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Prologue

The tales to come are gilded by the rays of the setting sun. Written down and recited in a territory once believed to be at the westernmost edge of the world, their audiences also held themselves to be the last to witness the end of each day. To live in Britain then was to possess an edginess, a brinkhood, unknown to the great eastern citizens whose homes occupied the centre of the map. Yet myths drew threads across the globe and across time. The idea of Britain, what it was and where it came from, its connection to distant lands, and its own native qualities, fascinated its inhabitants then as it does now. Accounting for the mysteries of its coincidence of place and people produced the wondrous myths and legends that you are about to read: from stories of warlike giants and necromancers to the familiar adventures of Arthur, Merlin and King Lear. For centuries these tales moulded perceptions of Britishness. They still do, even if many have been forgotten.

Storyland began with pictures. As an academic, I had been studying medieval illustrations of the Brut chronicle (the origin myth of Britain) in illuminated manuscripts and wanted to try my hand. In 2018, I encountered the perfect medium: linocut. Linocut is a form of relief printmaking, as are wood-engraving and woodcut. Relief printmaking can teach you to draw in light, in the golden hour of low sun when shadows are long. You carve away your design and roll ink onto the raised surface, finally pressing the block onto paper. Print technology – most notably movable type – arrived at the end of the European Middle Ages and marks the close of the heyday of the manuscript or handwritten book. While it might seem counter-intuitive to illustrate medieval stories in print, which was alien to most of the period, the medium simultaneously evokes the medieval and the modern. It can evoke the pages of Wynkyn de Worde’s late medieval edition of Le Morte d’Arthur and the Modernism of the early twentieth century.

I started with a series of three illustrations: The Death of Gogmagog, Diana Sends Brutus to Albion and Merlin Guiding the Building of Stonehenge. Three grew to seven and then twenty-four, as I was given the opportunity to publish them in Country Life magazine as a trio of articles about the myths and legends of Britain. Designing the prints and conducting the research gave rise to the book you now hold in your hands.

The way we imagine the Middle Ages is often affected by the Victorian aesthetic influence: this is something I wanted to undermine. The late medieval armour, pointed shoes and flowing sleeves of so many Pre-Raphaelite paintings of Arthur and his court represents a period of dress that considerably post-dates the writing down of the earliest Arthurian myths, which themselves were written down long after the time in which they are set (around the fifth century AD).

So how should one go about representing the characters of a mythic age? When medieval artists of, say, the fourteenth century illustrated these legends, they updated the costume and technologies according to their own setting. When it came to imagining the past, the Middle Ages was a time of unconcerned anachronism. There wasn’t such a sense of the ‘look’ of the past, of costume evolving over time. The stories were personal and morally instructive. Readers were meant to identify with them. And while I didn’t like the idea of illustrating these stories with people in twenty-first-century dress, I did like the idea of avoiding historic specificity: the idea of transforming the characters into timeless archetypes. For this reason I have shown figures as silhouettes or nude, or in the most generic, bland costume I could imagine, while capitalising on all the drama and emotion of their actions and experiences. I hope this brings the images into a world that feels at once contemporary, human and natural. I hope also that it places more emphasis on setting and experience, rather than time. The landscape is the one consistent presence, after all.

Here I offer you a story of an empty land filling with tribes from Syria, Troy, Egypt and Scythia, until it becomes a Britain you will recognise. You are entering a work of legend, based on medieval tales of Britain’s foundation and settlement that bear only a passing resemblance to ‘true’ history, but offer many other kinds of truths. I am not going to attempt to separate all the fact from fiction. You will encounter gory saints’ lives, the haunting legends of the Welsh Mabinogion, the disturbing, enchanting tales of the South English Legendary, as well as Germanic legends of Weland the Smith and Havelok the Dane. These tales are more than words on parchment or paper. Moments from them were also carved into stone, ivory, and the wooden furniture of churches, painted into books and onto the plaster of domestic walls, woven into wall-hangings and stitched onto linen.

This is a journey through Britain and through time. Many of the places described here can be visited. Many of the stories include and account for monuments, landmarks and natural features that survive to this day. They are sacred places, beautiful and unexpected. And while they are too many to list here, they include prehistoric monuments like Stonehenge and Wayland’s Smithy; towns like Grimsby and Leicester; mountain ranges and lakes such as Snowdonia and Loch Etive and rivers including the Ness, the Soar and the story-silted Thames.

In the commentaries accompanying the retellings, I will introduce you to some of the primary sources I’ve used and the circumstances of those sources’ medieval production and influence. I have looked for stories that have political implications, as well as their complement of marvels. While folklore no doubt lies behind some of the tales, it is not the focus of this book. Similarly, while I have touched on Irish legends that in turn touch on Britain, I have not presumed to represent the wealth of Irish mythological material with this narrative. These are separate, if contingent, traditions. As for the stories that do feature, you may notice a bias towards the deep past of the British, as opposed to that of the Scottish and English. The impact of the Brut tradition (pronounced ‘brute’, the origin myth of the British, of which you will read hereafter) was far-reaching and the same kind of material was not produced in a consolidated way in Scotland until the later Middle Ages. One explanation is that the Brittonic Celts arrived on these islands much earlier than anyone else and represented, especially to later settlers, a kind of indigenous presence whose stories could be used to the advantage of those in power.

