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FOREWORD

When we try and explore the extent of Christianity in Roman Britain we look through a glass darkly. The evidence for early Christianity in Britain is often intractable, whether using the documentary sources or the archaeological material. The textual evidence of all aspects of late Roman and early medieval society is sparse, and was often re-worked and embroidered for a range of political and theological purposes. Equally, the material culture evidence can be difficult to interpret, with particular problems in understanding the chronology of the spread of Christianity in the diocese and recognizing diagnostically distinctive artefacts.

As David Knight shows, the material relating to the establishment of Christianity in Britain was particularly vulnerable to emendation, editorialising and fabrication, as individuals and factions of all periods from the fourth century to the nineteenth century used the meagre documentary record to sketch out the earliest origins of the faith in this country. Beyond the brief references in the work of some of the church fathers and the Confessio and Epistola of Patrick there is relatively little contemporary documentary evidence for Christianity in Roman Britain. Most historical accounts instead rely on the versions of the introduction of the religion in the De Excidio of Gildas and Bede’s Ecclesiastical History. Whilst both these works have their strengths they are difficult texts and cannot be read as simple historical expositions, rather they are ideologically charged manifestos linking the development of Christianity in Britain to the unfolding of the perceived manifest dynasty of the Church. As such, it is often assumed that much that is set out in these documents, which does not seemingly chime with our understanding of events are simply misunderstandings, legends or myths.

It is easy to overlook or ignore facts or ideas that do not fit into our pre-existing mental frameworks. In this book the author performs a signal service in returning to the story of Lucius and Eleutherius with an open mind. Much of the book consists of a detailed unpicking of the treatment of King Lucius in traditional history and modern scholarship. He traces the creation and growth of the figure of Lucius from his first appearance in the Liber Pontificalis, following the slow accretion of myth and legend around him to the complete dismissal of his story as one of mistaken identity in the early twentieth century. The author tries to re-claim Lucius from this charge and repatriate him from Edessa to Britain. Knight’s attempt to re-construct a brief biography of Lucius is bound to stimulate debate, but if in the process we rethink the ways in which we understand some of the earliest evidence for Christianity in Britain, this can be no bad thing.

David Petts

March 2008


INTRODUCTION

Why write about a legend in the context of history and archaeology? Geoffrey Ashe gave one incisive answer:

Legends must be looked at critically. True, and that applies to twentieth-century academic legends as well as twelfth-century monastic ones.1

With this encouragement in mind the figure of King Lucius, a second-century king in Britannia who from 1904 was written out of history, can recover lost intrigue. Late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century historical support had been adduced for equating Lucius with an ancient king of Edessa in Mesopotamia’s northern deserts; Abgar VIII, thus removing him from Britain. However, in the light of more recent academic scholarship, this support began to crumble. Historical scholarship has perhaps unwittingly provided for a reassessment of Lucius, whereas archaeology was in its infancy when the Abgar hypothesis was formulated. Not only has the methodology advanced rapidly since even the early 1980s, but the number of challenging discoveries and interpretations seems to exponentially increase each year. Some of these recent discoveries shed invaluable new light on what had been deemed fanciful and fabulous.

Lucius had original gravitas not least because he was included in the historical writings of the Venerable Bede. He was subsequently employed for ancient precedence and authority in the territorial claims of twelfth-century monastic foundations, baronial disputes with King John, and the Tudor legitimation of an unmediated divine right of kingship. However, Lucius suffered as a prisoner of woven words and mangled oral traditions, falling foul at last to nineteenth-century criticism based on contemporary concepts of empire applied to the Roman past, and to some extent by renewed internecine dispute. To free him and assess the extent of his provenance requires picking through the literary threads in which he has been entangled. The present work is therefore both an exegesis and synthesis, gathering over 160 literary references to King Lucius of Britain ranging from the mid sixth century to 1904. What we unearth is as enthralling as a stray gold skein amid mounds of mouldering straw.

As such, this study reopens the once vital debate over the historical reality of a second-century British king, arguably one of the most important monarchs in the history of Britain, who reigned for 77 years – longer even than Victoria at the height of the British Empire. Surprisingly, the content of his curious story has not yet benefited from a dedicated and scholarly treatment: not a single substantive work over the course of 14 centuries has been devoted to this subject.2 In most sources ‘King Lucius of Britain’ lay hidden away in short chapters, footnotes, marginal comments, asides and personal correspondence.

Following a short article3 in 1904 by the theological scholar Adolph von Harnack, the discursive argument of many centuries over dates and the historical veracity of King Lucius was presumed concluded. Since Harnack, all reference to Lucius is qualified with his definitive statement on the matter, with the consequence that King Lucius of Britain has been relegated to fable, or mythic legend emerging from mistaken identity. However, the present book begins by unearthing the shaky ground of such a mythologising presupposition. With its riddled foundations exposed, Harnack’s construction is shown to be its own instance of the ‘twentieth-century academic legend’. This critique of it (following Ashe’s advice) will open the door for genuine study, where distinct possibilities become clear for a fuller interpretation based on modern archaeological investigation and scholarship.

Archaeological investigation in Britain was in its infancy in 1904. Historians have long decided that the date AD 314 is the reliable post ante quem for the presence of Christianity in these islands. In that year three British Bishops attended the Council of Arles in southern Gaul: Eborius of York, Restitutus of London and Adelfius of Caerleon. Developed bishoprics are not known to suddenly arise without years of development, yet the bulk of archaeological interpretation of Christianity in Roman Britannia has tended to focus on this date as a beginning, rather than astride broader processes in the emergence of Christianity and development of a culture.

The error has been to use the Council of Arles as the datum by which material evidence of Christianity is supposed to take its origin. Awareness of this trend elucidates one important reason (apart from destructive events such as the Dissolution and the Great Fire) there is little material evidence attributed to Christian practice in third-century Britain, let alone the second century. Evidence of Christianity in Britain prior to 314 has comprised mere ephemeral traces, such as portable objects bearing the Chi-Rho insignia. Accordingly, late second- and third-century evidence remains quite open to further interpretation.

For these several reasons, Lucius has remained ‘an invisible king’ relatively unknown to archaeology in the UK and buried in a thorny lineage of twentieth-century footnotes. He is referred to as one colourful and eccentric instance of the myriad ‘origin myths’ of how Christianity was introduced into Britannia, and thus relegated to fabled obscurity in company with Joseph of Arimathea and King Arthur. Yet after all, from at least 725 to 1904 the vast majority of people in the British Isles had no doubt of his existence and we remain very much impoverished if we do not at least revisit and re-evaluate the facts behind King Lucius of Britain.

This book, as a contribution to the much-needed scholarship, traces 14 centuries of tradition through primary and secondary sources and dissects various debates over King Lucius’ identity and personhood. It offers some good support for feasible reconstructions of the first Christian king of Britain. It is also, it may be hoped, a popular read because the vast majority of the United Kingdom’s population has not heard of Lucius; at most he is encountered as the stuff of legend.

Chapter 1 reassesses Harnack’s thesis for identifying Lucius of Britannia with Abgar of Edessa. Moving chronologically through literary material, Chapter 2 explores the earliest written sources of the king from the Liber Pontificalis to the early twelfth century while Chapter 3 treats the legend-making ‘embroidery’ woven by Geoffrey of Monmouth and his followers. Chapter 4 then discusses how Lucius became central to some of the disputes and machinations of the Tudors and Elizabethans, eventually reshaped into a dramatically mangled figure for the eighteenth-century stage amidst growing academic discontent over his supposed station and dates. It discusses how, in the nineteenth century, the nascent discipline of archaeology was brought to bear on what little evidence there remained of him. Chapter 5 reassesses the archaeological traces of Lucius from the vantage of recent information in London and Chapter 6 explores the Raetian tradition of Luzius von Chur and his possible connection to Britannia, suggesting ways the story of Lucius might have been transported from or to the continent. Chapter 7 brings all of the former details and arguments together in feasible reconstructions of the second-century king, as a way of inviting further archaeological and historical investigation.

Lucius has been obscured by century-old encrustations of positive, negative and opportunistic discourse. The present study may initiate serious reconsideration of artefacts, sites and historical periods in light of Lucius’ probable existence. It can be hoped, thereby, that these pages will awaken great interest and lively investigations into one of the earliest phases of cultural heritage in the United Kingdom.


CHAPTER 1

KING LUCIUS OF BRITIO?

