medieval Church’s discourse about women
through the modern lens of misogyny. He states that “the discourse of misogyny is
repetitive and culturally constant. Its purpose is to remove individual women from the
realm of events and it depends upon the transformation of women into a general and
immutable category, which, internally at least, appears never to change (Bloch, 1991, p.
5). As Dyan Elliott notes, later medieval writers not only upheld the doctrines set forth
by the Church Fathers but also absorbed their authority so thoroughly that it became
embedded in their own thinking and compositions. These authors frequently integrated
patristic ideas—often quietly and without explicit acknowledgment—into their works,
much as they did with biblical scripture (Elliott, 2013).

Considering the writing of medieval chronicles in medieval England, the Biblical
allusions remained for many centuries as a rhetorical resource applied in historical
writing, which was in itself a genre closely related to the ecclesiastical context. In Bede’s
Historia Eclesiastica Gentis Anglorum [Ecclesiastical History of the English People], and
in other renowned chronicles from the Anglo-Saxon period, it is possible to find extensive
moralizing passages in which the image of the feminine as essentially inferior to the

masculine prevails:

For all sin is committed in three ways: by suggestion, by delight, and by
consent. Suggestion comes from the Devil, delight from the flesh, and consent
from the spirit. For the serpent suggested the first offence, and Eve, as flesh,
took delight in it, but Adam, as the spirit, consented. And when the mind sits
in judgement on itself, it must clearly distinguish between suggestion and
delight, and between delight and consent. For when the evil spirit suggests a
sin to the mind, if there ensues no delight in the sin, the sin is in no way
committed; but when the flesh begins to take delight in it, then sin begins to
arise. (Bede, 1999, p. 41)

Although this misogynous discourse was fully appropriated and reproduced by
many medieval authors, some of them ressignified their meanings and deviated from it in
many features. In her article “Medieval Women in Modern Perspective” (2005), Judith
Bennet argues that “The Middle Ages boasted not only a tradition of misogyny but also
a long-standing defense-of-women tradition.” (Bennet, 2005, p. 162). She calls attention

to the contradictory character of medieval discourses on the feminine, which reveals the

rich complexities of medieval gender discourses: ““Defamed and defended, attacked and

4—oeme—3

| 12



FRITSCH, Deborah. Historia Regum Britanniae: Some considerations about history and gender in medieval chronicles

Revista Medievalis, v.14, n.2, 2025

praised, caricatured as Eve and venerated as the Virgin, medieval women were both fully

human and profoundly other. It is no wonder that the ideologies that sought to account

for them were deeply inconsistent and contradictory” (Bennet, 2005, p. 158).

Conclusion

Historia Regum Britanniae was written in a period when England was
experiencing important changes in many aspects. Succession crises in the eleventh and
twelfth centuries brought conflicts that significantly changed the society power dynamics.
The coming of the Normans transformed not only political and social relalities, but also
the culture and religious institutions. This new Anglo-Norman configuration had as its
consequence the rise of another dispute for the throne in the next century. The Anarchy
was an event especially marked by the chance of a woman taking the power of all England
as a ruler for the first time in history. However, the possibility of women taking roles
traditionally meant for male figures awoke social anxieties about female authority.

According to Johns, the political context is essential to understand the female
presence in Monmouth’s chronicle: “Geoffrey’s positive images of female rulership were
constructed at precisely the time when such images were required by the Angevin cause”
(Johns, 2003, p. 40). Although Monmouth began to write his work before Matilda’s claim
for the throne, Henry I had already announced that his daughter would succeed him and
the field for a female monarch had to be prepared (Tolhurst, 2013) As the idea of female
rulership and Matilda’s claim challenged medieval gender normativity, the investigation
of the articulations between power and gender in the context of twelfth-century England
is a fundamental point to analyze women’s representation in the chronicle.

Medieval historical chronicles are commonly described as adopting a sacred lens
through which they narrate events and figures, concentrating primarily on the
achievements and exploits of men. As a result, women are either omitted from these
accounts or relegated to marginal roles, depicted as having little influence on major
political developments. Geoffrey of Monmouth, however, breaks with this conventional
framework. His narrative not only incorporates women into Britain’s early history but
also presents them as effective rulers. In addition, many of the women he depicts diverge
from the normative female ideals promoted by medieval Christian discourse, models that
have often shaped scholarly approaches to the representation of women in medieval
literature.

Using gender as an analytical tool enriches the study of medieval historical writings

by uncovering competing discourses, working from the premise that the dominant gender
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ideology coexisted alongside other, less authoritative perspectives (Scott, 1986). The
stereotype of medieval women as submissive, passive, or inherently corrupt stems largely
from Christian teachings that promoted a fixed, universalized image of womanhood. By
interrogating these normative female models, analyses of medieval representations of

women can reveal alternative understandings and open up new insights into women’s

roles and identities in the Middle Ages.
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