In the spirit of legend, it is time to shed modern views of universal chronology. Forget dinosaurs, forget evolution, forget the elusive Neanderthals. These are for a later age. Here, the story follows the medieval view of time, shaped by Classical and biblical traditions. We start between Creation and Noah’s Flood, in an age when the earliest generation of giants, the children of Cain, or the progeny of fallen angels, walk the earth, then we proceed to the age of the Exodus, the Trojan War and on, until the birth of Christ, the Anno Domini, closing with the Norman Conquest of England. Writing in 1336, a historian from medieval England called Geoffrey le Baker believed he was living 6,445 years after the Creation of the world. He dated the Flood to 2865 BC and the foundation of Britain to 1300 BC, but exact numbers were matters to debate even then. This is the misty temporality of Storyland.

It is also time to shed modern notions of geography. Medieval world maps showed a circle divided into three unequal parts, surrounded by a ring of ocean (see the diagram on the next page). Asia fills the whole upper half of the map (east, rather than north, is at the top), with ‘paradise’ located at the uppermost edge and Jerusalem in the centre. Beneath it is a band of sea in the shape of an ‘L’ turned upside down. That sea, which sits at the middle of the earth, is the Mediterranean. The short stroke of the ‘L’ separates Asia from Europe and Africa, which are in turn divided by the long stroke of the ‘L’. To find the territories of Hibernia (a Latin name for Ireland used in its origin myth) and Britain, you would look to the very edge of Europe: the lower left-hand corner of the map. Members of these great civilisations were held by inhabitants
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of medieval Britain to have travelled from the East long ago and to have seeded new dynasties in these chilly but fertile climes.

I have retold the stories within a medieval temporal and spatial framework, but in a manner that I hope will feel relevant to a modern audience. Today, we are learning the limitations of our power over the natural world. We are learning, within that, about how we relate to each other and we have the opportunity to address our own mistakes and those of our forebears. These stories are grounded in genuine medieval narratives, but some elements are of my own invention. They pay greater attention than in most of the original sources to figures who are neither men nor kings, to characters’ interior worlds and to the landscape. My illustrations, too, might take their subjects from the past but their style and emphases belong to today. All this I have committed to these pages within the bounds of my own understanding and any mistakes are my own.

May Storyland be a stepping stone into the powerful medieval mythscape – and perhaps beyond, to the rich seam of primary sources that have, by some miracle, survived. At the end of this book, you will find a list of all the texts on which I have depended and frequently cite, translated by a panoply of dedicated scholars, including Carolyne Larrington, Jane Bliss, Sioned Davies, Rachel Bromwich and the late Richard Sharpe. Their patiently applied skill means that any English speaker can now read these wonderful texts. I hope you are inspired to do so, if you haven’t already.

Because it retells and reimagines old stories for modern audiences, Storyland is a ‘new’ mythology of Britain. I have written and decorated it for you, wherever you come from and wherever you are going.




Part One

In the Beginning
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1

The Giants’ Dance


Now giants were upon the earth in those days. For after the sons of God went in to the daughters of men, and they brought forth children, these are the mighty men of old, men of renown.

Genesis 6: 4–5



The giants’ home – the hot, excessive regions of remotest Africa – belonged to the southernmost part of the map, south of the Nile, at the antipodean edge. There the great beings abhorred the night’s lingering heat, not to mention each other, for they had blood like lava and tempers to match. Eons before the Flood, in the dryness of the desert, they cracked the stones from a rock-face unchanged since Yahweh wrought the land. From that rock-face, the giants would take the stones to a place where water would release their mineral virtues and soothe the giants’ seething blood.

The largest of the group drove a wedge into a fissure. She struck once, twice, three times, with her hammer. When the wedge had stuck, she inserted another, striking until, standing back, the stone groaned into her arms. Her skin, which was ember hot, was now the yellow of sand, now blue like the mudstone she cradled.

[image: image]

Without acknowledging her companions, who were driving in their own wedges and adding to the din, she heaved the rock onto her shoulder and walked away. Sweat hissed from her brow and dust desiccated her throat, but she journeyed for the rest of that night, pursuing the trace of a chill on the breeze: a whisper of colder climes. She drank deeply from rivers at daybreak and slept until sunset each day, disguised as a hill or sandbank. She did not disturb the creatures about her: herds of deer with swivelling horns, beings that shaded their faces with one enormous foot, or villages whose inhabitants’ faces were located in their chests. Each night she bore her load onwards. Once or twice she saw a city, smoke rising from its rooftops, laughter and music from its streets. These she hated and avoided, striding on until she reached the sea.

The other giants followed with their heads bowed and their rocks resting on their backs. When they came to the great ocean, they felt the water like a balm. They travelled for weeks, plucking whales skywards for food. As they passed the gates of the Mediterranean, the Sirens saw them and covered their beautiful mouths.