However learned men differ in the date, they agree in the deed1

The primary source for the story of King Lucius of Britannia is the Liber Pontificalis (the Book of Popes) whose development is necessary to understand before assessing the historical veracity of King Lucius (see Table 1.1 below). In the early second century Hippolytus of Portus, near Rome, compiled a list of Bishops of Rome, which he entitled Liber generationis. He was a contemporary and likely disciple of Bishop Irenaeus of Lugdunum (Lyon) whom we will encounter again in Chapter 7. Hippolytus created a decade-long ecclesial schism and was exiled to the island of Sardinia but he appears to have recanted shortly before his martyrdom in AD 235. Known as St Ippolito in Middle English, he apparently based his Liber generationis upon a still earlier catalogue that included short historical notices on each of the Popes.

Hippolytus’ work would have been a primary source for the Chronography or Calendar of the year 354, as compiled and edited by Furius Dionysius Philocalus for one Valentius, a wealthy Christian. According to Mommsen,2 Part XIII of Philocalus’ Chronography is the earliest extant list of Bishops of Rome, the oldest section running up to the pontificate of Pope Urban (ad 230). This and the extension to the life of Pope Liberius (352-366) are accordingly known as the Catalogus Liberianus. The Catalogus offers short historical notices for the pontificates of Peter, Pius, Pontianus, Fabianus, Cornelius, Lucius I, Xystus, Marcellinus and Iulius, but if there had been such a notice for Eleutherius it is not preserved fully intact. The incomplete, possibly damaged or ill-preserved entry reads:

… m. III d. II. fuit temporibus Antonini et Commodi, a cons. Veri et Hereniani usque Paterno et Bradua.3

… 3 months, 2 days. He was in the time of Antoninus and Commodus, from the consulate of Verus and Herenianus to that of Paternus and Bradua.4

These early entries were expanded in the lifetimes of Popes Anastasius II (496-8) and Symmachus (498-514) as Duchesne demonstrated.5 Boniface II (530-532) compiled the existing list that extended as far as Pope Felix IV who died in 530 and hence this document is accordingly known as the Catalogus Felicianus, the immediate precursor of the Liber Pontificalis. In the earliest known codex of the Catalogus Felicianus, existing in the Vatican and dating to the ninth century, occurs the following disputed statement in the entry for Pope Eleutherius:

Hic accepit epistolam a Lucio Brittaniorum rege ut Xrianus efficeretur per ejus mandatum.

In 1965, Loomis translated the full entry (the above excerpt is in bold):

Eleuther, by nationality a Greek, son of Habundius, from the town of Nicopolis, occupied the see 15 years, 3 months and 2 days. He was bishop in the time of Antoninus and Commodus until the year when Paternus and Bradua were consuls.

He received a letter from Lucius, King of Britain, asking him to appoint a way by which Lucius might become a Christian.

He also decreed (He also confirmed again the decree that no kind of food in common use) should be rejected especially by the Christian faithful, inasmuch as God created it; provided, however, it were rational food and fit for human kind.

He held 3 ordinations in the month of December, 12 priests, 8 deacons, 15 bishops in divers places.

He also was buried near the body of the blessed Peter in the Batican, May 24.

And the bishopric was empty 15 days.6

(The words in brackets indicate Loomis’ use of an alternate manuscript). The statement in bold has been central to all discussion of King Lucius of Britain. Since this sentence is absent from the fragmentary entry of the earlier Catalogus Liberianus (c.354) it has been argued that it could have been a sixth-century addition made for example by Boniface II, in compiling the later Catalogus Felicianus (530-532) or the Liber Pontificalis (c.535). However, the controverted record could just as well have been in the original Catalogus Liberianus and as such it would derive from an older source no longer extant. Moreover, even if it were a sixth-century addition, it does not follow that it must be a fabrication, invention or mistake of facts, notwithstanding the view of Harnack as we shall see.

The Liber Pontificalis was part of an ambitious project initiated by Pope Agapetus I (535-536) to found a scriptorium (library) at Rome collecting together the major ecclesiastical authors in both Greek and Latin. He was assisted in this immense task by the statesman Flavius Magnus Aurelius Cassiodorus Senator (c.485-c.585), better known as Cassiodorus, who was nearing the end of his civic career at Ravenna and about to embark upon his own monastic establishment of Vivarium in Calabria (Squillace). Cassiodorus is perhaps best known for his Variae epistolae, the state correspondence of King Theoderic, but at Vivarium he established another library to preserve for posterity texts both sacred and profane. He retired from Ravenna and public office in c.540 and devoted the remainder of a long life to writing prolifically until he died in 585. Figuring among his influential works is Institutiones Divinarum et Saecularium Litterarum (543-555). Shortly after c.630 the library at Vivarium was unfortunately dispersed and lost, but the pontifical scriptorium in Rome remained a long-standing foundation.

For centuries it has proved difficult to determine the exact dates of the early Popes. For instance, the pontificate of Eleutherius is variously given as 171-185, c.174-1897 and 177-193. As mentioned in the entry of the Liber Pontificalis, Eleutherius apparently survived until the consulship of Paternus and Bradua. This pairing does not appear in the consular lists and may be a compression of the known consulships of Maternus and Bradua in 185, and Apronianus and Bradua in 191.8

If, as stated, Eleutherius was Pope for ‘15 years, 3 months and 2 days’ and we note his feast-day, marking his death, is May 26, this places the recorded period of his pontificate between 24 February 177 (a Sunday) and 26 May 192 (a Friday). If we infer he died as late as the last year of Commodus (ad 192), then by counting backwards from a day in 192, Eleutherius would have become Bishop of Rome not later than a day between 30 October 176 and 29 September 177. Although the consul Paternus mentioned in the Liber is otherwise unknown, the communication the Liber Pontificalis relates between King Lucius and Pope Eleutherius can with reasonable confidence be located within this time-span (177-192).

Table 1.1: Manuscript history of the Liber Pontificalis










	Date

	Title

	Author

	Description




	c.230

	?

	?

	Terminates with Pope Urban (-230)




	c.235

	Liber generationis

	Hippolytus of Rome (?-235)

	A Papal catalogue




	c.354

	Catalogus Liberianus

	Edited by Furius Dionysius Philocalus (Chronography)

	Terminates with Pope Liberius (352-366)




	c.496-514

	?

	A contemporary of Anastasius II and Symmachus

	Terminates with Pope Symmachus (498-514)




	530-532

	Catalogus Felicianus

	Compiled and extended by Boniface II (530-532)

	Terminates with Pope Felix IV (d.530)




	c.535-

	Liber Pontificalis

	Initially compiled by Pope Agapetus 
(535-536)

	Extending throughout the ages






Table 1.2: Variant forms of the name ‘Britannia’ in the MSS of the Liber Pontificalis








	Neapolitanus IVA 8 (7th c.)

	Britanio




	Lucensis 490 (8th c.)

	Brittanio




	Vossianus 60 (8-9th c.)

	Brettanio




	Parisinus 13729 (9th c.)

	Brittannio




	Coloniensis 164 (9th c.)

	Brittanio




	Vossianus 41 (9th c.)

	Brittannio




	Vindobonensis 473 (9th c.)

	Brittanio




	Ambrosianus M77 (9th c.)

	Brittanio




	Guelferbytanus 10, 11 (9th c.)

	Bretanie




	Bernensis 408 (9th c.)

	Brintanniae




	Parisinus 5516 (9th c.)

	Brittannii




	Laurentianus S. Marci 604 (12th c.)

	Brittanio




	Vindobonensis 632 (12th c.)

	Britanio




	Vaticanus 5269 (13th c.)

	Britannio






The intention here is not to validate specific biographical entries in the Liber Pontificalis but rather to follow the transmission of the story of King Lucius and compare its internal implications with our current historical and archaeological knowledge of the second and later centuries in order to explore its veracity. Questions of indeterminacy in the period of Eleutherius’ primacy and Lucius’ reign will prove germane to this study.

The intriguing statement that King Lucius of Britain requested of Pope Eleutherius to become a Christian was very often quoted and sometimes embellished for centuries until 1904. In that year Adolph von Harnack uttered what has been widely taken as the final word on the matter.

CARL GUSTAV ADOLPH VON HARNACK

Carl Gustav Adolph von Harnack (1851-1930), in his capacity as an eminent German theologian and church historian, has the distinction of terminating, in a short but influential article published in 1904,9 nearly 12 centuries of debate over the identity of King Lucius of Britain. Immediately prior to this, in the first volume of Harnack’s 1902 major work, The Mission and Expansion of Christianity in the First Three Centuries, he had already begun to cast Lucius as fabulous, stating:

All the stories about Peter founding churches in Western and Northern Europe (by means of delegates and subordinates) are pure fables. Equally fabulous is the mass of similar legends about the early Roman bishops, e.g., the legend of Eleutherus and Britain. The sole residuum of truth is the tradition, underlying the above-mentioned legend [of the correspondence between King Abgar the Black and Jesus] that Rome and Edessa were in touch about 200 A.D. This fragment of information is isolated, but, so far as I can see, it is trustworthy. We must not infer from it, however, that any deliberate missionary movement had been undertaken by Rome. The Christianizing of Edessa was a spontaneous result. Abgar the king may indeed have spoken to the local bishop when he was at Rome, and a letter which purports to be from Eleutherus to Abgar might also be historical. The Roman bishop may perhaps have had some influence in the catholicizing of Edessa and the bishops of Osrhoene. But a missionary movement in any sense of the term is out of the question.10

There had been considerable debate in the nineteenth century, as we shall see in Chapter 4, about whether there could have been a king who wielded political power over all Britannia at such an early date and if so how he could have appealed to the Roman pontiff, implicitly bypassing the administrative authority of the Empire. The question of Britons accepting Christianity and establishing churches, in the midst of Roman provincial administration in the hearts of major cities, fuelled these doubts. However, there were also those who followed Thomas Fuller’s suggestion in 1661 that ‘however learned men differ in the date, they agree in the deed’.11 Thus scholars remained willing to entertain the likelihood of a kernel of truth to the story, even if the dating is uncertain. However, with Harnack’s 1904 article nearly any subsequent mention of Lucius, as for example in modern editions of the Venerable Bede, is qualified by redirecting the reader’s attention to Harnack. The result is that this King of Britain is either generally unknown or is consistently deemed a mythical and legendary invention fostered by a sixth-century clerical error. All such attitudes are founded on the strength of one singular authority: Harnack. It is therefore important to reassess Harnack’s argument and conclusions in the light of more recent discoveries and scholarship.

The central thrust of Harnack’s 1904 argument, in his Der Brief des britischen Königs Lucius an den Papst Eleutherus,12 was that the entry in the Liber Pontificalis was a scribal error and the word ‘Britannio’ should more correctly have been written ‘Britio’, apparently the citadel of Edessa in the Roman province of Osrhoene. Harnack claimed the cited King Lucius was actually King Lucius Aelius Septimius Megas Abgarus VIII of Edessa who reigned from AD 177 to 212, basing this transfer of identity on Britio appearing in a previous work by Theodor von Zahn (1838-1933).13

In 1884 Zahn, Professor of Theology at Erlangen in Bavaria, discussed a rediscovered Latin version of Clement of Alexandria’s (c.160-215) Hypotyposis.14 The original work in Greek (hypotyposis means ‘to outline events’) is unfortunately lost, but this Latin version states that ‘Thaddaeus et Iudas in Britio Edessenorum’ – the saints Thaddaeus and Judas were buried at Edessa.

Zahn suggested this detail was added by the Latin translator who was probably Cassiodorus, whose Adumbrationes Clementis Alexandrini in epistolas canonicas included a partial, edited Latin translation of Clement’s Hypotyposis. Previously Denis-Nicolas Le Nourry (assisting John Garret in publishing Cassiodorus in 1679) had not agreed that Cassiodorus’ Adumbrationes were sections of the Hypotyposis but John Kaye, the Bishop of Lincoln (1783-1853), comprehensively disputed Le Nourry’s conclusion. Zahn consequently developed this position, with support from Bishop Wescott.15

A later story which the Gallic pilgrim Egeria received first-hand at Edessa,16 in 384, says that it was St Thomas, not Thaddaeus, who was buried with St Judas. The Latin translation of the original Greek Hypotyposis has replaced Thomas with Thaddeus, suggesting that it is based upon an older source than the version related to Egeria. Thomas’ body may have been returned from India to Edessa as late as AD 37117 and reburied there in AD 394, but since Clement died in 215, it is feasible that the original Hypotyposis did not contain a notice of Thomas’ body at Edessa but rather contained one of Thaddeus. When the work was translated into Latin in the sixth century, Cassiodorus or someone under his guidance followed Clement accurately, though apparently adding a Latinised version of the place-name. This is significant because Clement in Latin translation offers a historically unique and solitary reference to the Britio Edessenorum. By Harnack’s own admission the more usual and correct expression is Birtha Edessenorum or ‘the citadel of Edessa’.

It is important to be clear about what Harnack proposed; firstly, that a translator of Clement introduced a unique and distinctive term: Birtha Edessenorum, a compound expression, the first element meaning ‘citadel’, and secondly, that separately a scribe at Rome working from trusted sources copied, for the realm of one Lucius, a word, Brittaniorum that should have been rendered Britio, the unprecedented name of a mere edifice. This construction Harnack erected on the strength that the place happened to have a client-king who took on the Latin praenomen Lucius, an Edessan king reigning about the same time as the purported British king whose Brythonic name was similar when Latinised. That this Edessan king wrote to Pope Eleutherius is posited, for after all, only one from a Lucius is mentioned. It is set aside by Harnack and subsequent academics because King Abgar was probably already Christian, needing no special pontifical permissions.18 Harnack’s academic problem boils down to whether a biographer of Eleutherius would mention a letter from Britannia and not one from Edessa. His solution of removing the one and inserting the other by means of something that could obviously not be a mere copy error, is certainly ingenious if not ingenuous.

Indeed Cassiodorus may have Latinised the location of the tombs of the Apostles at Edessa, but his work was contemporary with Pope Agapetus I and the scriptorium project at Rome: the same project that produced the Liber Pontificalis. In this project, which involved Cassiodorus’ close involvement, he would also very likely have overseen the copy or addition from original sources of the notice about King Lucius in the Liber Pontificalis. If so, one is confronted with having to believe Cassiodorus would allow so glaring a confusion, which would certainly have come to his notice, between Britio and Britannio in the Catalogus while putting it ‘correctly’ or at least distinctively in Clement’s Hypotyposis. The scribes of the Liber Pontificalis were working under the close guidance of Cassiodorus, and he even wrote useful instructions to his monks on methods of copying texts accurately. It is therefore untenable to assume that while under his guidance whoever copied the Catalogus Felicianus entry could have confused Birtha Edessenorum or even Brittio Edessenorum for Britannia.

Since Cassiodorus did not retire from his public post at Ravenna until shortly after 540, it is just possible he was not responsible for the appearance of the sentence about Lucius in the Catalogus Felicianus. The entry in the Catalogus Felicianus could predate him and, therefore, also predate his Latin version of Clement’s Hypotyposis and the entry regarding Britium Edessenorum. Yet if so, the invention ‘Britio’ for ‘Birtha’ could hardly be seen as any attempt to link it with Britannia, rather its uniqueness makes it separate and quite distinct. Moreover, coming later could not then have influenced the original scribe of the Catalogus. One could perhaps envisage a clerical error in the Liber Pontificalis if the original word was ‘Britannio’ and the cleric wrote ‘Britio’. A contraction could be a conceivable error, but to imagine mistakenly expanding the word ‘Britio’ into ‘Britannio’ is very far-fetched.

Were Harnack correct, one would have to suppose further that the cleric reading ‘Britio’ was ignorant of letters from a Lucius of Britium or Birtha Edessenorum and identified it with a name he did know: Britannia. However, this convolution doesn’t work either, since it is impossible that a cleric writing in Rome in the sixth century was ignorant of the fame of Edessa, as the celebrated works of Sextus Africanus and Eusebius both mention the famous ‘holy man’ King Abgar the Great. Even more famous was King Abgar the Black, the first-century ruler of Edessa who was renowned in antiquity for corresponding with Christ. It is because of, and certainly since the time of, Abgar the Great in the second century that Edessa was claimed throughout Christendom as the first city to ‘officially’ accept the new religion. In this broader context it would be more than curious that Abgar the Great should be celebrated for asking Eleutherius to be converted to Christianity.