As the giants waded, the heat abated, and soon they reached the part of the ocean where the clouds hung low and cold winds blew on even the warmest days. Then the lead giant saw an island and stepped from seabed to reef to cliff-face and onto the moon-illuminated meadows. Deep greens and blues rippled on their skin as the giants followed, striding over marshes, until scree rose to meet them. The air condensed and they felt the fires in their veins grow cooler. They made for the peak of the tallest mountain.

In later days the Irish called it Killaraus. And even later than that they said it had never existed at all. On its summit was a plateau, pillowed with thyme and veiled with cloud. When the giants assembled, moisture-beaded, they were in harmony. It was conducive to their bodies, this place of moss and mist; the unnatural accord this task allowed would last a little longer. They placed the stones in circles and topped them with flatter stones. Then they dug pits in the midst of the central circle, and watched as the rain that came and went pooled into them, flowing over the rocks.

When the stones were erected and the baths full, the giants encircled their structure in a great ring: a carol, a dance. One by one they dipped their heads below the water. Minerals entered and soothed their veins. All their hurts subsided. That would be enough for now.

The island was full of valleys and hollows perfectly suited to the solitary ways of giants. When they had washed, it was to these they retreated, returning to their dance when they were wounded or sick. Years later, there came a Flood. Many of the giants’ original number were swept away for good, but their healing temple endured. The Irish called it ‘The Giants’ Dance’, perhaps on account of the stately formation of its colossal stones, perhaps because the mist preserved some memory of a unique meeting. The stones stood there for many thousands of years; when at last they were moved, it was by the power of a child.

*

A few years ago I took a cruise ship with a jazz band from Tilbury Docks to the Canary Islands and back again. For the first, and probably last, time in my life, I spent a fortnight floating on the Atlantic, watching a lonely East London sparrow orbiting the ship all the way to the Moroccan coast. In that time, I thought about Europe, Africa and the sea. These three things are connected in the story of the origins of Stonehenge, mentioned in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s c. 1136 History of the Kings of Britain. The character of Merlin speaks of a monument known as the Giants’ Dance, ‘on Mount Killaraus in Ireland’: ‘many years ago the Giants transported them from the remotest confines of Africa and set them up in Ireland . . . they used to pour water over them and to run this water into baths in which their sick were cured.’ The giants made a similar journey to the one being traced by my cruise ship. Travelling to Ireland, they might have tacked through the Atlantic, with Africa to the east. They might have passed the mouth of the Mediterranean. Like me, they might have experienced a gradual transition from a desert to a temperate climate.

It’s a compelling thought, this journey undertaken by stone-bearing giants. But why giants? Why Africa? And why Ireland? Of course, even now we don’t know the whole answer to the real question of how all the monoliths that make up Stonehenge were transported to their current site. And in the Middle Ages, giants were a viable explanation; they even appear in the Bible. According to the Book of Genesis, giants walked the earth after rebel angels lay with human women, engendering the races of mighty men. In the Old Testament Book of Samuel, David fights a giant called Goliath. And in the Old English epic Beowulf, the narrator describes the monstrous semi-human Grendel as ‘Cain’s kin’, and Cain is the murderous brother of Abel, son of Adam and Eve. In the Middle Ages, giants were real. Why not giants? They were the obvious candidates for the transportation of impossibly heavy stones.

However, Geoffrey of Monmouth also has Merlin claim that Stonehenge was carried by these giants from ‘the remotest confines of Africa’. This requires some explanation. Again, looking to early texts reveals Africa’s furthest reaches to be accepted as a likely homeland of giants. For instance, in the somewhat later legend of Guy of Warwick, a Danish army challenges Guy to fight a mercenary African giant. But why? Medieval European thought was steeped in ideas inherited from the Classical age. The far south of Africa was held to be a place of intense heat and, by extension, an incubator of monstrous beings. According to the Classical writers Hippocrates and Galen, the concentrations of the body’s four humours (blood, black bile, yellow bile and phlegm) could be affected by extreme climatic conditions, leading to changes in physiognomy. Monstrous races found on the lowest edge of the world map included beings like Sciapods, who had one enormous foot apiece, the headless Blemmyes, whose faces were in their chests, near the seat of their appetites, and Cynocephali, who had the heads of dogs. All of these beings appear in drawings on the southern edge of the Hereford Mappa Mundi (a world-map, dated c. 1300).

Yet even with all this in mind, Geoffrey’s backstory to the Stonehenge monoliths is enigmatic. Why did the African giants want to go to Ireland in the first place? I recalled the return leg of my ride on the cruise liner and the transition from the hot dryness of lands level with the Sahara to the chilly mists of the Thames estuary. What if the giants owed their excessive size to the hot, dry home of their birth? What if they craved a cold, wet place of respite? And what if the stones, the healing properties of which were best mediated by water, could enhance that longed-for comfort? And so the giants took their medicinal monoliths to a cold, damp island in the sea, and that is where they remained.
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