There is no evidence that King Lucius Aelius Septimius Megas Abgar VIII was ever simply known as ‘King Lucius’. Rather, he was consistently known as King Abgar, Abgaros on his coinage and by his appellation Megas (the Great). Nowhere on record is he referred to merely as King Lucius. It is also known that King Abgar the Great did not receive the names Lucius Aelius Septimius until the reign of Lucius Septimius Severus (193-211), clearly after the rule of Marcus Aurelius and Commodus.

Finally, King Abgar of Edessa could not have been in communication with Pope Eleutherius because the dates do not allow for it. While Abgar the Great ruled from 177 to 212 and the pontificate of Eleutherius is within that period (177-192), it is known that King Abgar the Great built his birtha or citadel/palace/fort at Edessa, the Britio Edessenorum, in AD 205 after the flood of Edessa in 201, in which a Christian church was ruined. The additional fact that he did not receive the names Lucius Aelius Septimius until the time of Septimius Severus again demonstrates that these events were after the life of Eleutherius.

Harnack’s thesis or construction therefore stands on shaky ground. His argument nearly demolished, one may yet ask, aside from the apparent problems in interpreting the name of King Lucius as King Abgar, had Harnack without a sound basis of inference somehow guessed right? Should we indeed read Britio for Britannio, and did Abgar of Edessa solicit Christianity from a Pope, and is this the communication intended to be recorded in the Catalogus Felicianus albeit under the wrong pontificate?

THE PROBLEM OF BIRTHA

As stated, it is known that Abgar VIII built the Birta in his capital city of Edessa in the year AD 205. Naturally his realm would include a Birta, as it would the city walls and palaces, but it is unnatural to think of the King of Edessa being remembered in history as king of one part of his city rather than of the whole, if not the entire territory of Osrhoene. Sextus Julianus Africanus, Eusebius and Bede all know of Abgar as King Abgar, the holy man of Edessa, not ‘King Lucius of Birta’.

It is reasonable to identify Harnack’s reconstructed Britio/Britium with the more common word ‘Birtha’ which means ‘fort’ in both Armenian (birtha) and Arabic (bira), Byrt being a known place-name in the region, and there are examples from the middle Euphrates such as Birtha/Beirtha Okbanon and Birtha Asporakou.19 If Birtha is the citadel of Edessa, it would be anachronistic for the territorial ruler to be remembered as ‘king of the castle’. To rescue Harnack from this unhistorical sort of error, perhaps another Birtha is meant. Let us consider which places under the rule of the Edessan King are the most likely possibilities.

Birtha Achuran (modern Deir ez Zor) is in north-east Syria on the River Euphrates and when the Palmyrene Queen Iulia Aurelia Zenobia, who ruled Palmyra from AD 266/7 to 272/3, conquered this city it became part of her kingdom of Palmyra. North-east of Birtha Achuran is Birtha Asporaku/Asporakou (Fort of Asporaces), originally called Zanqi under the Assyrians in the ninth century BC and later renamed Zenobia. This city is now believed to be the present city of Halabiya.20 Twelve kilometres upstream of Birtha Achuran is the Roman fort of Birtha Arupan. It is only mentioned in the Parthian version of the trilingual res gestae of the Sassanian ruler Shapur I as conquered in the spring of AD 253. In the 1930s Poidebard21 made systematic reconnaissance flights over the Syrian Steppe and located Birtha Arupan at Qreiye/Ayyash, recent excavations have confirmed that the fort is 220m x 220m and the associated civilian settlement and necropolis may be situated under the nearby modern village of Ayyash. Britio may even refer to the Roman veteran colonia of Berytus (modern Beirut), as Lipsius argued in 1884,22 but none of these forts/cities were within the province of Osrhoene or under the rule of the King of Edessa.

J.B. Segal commented23 that the literature is somewhat unclear whether the Birtha of Edessa is in fact Birtha (modern Bireçik), situated 85km west of Edessa and straddling the River Euphrates (modern Firat) at 37° 03’ North, 37° 59’ East. Bireçek was formerly known as Apamea-Zeugma, the fortified city overlooking the bridge of boats (Zeugma) across the Euphrates. The city’s pre-Seleucid name was Birtha and that name was revived under Roman rule. Since 2000, it finds itself 8km downstream of the controversial Bireçek Dam that has, with the other 20 dams of the South Eastern Anatolia Project of Turkey, flooded parts of Zeugma and many other important archaeological sites. It has also recently been demonstrated that this was the city named Macedonopolis by the Greeks, and if Clement did describe the resting place of Thaddaeus and Iudas one might reasonably expect him to have recorded Macedonopolis rather than Birtha.

Zosimus, in his unfinished Historia Nova (iii. 19), written between AD 498 and 518, mentions that the Emperor Julian (the Apostate) rested at a town called Bithra (Greek Βιθρα), meaning ‘seed’ in Arabic, in the year 363 during his march into Mesopotamia. Despite the fact that this city is not mentioned by Ammianus Marcellinus in his account of Julian’s Persian expansion, it has been consistently identified as Birtha/Bireçek. Nonetheless, whether Bithra be Birtha, there is no evidence of a King Lucius of Birtha/Bireçek.

J.B. Segal noted that a Syriac inscription of Birtha/Bireçek records a burial place constructed by its ruler (shallita) in AD 6. This ruler of Birtha was, we are told, tutor to the son of a certain Ma’nu bar Ma’nu. This, the oldest Syriac inscription, reads:

In the month of Adar of the year 317, I, ZRBYN bar Ab[gar] ruler of Birtha, tutor of ‘WYDNT’ bar Ma’nu bar Ma’nu, made [this bu]rial place [for my]self and for HLWY’, mistress of my house and for [my] children […]. Whoever will enter this b[urial place] and shall show respect [lit., see] and shall give praise – all the [gods shall bless him].

Ma’nu, however, has no title, and hence would not reasonably be known as King of Edessa.24 It is untenable to think that King Abgar who resided at the city of Edessa, his capital, could have been referred to as King of Birtha, an outpost city 62 miles/85km distant from the capital. There is in any case no evidence for this method of referring to the King of Edessa.

JUDAH BEN ZION SEGAL AND THE PROBLEM OF DATES

In 1970, J.B. Segal, the renowned scholar of the epigraphy, archaeology and history of Edessa, had occasion to include a footnote in his book Edessa; The Blessed City, a footnote of such importance that he deserves the credit of being the first to challenge Harnack’s identification of King Lucius with King Abgar. Speaking of King Abgar VIII (The Great), Segal wrote:

The coins of Edessa carry the portrait of this Abgar [the Great] – a bearded head, wearing with assurance and dignity the great tiara and diadem of his office. He was, we are told, friendly with Bardaisan, the philosopher-poet of Edessa, and he must have been a man of culture. He was a wise administrator, concerned with the welfare of his subjects. It was he who outlawed the practice of castration at Edessa – but this need not have been, as our source suggests, under the influence of Christianity. For Abgar was also a man of the world. He had, no doubt, like Bardaisan, met ambassadors from India, and he visited Rome towards the end of his life.

In the footnote Segal states that:

There is no foundation for the hypothesis of Harnack that Abgar was in direct touch with Eleutherius, Bishop of Rome from 174 to 189.25

As mentioned earlier, King Abgar of Edessa could not have been in communication with Pope Eleutherius because the dates do not allow for it.

CONCLUSION/A POST-HARNACK REINVESTIGATION

There are now compelling reasons why Harnack’s thesis cannot be maintained. We have seen that it is strained in the extreme to explain away the entry in the Liber Pontificalis as a clerical blunder. King Abgar of Edessa was not referred to as King Lucius of Birtha and the dates when he did take on the praenomen Lucius, let alone his construction of a birtha/citadel at Edessa, came years after the pontificate of Eleutherius.

In this connection there is one further point of interest. Harnack drew his conclusions by comparing Zahn’s 1884 work on the Latin version of Clement of Alexandria and the early version of the Liber Pontificalis, the Catalogus Felicianus. He would likely have also consulted Bede’s Ecclesiastical History written in 731, but it seems unlikely that he compared that work with Bede’s earlier Chronica maiora of 725, which has an entry regarding King Abgar of Edessa in the time of Septimius Severus (193-211). Bede’s various contributions will be studied in detail in the following chapter, but it is worth noting here that in the eighth-century Bede knew that King Lucius of Britannia and King Abgar of Edessa were two distinct rulers. Bede, or rather Benedict Biscop or Nothelm, his faithful and intrepid researcher, would not have learned of their difference from the Liber Pontificalis alone, as that book does not make mention of King Abgar. Bede explicitly mentions his source as (Sextus Julianus) Africanus (c.160-c.240) and, whether Bede consulted a now lost copy of Africanus or was simply getting his information from Eusebius, the fact remains that he knew the two kings were not the same.

In conclusion, the overwhelming weight of evidence is contrary to the construct proposed by Harnack in 1904. The construct proves so untenable that it cannot even be called a hypothesis. This leaves us now, after a century, in a position to reconsider the entry in the Liber Pontificalis and consider whether it refers to genuine events surrounding a genuine person, King Lucius of Britannia. All of the evidence, and many references to Lucius need to be gathered and restudied. As a contribution to that end, the next three chapters follow the citations, embroidered embellishments, debates and potential forgeries to a story that was an integral though contested part of Britain’s historical tradition for at least 13 centuries.


CHAPTER 2

LUCIO BRITTANIORUM REGE (KING LUCIUS OF BRITAIN)

We can now rationally survey the provenance of the story of King Lucius of Britain with attention to works that predate Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae (History of the Kings of Britain). This work, completed sometime between 1134 and 1138, likely 1136, is unfortunately overflowing with the fabulous, including a chapter on the Prophecies of Merlin.1 Geoffrey’s History therefore marks a division between what we can consider reliable primary and less reliable secondary source material on Lucius, allowing that primary material is often referenced in later writings. Geoffrey’s History is revisited in the following chapter, since many later works either elaborate his version of events or conflate his details with those of the Venerable Bede.

King Lucius is referred to by all 14 works listed in Table 2.1, between the Catalogus Felicianus and the completion of Ordericus Vitalis’ Ecclesiastical History in c.1135. Those detailed below belong to what we might call the ‘British tradition’ notwithstanding the eighth-century Vita Lucii, along with the petition of Bishop Victor III to the Emperor Louis the Pious, and Notker’s Martyrology. These works will be discussed in Chapter 6 as part of the ‘Raetian tradition’.

The most relevant ‘British tradition’ entries include the Liber Pontificalis (Catalogus Felicianus: c.530), The Venerable Bede (Chronica maiora: 725, An Ecclesiastical History of the English People: 731), ‘Nennius’ (Historia Brittonum: c.796), The Welsh Triads, Aethelweard (Chronicle: c.988), Ordericus Vitalis (The Ecclesiastical History of England and Normandy: completed c.1135) and Henry of Huntingdon (Historia Anglorum, composed between 1129 and 1154). Before examining these sources it is noteworthy that several of the earliest entries are often used to support the argument for early Christianity in Britain. Aside from the many nineteenth-century opinions on when Christianity arrived,2 the subject has received recent archaeological interest from authors such as David Petts and Dorothy Watts who suggested: ‘Christianity reached Britain, perhaps some time towards the close of the second century’,3 and went on to observe that ‘while the value of these sources as evidence has been questioned in recent times by Thomas, … even he accepts a Christian presence in Britain by the last quarter of the second century’.4 The sources to which she refers begin with Tertullian (c.155-222), a Montanist who is our earliest source and who wrote in Adversus Iudaeos (c.208):

Table 2.1: Pre-Geoffrey of Monmouth selection of works referring to King Lucius









	Date

	Author

	Title




	c.498-c.530

	 

	Liber Pontificalis: Catalogus Felicianus




	725

	The Venerable Bede (c.672/3-735)

	Chronica Maiora




	731

	The Venerable Bede (c.672/3-735)

	Historia Ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum




	8th c.

	 

	Vita Lucii confessoris Curiensis (Codex Sangallensis 567)




	c.796

	Nennius

	Historia Brittonum




	821

	Bishop Victor III of Chur (820-833)

	Petition to Emperor Louis the Pious




	After c.850

	 

	Bern Codex 178




	896

	Notker Balbulus (c.840-912)

	Martyrology




	c.988

	Aethelweard (flourished 973-998)

	Chronicle




	c.1082

	Marianus Scotus (1028-1082/3)

	Chronicle (printed in 1559, Basel)




	c.1125

	 

	The Book of Llandaff (De Primo Statu Landauensis Ecclesiae)




	c.1125

	Community of St David’s, Wales

	Letter from St Davids to Pope Honorius II 1124-1130




	c.1135, 1148, 1154

	Henry of Huntingdon (?-after 1154)

	Historiae Anglorum




	Completed c.1135

	Ordericus Vitalis (1075-c.1142)

	The Ecclesiastical History of England and Normandy






Britannorum inaccessa Romanis loca, Christo vero subdita.

… the regions of Britain which have never been penetrated by Roman arms have received the religion of Christ.5

Origen Adamantius (c.185-c.254) was a scholar and teacher at Alexandria who revived Clement’s Catechetical School and eventually retired to Caesarea Maritima. His theological views on a hierarchical concept of the Trinity were later pronounced anathema, but of interest here is that he noted in c.240 in his Homily IV on Ezekial, that Christianity was a universal force extending beyond the reaches of the Roman Empire in Britain:6

Virtus Domini Salvatoris et cum his est, qui ab orbe nostro in Britannia dividuntur.

The power of God our Saviour is even with them which in Britain are [apart] from our world.7

In the Diocletian Persecution (c.300) Christian martyrs were reported from Britain including Stephen and Argulius (both apparently Bishops of London), Socrates (Bishop of York), Amphibalus (Bishop of Llandaff), Nicholas (Bishop of Penryn, Glasgow), Melior (Bishop of Carlisle), Julius and Aaron (of Caerleon), and of course the most famous among them, St Alban of Verulamion.8 In 303 Dorotheus, the Bishop of Tyre (c.255-362), indeed 107 years old when he died, declared that ‘Aristobulus, whom Paul saluted9 was Bishop of Britain’. He also claimed that Simon the Canaanite, surnamed Zelotes (Simon the Zealot) preached Christianity and was crucified, slain and buried in Britannia. Mythical legends like the latter are obviously baseless; perhaps old Dorotheus was losing his memory in senility. They regrettably offset histories that can be verified.

Much more certain and useful are the three British bishops who attended and signed the documents of the Council of Arles in AD 314: Eborius, Restitutus and Adelfius, who will be discussed in more depth in Chapter 6. Eusebius of Caesaria (c.260/75-340) in his Demonstratio Evangelica (Book 3) completed in c.311, wrote ‘The Apostles passed beyond the ocean to the isles called the Britannic Isles’. For there to have been bishops in Britannia important enough to attend a major ecumenical council, a lineage of belief and praxis in their sees would have to have been considerable and long-standing. St Hilarius (Hilary) of Poitiers (300-367) reiterated a record of early apostolic missions reaching Britannia.10 John Chrysostom, the renowned Patriarch of Constantinople from 347 to 407 gave one of his sermons the title ‘Logos kata loudaion11 kai Ethnikon peri tis Theotitos tou Xristou’.12 It read:

… also the British Isles that are beyond the [Mediterranean] sea in the Ocean, learned about the power of Christ’s speech, because churches and altars have been founded there. His prophecy, which was spoken then, has now been planted in everyone’s souls and is said by everyone.13

This is the earliest surviving direct reference to Christian altars and churches built in Britannia (Brettanikai).

Theodoret the Blessed (387-458) as Bishop of Cyrus, Syria, included in his continuation of Eusebius’ Historia Ecclesiastica (Church History) the following statement (435):

Paul, liberated from his first captivity at Rome, preached the gospel to the Britons and others in the west. Our fishermen and publicans not only persuaded some Romans and their tributaries to acknowledge the Crucified and His laws, but the Britons also and the Cymry [the Britons of Wales].

From Britain itself Gildas Sapiens, the Wise (flourished c.520s-540) wrote in his sermon De Excidio Britanniae (On the Ruin of Britain) of c.520s:

Christ the True Sun afforded his light, the knowledge of his precepts, to our Island in the last year of Tiberius Caesar.

The last year of the Emperor Tiberius Caesar Augustus’s 23-year reign was AD 37. Much has been made of the fact that Gildas does not mention King Lucius in De Excidio while naming several other British kings (Constantine of Dumnonia, Aurelius Caninus, Vortiporius of the Demetae, Cuneglasus and Maglocunus/Maelgwn) and this has been taken as a reason to doubt the authenticity of later reports about Lucius. Why would a British writer living two centuries before Bede not mention this ancient King who did so much in establishing Christianity in Britannia? The answer to this often-posed question rests in part14 on the incorrect treatment of Excidio as a history, rather than as the polemical sermon it was originally intended as. The kings Gildas did mention support his central thesis that Britain was invaded by the Saxons as a divine punishment for the sinful corruption of its early sixth-century rulers. There is no compelling reason why he should have mentioned or illustrated the life of King Lucius as he was both too early and presumably more upstanding than the examples given. In short, King Lucius was a good king,15 so Gildas did not need to mention or complain about him. There is another little-known work by Gildas apparently on the Victories of Aurelius Ambrosius mentioned by Geoffrey of Monmouth, but this shall be considered in the next chapter.

In summation there is a general consensus from third- to sixth-century textual sources that Christians were well established in Britannia as early as 208 or before on Tertullian’s reckoning. As that author stated, Christianity may have bloomed in Britannia in areas outside the reach of Roman administrative rule. This idea is revisited in Chapter 7, when dealing with the tribal kingdom of the Brigantes in northern Britain.

Many of these ancient sources may well have been written in a context of disputation between rival interpretations of Christianity or Christian history. Nonetheless the authors, even if utilising embellishment or colourful hagiographic didactics, would not have been taken seriously, as they evidently were, had a general consensus over the underlying facts not already arisen. One should hardly figure these diverse writers as tapping a consistent but false idea of Christianity arriving early in Britain, when the idea could easily have exposed them to disproof especially when they were in dispute over theological matters. There are numerous authoritative and scholarly books devoted to the missionary expansion and reach of early Christianity.

The cultural topic of Christian settlement in Britain is associated with stories either historical or legendary corresponding to figures like St Alban and Joseph of Arimethea. In a substantive sense these histories, historical legends and legendary myths have imparted profound cultural importance to real places such as Glastonbury and the Roman amphitheatre of St Alban’s. As distinct from these examples of the credible and the conjectural, the legendary history of King Lucius, possibly for the simple reason of an undiscovered site16 and for reasons to be addressed more fully in Chapter 7, is hardly present in modern British culture. The cover image for the cover of this book is a detail of an early fifteenfth-century stained glass window in the south side of the Choir Clerestory in York Minster, beside another depicting Pope Eleutherius.17 Together with one other – the nineteenth-century stained-glass window in the north aisle of Gloucester Cathedral18 (discussed in Chapter 6) – such vivid depictions are rare in the United Kingdom. While a search for early representations of King Lucius in Britain is an ongoing endeavour, at present the York Minster windows appear to be the earliest instances extant. Certainly Pope Eleutherius’ window there seems to be unique in Britain.

We have already discussed the entry in the Liber Pontificalis and it is worth reiterating that this is the earliest extant reference to King Lucius. After Lucius’ death or emigration it eventually settled into British awareness via Nothelm’s research and Bede’s writing. The way it did this is as much a story of how cultural history was transmitted and transformed through the ages as it is an example of how an important figure from the distant past became central to religious and political debates.

A typical example of how King Lucius was lately relegated beyond the pale even of historical myth, to fable and fallacy, can be found in Rositze’s footnote in the Peterborough Chronicle (Anglo-Saxon Chronicle)19 under the entry for the year AD 167:

A curious and impossible story first found in the Liber Pontificalis I. 136, translated by L. R. Loomis, The Book of Popes [New York, 1916], page 17. It is very likely based upon a false identification of Lucius Abgar, king of Edessa in Mesopotamia, whose fortress was called Birtha [found written Britium]: Adolf Harnack, “Der Brief des britischen Konigs Lucius an den Papst Eleutherus,” Sitzungsberichte der koniglich preussischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1904, pp. 909-916.

As we have already seen, Adolph von Harnack had uttered what is widely and mistakenly accepted as the final word upon 17 centuries of tradition and debate regarding this late second-century British king. Harnack wrote his remarks regarding the entry in the Liber Pontificalis to explain the notice made by Bede in his Ecclesiastical History, written in 731. As mentioned in the previous chapter, amidst more egregious faults he failed to consider Bede’s Chronica maiora written six years earlier. Harnack’s conclusion, that King Lucius of Britain must refer to King Abgar VIII of Edessa, is groundless. Besides the faults or oversights already detailed, Bede mentions this Abgar in his Chronica maiora in a subsequent entry to that of King Lucius, and under a later date.

THE VENERABLE BEDE (C.672-735)

Bede’s entry in his Chronica maiora dating to 725 is a compilation of several sources including the late Roman Scriptores Historiae Augustae (Augustan History), Eusebius of Caesarea (c.275-339), Sextus Iulius Africanus (170-243), and the Liber Pontificalis. The relevant entries read:

Marcus Antoninus Verus [ruled] with his brother Lucius Aurelius Commodus for nineteen years and one month.20 From the first they administered the empire with equal authority, although until that time there had only ever been single emperors.21 They carried on war against the Parthians with great skill and success.22 Persecution having broken out in Asia, Polycarp and Pionius were martyred; in Gaul too, many also gloriously shed their blood for Christ.23 Not long after a plague, the avenger of evil deeds, devastated many provinces, especially Italy and the city of Rome. His brother Commodus having died, Antoninus made his own son [also called] Commodus his colleague as emperor.

Melitus of Asia, the bishop of Sardis, gave the emperor Antoninus his ‘Apology for the Christians’.24 Lucius the king of Britain sent a letter to bishop Eleutherius of Rome, seeking to be made a Christian.25 At this time there lived Apollinaris of Asia the bishop of Hierapolis, and Dionysius bishop of Corinth.26

(4131)

Further, there is the entry:

Macrinus [reigned for] one year.

Abgar the holy man ruled at Edessa, as Africanus wanted …

(4170)

In Bede’s chronological scheme, 4131 represents the year AD 179, and 4170 is AD 218. Sextus Julius Africanus was in Edessa in the year 195, while King Abgar VIII (177-212) was on the throne and is mentioned as the famed ‘holy man’ in this Chronicle.

A comparison between Bede’s entry in the Chronica maiora (725) and his later more popular Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum (731) is illuminating. Lucius, a British king, writes to Pope Eleutherus and asks to be made a Christian:

Anno ab incarnatione Domini centesimo quinqua gesimo sexto Marcus Antoninus Uerus quartus decimus ab Augusto regnum cum Aurelio Commodo fratre suscepit. Quorum temporibus cum Eleuther uir sanctus pontificatui Romanae ecclesiae prae esset, misit ad eum Lucius Brittaniarum rex epistolam, obsecrans ut per eius mandatum Christianus efficeretur et mox effectum piae postulationis consecutus est, susceptamque fidem Brittani usque in tempora Diocletiani principis inuiolatam integramque quieta in pace seruabant.

In the year of our Lord’s Incarnation 156, Marcus Antoninus Verus, fourteenth from Augustus, became Emperor jointly with his brother Aurelius Commodus. During their reign, and while the holy Eleutherus ruled the Roman Church, Lucius, a British king, sent him a letter, asking to be made a Christian by his direction. This pious request was quickly granted, and the Britons received the Faith and held it peacefully in all its purity and fullness until the time of the Emperor Diocletian.

Book I, Chapter IV

In Book V, Chapter XXIV:

In the year of our Lord 167, Eleutherus became Bishop of Rome, and ruled the Church most gloriously for fifteen years. Lucius, a king of Britain, sent him a letter asking to be made a Christian, and obtained his request.

There is no entry regarding the holy man Abgar, ruler of Edessa in the Ecclesiastical History, as this work is concerned with matters directly affecting British history whereas the scope and scheme of the Chronica maiora encompasses the six ages of the world. The version of King Lucius given in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History is relatively imprecise, compared with his earlier Chronica maiora. In the History Bede states that ‘Marcus Antoninus Verus … became Emperor jointly with his brother Aurelius Commodus’ and moves immediately to King Lucius and Pope Eleutherius, implying to the unwary that their correspondence might be dated to the same period as Marcus’ joint rule with his brother Lucius Verus (Lucius Ceionius Commodus Verus Armeniacus, 161-169). Yet in the earlier Chronica Bede had expressed this in a much clearer and more accurate way: ‘Marcus Antoninus Verus [ruled] with his brother Lucius Aurelius Commodus for nineteen years and one month’ and then, Bede explains, ‘His brother Commodus having died, Antoninus made his own son [also called] Commodus his colleague as emperor’, after which Lucius and Eleutherius made contact. This moves the date of correspondence to between AD 177 and 180, when Marcus ruled jointly with his son Commodus (Lucius Aurelius Commodus Antoninus). Despite the dangers of an uninformed reading of the Ecclesiastical History most students of Bede refer to his later work rather than the Chronica. To be fair to Harnack, no critical analysis of the two versions appears even in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when discussion about King Lucius reached its peak (as outlined in Chapter 4).

Bede’s statement regarding King Lucius has long been agreed to derive from the entry in the Liber Pontificalis. Bede received the aid of Nothelm who traveled to Rome and made notes from the Vatican library of the late sixth-century correspondence between Gregory the Great and St Augustine of Canterbury. While at Rome sometime between 715 and 725, Nothelm apparently also made note of the sentence concerning King Lucius in the Liber Pontificalis. This visit to Rome was under Gregory II (715/6 to 11 February 731) whose papacy laid an emphasis on missionary efforts in Germany and strengthening papal authority in England and Ireland, perhaps to emulate the famed missionary achievements of his namesake Gregory the Great. Bede acknowledged Gregory II in his Ecclesiastical History and it seems reasonable and natural to agree that it was Nothelm who ‘discovered’ mention of King Lucius in the Vatican Library.

Yet there do remain important qualifications to a simplistic take on this ‘discovery’. Did Nothelm not anticipate this finding, or was it something he already expected and verified? Benedict Biscop could also have gathered the information on his many trips to Rome in the late seventh century (a link that is further developed in Chapter 6) and presumably he might have alerted Nothelm. One should imagine the encounter with the Liber Pontificalis a very great revelation to an unexpecting historian or researcher, but there is nothing in Bede’s tone in either of his works to suggest this as a new historical discovery. Instead, the person of King Lucius of Britain is summarily presented in a very few lines. This raises the question of whether Bede and the British educated religious of the eighth century were already well aware of Lucius through oral tradition and now-lost written sources.

It is entirely plausible that King Lucius in the Liber Pontificalis was not a ‘discovery’ made by Nothelm so much as a verification while he was in Rome. Although the Liber has no direct relation to the collected letters of Gregory the Great to St Augustine of Canterbury, Bede or his researcher could be expected to seek out the precedents. At any rate it is anything but established that Bede’s information about Lucius came solely from the Liber Pontificalis and Nothelm’s research trip to Rome.

NENNIUS (HISTORIA BRITTONUM, 829/30)

The original version of the Historia Brittonum was probably ‘written in Wales by a multilingual cleric in the year 829/30’,27 drawing upon both English and Irish sources. The work was ascribed to Nennius but the true author remains unknown. The pertinent citation in the Historia Brittonum reads:

Post centum et sexaginta septem annos post aduentum Christi, Lucius bryttannicus rex com omnibus regulis totius bryttanicae gentis baptismum suscepit, missa legatione ab imperatoribus Romanorum et papa romano Euaristo.28

The date given for Lucius and all his realm submitting to baptism is ‘post 167’ and the Pope’s name, at least in some of the manuscripts, has been mistakenly replaced with ‘Evaristus’, who held the pontificate much earlier, from c.98 to 105. Except for the name Euaristo, the details and date of this statement closely follows Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of 731.

Two later additions to Nennius’ Historia include a note after the name Lucius: ‘agnomine Leufer Maur, id est magni splendoris propter fidem, que in eius tempore venit’ – ‘with the surname Leufer Maur, that is of great honour on account of the Faith, which came (to Britannia) in his time’. This additional information is included also in the body of writing known as Trioedd Ynys Prydein (The Welsh Triads) discussed below in Chapter 3. Suffice it to say here that this additional note most likely dates from the twelfth or thirteenth century and that the name ‘Leufer Maur’ may be rendered ‘Great Light’.

THE CHRONICLE OF AETHELWEARD (C.988)

Aethelweard’s Chronicle has been placed within the decade 978 to 988 and ‘a latish date within that limit is to be preferred’.29 Aethelweard held the position of ealdorman of Wessex and the early years of his Latin Chronicle are based on the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles, but with one important difference. Aethelweard relates that Pope Eleutherius made contact with King Lucius via a mission rather than Lucius contacting the Pope. This reversal of the standard story has been interpreted by Campbell30 as Aethelweard having ‘ill translated’ Bede. Be that as it may (and in Chapter 4 we encounter evidence that there was at least a letter back from the Pope, although extant copies are later than 988) the Chronicle is an important example from the late tenth century of the story’s transmission.

THE CHRONICLE OF MARIANUS SCOTUS (1028-1082/83)

Marianus Scotus was born in Ireland in 1028 and appears to have secluded himself from the world in 1052; four years afterwards he quitted his own country and became a monk in the Irish monastery of St Martin at Cologne; he was ordained a priest in 1059 by Sigefrid, Abbot of Fulda, at Wurtzburg; he retired to Fulda as a recluse, where he died in 1082 or 1083. Marianus is part of what is known as the Hiberno-Scottish missionary efforts of the eleventh century, discussed further in Chapter 5. In the Frankish kingdom he and companions founded St Peter at Regensburg in 1072. He is also known to have composed a general chronology and for the earlier portion of the work his chief authorities were Eusebius, Cassiodorus and Bede.31 As a whole his work does not offer any additions to his sources, but illustrates that by the mid eleventh century Bede’s statement about King Lucius was being adhered to. As we have already seen, there was growing confusion over the exact years in which to locate Lucius and what else he may have done for the British Church. In the years after the Norman Conquest, monasticism and the financial growth of the wool trade affected the political claims made by some religious foundations over their neighbours. The churches of western Britain vied for primacy over each other to such a degree that forged documents were produced in order to provide grounds for ascendancy. Unfortunately for the credit of King Lucius, who represented the earliest dependable precedent of British Christianity – by the Venerable Bede no less – his story became embroiled in this intrigue, and so began a long career of embellishment that bordered on mythologising. One such embroidery was the old Book of Llandaff.

THE OLD BOOK OF LLANDAFF (DE PRIMO STATU LANDAUENSIS ECCLESIE c.1125)

In the context of monastic foundations vying with each other and attempting to prove one was older than a rival, in c.1125 a great dispute finally erupted over diocesan property boundaries between the church of Llandaff, St David’s and Hereford. That wrangling produced the querulous Book of Llandaff (in Welsh the Llyfr Llandaf)32 containing much that is dubious in the section dealing with the land grants given to Llandaff by ancient kings including Lucius. However, like all effective allegories, it incorporates considerable history of substantial veracity. The passage of present interest reads:

In the year of our Lord’s incarnation CLVI [156] King Lucius sent Elvanus and Medwinus to Eleutherius, the twelfth bishop of Rome, to desire that he might be made a Christian by his instruction. Upon which, the Pope gave God thanks that such a heathen nation were so earnest in their applications for Christianity. And then, by the advice of the priests of the city of Rome, they first baptized these ambassadors, and afterwards instructing them more fully in the principles of the Christian faith, they proceeded to ordain them, making Elvanus a bishop, and Medwinus a teacher; and they, being thus qualified, returned to king Lucius, who, with the chief of the Britons, was baptized: and then, according to the form of Eleutherius’s instructions, the ecclesiastical order was settled, propagated among the inhabitants.

This Welsh is the first extant source to mention the names of the native British ambassadors sent to Rome by King Lucius. Elvanus and Medwinus are key figures in the history of these events carried forward by Welsh oral tradition.33 They are mentioned again and much later by Raphael Holinshed in 1586 as ‘Eluanus Aualonius’ and ‘Medguinus Belga’; there is a thin but important path between fabrication and embroidery.

As part of a counter-claim to that of the church of Llandaff, the brethren of St David’s appealed to Pope Honorius II (1124-1130) in c.1125. In this letter they claimed there were three archbishops in Britain in the time of King Lucius. It seems at present lost to history what Rome’s response was, but it is noteworthy that this detail predates Geoffrey of Monmouth’s treatment of the same idea by about 11 years.

We have seen how in the early twelfth century Lucius, a king, was abused as a pawn in claims to ancient rights. Whoever could best argue that Lucius was their original benefactor would gain the benefit and sanction of Rome, creating a contentious process whereby King Lucius was reduced for pliable uses, giving one establishment precedence over another. As unfortunate as this proved to be for the future credibility of all that relates to Lucius, it does reveal how important he had become. After all, he did represent the official introduction of Christianity into British royalty and civic society. Through each age much was subsequently associated with him for contemporary political reasons, which led at last to cynicism about his historical reality. For the moment, in the twelfth century he was championed throughout Britain with a stature he could do nothing to oppose, much to his demise. As we will see, this mythical stature became grist for the fabulous mill of Geoffrey of Monmouth.

HENRY OF HUNTINGDON (C.1088-C.1156)

Henry of Huntingdon, while he was active as late as the mid twelfth century, is of special importance as a primary source because his first drafts of the Historia Anglorum were not influenced by the work of Geoffrey of Monmouth, as so many later sources were. Henry was Archdeacon of Huntingdon from 1110 to c.1156 and composed his Historia between 1129 and 1154.34 His first book was completed by 1133 and it was not until he travelled in 1139 to Le Bec in northern France that he encountered Geoffrey’s writing. Henry then made several alterations to the first book of his own Historia but there remain, thankfully, important differences between Henry and Geoffrey’s details.

Henry’s Historia comprises the following sources, approximately 25 per cent following Bede, some 40 per cent the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, and about 10 per cent other written sources.35 Unlike the majority of writers one encounters citing Bede, Henry was using the fuller account in Bede’s Chronica maiora of 725 rather than the abridged version in the later Historia ecclesiastica. Henry also revised and supplemented his Book I using Paul the Deacon’s Historia Romana.36 Another source appears to have been a Life of St Helena and Henry calls her the daughter of King Cole of Colchester.37 Tatlock has regarded this as ‘a reliable case where Geoffrey borrowed from Henry and not vice versa’.38 Henry of Huntingdon’s actual entries read:

27: Antoninus Pius held the monarchy of the world for twenty-two and a half years39

28: Marcus Antoninus Verus [Marcus Aurelius], with his brother Aurelius Lucius Commodus [Lucius Verus], nineteen years and two months. These men were the first to govern the Empire with equal authority, as up to that time emperors had ruled one at a time. They conducted a war against the Parthians with marvelous courage and good fortune. In their time, when Eleutherius presided over the pontificate of the Roman Church, Lucius, king of the British Isles, sent a letter to him beseeching that on his authority he might be made a Christian, and before long he achieved his pious request. The Britons preserved the faith which they had received, inviolate and entire, in peace and quiet, until the time of the emperor Diocletian. In praise of Antoninus Verus, from The Roman History: [Paul the Deacon’s work] ‘After his partner Antoninus [Lucius Verus] died of apoplexy [Paul viii. 10], he remained in imperial authority and worthy of the highest praise. He never changed his facial expression for either joy or sorrow. He was dedicated to the Stoic philosophy. He was a supreme philosopher in moral conduct and in erudition [Paul, c. 11]. Very learned in Latin and Greek literature. Kind to all, never haughty, very readily generous. Benevolent and moderate towards the provinces. He successfully fought the Germans. He conducted the Marcomannic War [Paul, viii. 12] against the Quadi, the Vandals, the Sarmatae, the Suevi, and all the barbarian peoples, although no record is left for comparison with the Punic wars. So the saintly man, the victor of this great conflict, made his triumph with his son Commodus. When the treasury was exhausted, he sold the royal ornaments, but afterwards he paid the prices of the items to those who were willing to return them, and was not annoyed with those who were unwilling [Paul, c. 13]. He permitted noblemen to present entertainments in the same style as himself, and with similar attendants. He was so lavish in providing games after his victory that it is said that a hundred lions were exhibited at one time [Paul, c.14].

29: Commodus, son of the aforesaid Commodus [Commodus was the son of Marcus Aurelius, not of Lucius Verus], reigned imperially for thirteen years. He conducted a successful war against the Germans. He ordered the head of the Colossus to be replaced with a representation of his own head.40

Book I

Henry ’s surprising mistake over the identity of Commodus is however not repeated in his Letter to Henry I:

c.95: Marcus Antoninus et Lucius Aurelius fraters41 …

c.96: Antoninus Commodus42 …

c.97: Helius Pertinax43 had so brief an empire that there was no chance for anything to be written down.

c.98: [Septimius] Severus Pertinax acquired your kingdom, King Henry, after great battles, and he died in it.44

c.99: Antoninus Caracalla, son of Severus, exhibited nothing similar to his father’s virtue and righteousness.45

c.100: While Macrinus ruled the empire, King Abgar, a very holy man, reigned at Edessa.46

The final note about King Abgar of Edessa shows that Henry of Huntingdon was not only using Bede’s Chronica maiora but that he, and presumably his royal audience, understood that Abgar was a separate and different person to the previously mentioned King Lucius.

Before meeting with Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the British Kings it is important also to first briefly consider the work of Ordericus Vitalis (1075-1141), The Ecclesiastical History of England and Normandy, completed in 1136, the same year Geoffrey finished his own book. Ordericus Vitalis was born in Shrewsbury and at the age of 32 became a priest at Rouen in Normandy, where he wrote his History. In Book I, Chapter XXIII he says:

On the demise of his brother Commodus, Antoninus took his own son Commodus as his colleague in the government. Melito, bishop of Sardis, in Asia, wrote an apology for the Christians, addressed to the emperor Antoninus. Lucius, king of Britain, sent a letter to Eleutherius, bishop of Rome, soliciting admission into the Christian church. Apollinaria of Hierapolis in Asia, and Dionysius of Corinth, are ranked amongst the most illustrious bishops of the age.

The wording of Ordericus exactly follows Bede’s Chronica maiora of 725 whereas most other writers, except for Henry of Huntingdon, limit themselves to Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of 731. In northern France then, at least a more accurate rendition of events was retained. This source and those we have encountered above are completely at odds with Geoffrey of Monmouth’s ambitious work and what followed it, as discussed in the next chapter.
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97 |ers7r Achilles Pirmin Gasser (1505-1577) _| Augustanac urbis descriptione Ger. (Augsburg)
o8 |1s80 ‘William Fulke (1538-1589) A retentive t0 stay good Christians in true fith Br.
99| Completed 1586 Raphacl Holinshed (died c.1580) | Chronicle Br.
100 | 1586 ‘William Camden (1551-1623) Britannia Br.
101 1586 Caesar Baronius (1538-1607) New edition of the Roman martyrology It. (Rome)
102 [ 1587 John Bridges A Defece of the Government Established i the Church of ~ | Br.
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103 [ 1588 Anthony Marten (c.1542-1597) An Exhortation to stirre up the mindes of all her Maicsties | Br.
faithfiull Subiects
104 | 1589 Timothy Bright (1549/50-1615) | An Abridgement of the Booke of Adts and Monumentes Br.
105 | 15908 Marcus Velserus (1558-1614) Rer Vindel. Ger. (Augsburg)
106 | 1502 Robert Dallington (1561-1636/8) | Hypnerotonachia: The Strife of Love in a Dreame Br.
107 | 1596 Caesar Baronius (1538-1607) Annales Eclesiasticie Fr./Belg. (Antwerp)
108 | 1508 John Stow (1525-1605) Survey of London Br.
109 | x6or Francis Godwin (1562-1633) A Catalogue of the Bishops of England Br.
110 1603 Robert Parsons (1546-1610) Tieatise of Three Conversions Br.
11| 1607 ‘William Camden (1551-1623) Britannia Br.
112 | 1588-1607 Caesar Baronius (1538-1607) Annales Ecclesiastici a Christi nato ad annum 1198 It. (Rome)
113 | 1602 ‘Thomas Fitzherbert (1552-1640) | A Defence of the Catholyke Cause Fr./Belg (Antwerp)
114 | c16os John Whitgife (c.x530-1604) “The Defence of the Answver o the Admonition Br.
Archbishop of Canterbury
115 | 1604 ‘William Hakewill (1574-1655) Society of Antiquaries debate: Origins of Christianity in the | Br.
island of Britain
116 | 1606 Matthew Sutcliffe (1549/50-1620) | The subversion of Robert Parsons....a Treatise of Three Br.
Couversions
117_| 1607 John Ross Britannica, sive de Regibus Veteris Britanniac Ger. ( Frankfure)
s | 1613 Francis Mason (1565/6-1621) Of the Consecration o the Bishaps in the Church of England | Br.
119 | 1616 Francis Godwin (1562-1633) De Praesulibus Angl. Br.
120 | 16111618, 1632 John Speed (1552-1620) History of Britain Br.






