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Introduction 

The Matter of Britain is among the main bodies of medieval literature, the Arthurian aspect being the 

most prominent part. Romans play a significant role in this body of work. Sometimes Britain is linked 

to them, in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia regum Britanniae (c.1136), perhaps the defining piece 

of the Matter of Britain, the British are depicted as sharing with the Romans a common descent from 

Troy.1 Yet, especially in Arthurian literature, where Arthur fights a war against Rome, the Romans are 

depicted in a very negative light. In this dissertation, I will examine the different ways in which Rome 

is portrayed in the Matter of Britain, with a particular emphasis on the Romans in Arthurian literature. 

The first chapter will examine the Romans in the context of the Matter of Britain, excluding their 

appearances in the Arthur mythos. This will examine the alterations to history in Britain-Rome 

interactions. The second chapter will explore how the Romans are demonized, particularly in their war 

with Arthur. In nearly all versions, the Romans are depicted in an oriental and pagan sense, with forces 

consisting of people from lands which western Christendom associated with paganism. The third 

chapter will analyse Arthur’s conflict with Rome on a legal level. Arthur rejects the Romans’ claim that 

he should pay them tribute, arguing that Britain should rule Rome. The legal justifications for this 

involve the examination of different reasons for war. However, I will also examine changing ideas of 

conflict and the way in which they are used to criticize Arthur’s actions in the Roman campaign, the 

Alliterative Morte Arthure (c.1400) eventually criticizing Arthur for his violent actions where he then, 

eventually, loses his rightful cause for war.2 Through examining the depictions of Romans throughout 

this material, it is clear that Matter of Britain writers try to enhance Britain’s prestige through a 

distortion of historical events: the writers’ priorities shift over time, justifying war by demonising their 

foes and discussing good rule. 

                                                           
1 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. by Lewis Thorpe (London: Penguin Books, 
1988). All subsequent references are to this edition and are given parenthetically in the text. 
2 Anon., 'Alliterative Morte Arthure', in King Arthur's Death: The Middle English Stanzaic Morte Arthur and 
Alliterative Morte Arthure, ed. by Larry D. Benson (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 1994), pp.126-
284. All subsequent references are to this edition and are given parenthetically in the text. 
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Chapter 1: The Romans in Context 

In the Matter of Britain the Romans play a significant part, not just in Arthurian literature but 

throughout the genre. British interactions with Rome run through the Matter of Britain, Briton-Roman 

interactions being a major thread of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia regum Britanniae. The two 

peoples are connected from their very beginnings, sharing ancestry from Troy. Geoffrey, however, 

portrays the British as superior to the Romans. This is significant as medieval culture viewed Rome as 

the pinnacle of civilisation, thereby surpassing Rome makes Britain the world’s foremost civilisation. 

In battles between these peoples, the British are usually victorious; British losses only occurring in the 

presence of internal problems. The events in Historia regum Britanniae demonstrate how Geoffrey 

reinterpreted the history of Rome and Britain. He even extends Britain’s influence into Roman history 

before the peoples historically interacted, the fourth-century sack of Rome becoming a British victory. 

Later writers, such as Wace and Layamon, change this by increasing the tensions between the two 

peoples, turning history far more into a continual struggle between Britain and Rome. However, the 

overall narrative thread in their versions of British history is the same, demonstrating the heroic British 

and the inferior Romans. 

Brutus and Troy 

The Trojan Prince Brutus is the first major figure discussed in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia regum 

Britanniae. Geoffrey details the way in which Brutus, Aeneas’ great-grandson, leads the Trojans from 

Greece to Britain, which is named after him, and becomes its first King. This story was not original to 

the Historia regum Britanniae, having been written in the eighth-century Historia Brittonum. However, 

this version gave multiple British origins. Though Brutus’ descent from Aeneas is similar to Geoffrey’s 

version, there are accounts where Britain is named after its conqueror, the Roman Governor Brutus, 

and another where Brutus is traced back to Noah’s sons.3 Geoffrey decides to use the account in which 

                                                           
3 See, for instance, Nennius’ eighth-century Historia Brittonum in J. A. Giles, Six Old English Chronicles (London: 
Henry G. Bohn, 1848). 
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Trojans colonise Britain. This simultaneously depicts a clear link between Rome and Britain, alongside 

a clear break between the Trojans who became Romans, and those who became Britons. 

In the Middle Ages Rome was considered the pinnacle of western civilisation. The Romans 

claimed descent from Troy, stating that the Trojan Prince Aeneas had escaped Troy and settled in Italy, 

his descendants founding Rome. Due to Rome claiming Trojan descent, numerous western societies 

tried to trace themselves back to Troy. Francis Ingledew states that ‘[g]enealogical textuality in family, 

regnal, and national histories’ held further significance over the twelfth-century, as aristocratic culture 

began using details such as Trojan descent.4 For example, the Sir Gawain and the Green Knight-poet 

opens the poem by referring to Troy’s destruction and descendants, stating ‘[f]ro riche romulus to 

rome ricchis hym swyþe / [w]ith gret bobbaunce þat bur3e he biges vpon first’, and then refers to 

Tuscany and Lombardy’s founding, before narrating ‘[a]nd fer ouer þe french flod felix brutus / [o]n 

mony bonkkes ful brode bretayn he settez’. 5  This passage summarises medieval views on Troy; 

civilisation came from Troy and Christendom’s different societies wanted to trace their descent back 

to the classical world. Geoffrey’s emphasis on Britain’s Trojan descent, different to other versions of 

Britain’s origins, was partially what made this legend of Trojan founders so popular to medieval culture. 

Geoffrey heavily emphasises Britain and Rome’s shared genealogy. When Julius Caesar hears 

of Britain’s origins, he states ‘[t]hose Britons come from the same race as we do… we must not shed 

the blood of our kinsmen’ (p.107). This recognition from such an eminent Roman, who loomed large 

in medieval consciousness as one of the Nine Worthies, elevates the Britons to a similar rank. 

Layamon’s Brut creates an impression of more authority for this apparent shared descent, Caesar 

stating of the Britons ‘we are all descended from the same stock, so the books inform us’ (p.189).6 In 

Geoffrey, when Caesar orders Britain’s submission, King Cassivelaunus states that ‘a common 

                                                           
4 Francis Ingledew, ‘The Book of Troy and the Genealogical Construction of History: The Case of Geoffrey of 
Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae’, Speculum, 69.3 (1994), 665–704 (pp.668-69). 
5 Anon., Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, ed. by J. J. Anderson (London: Everyman, 1996), ll. 8-9; 13-14. 
6 Layamon, Brut, or, Hystoria Brutonum, trans. by W. R. J. Barron and S. C. Weinberg (New York: Longman, 
1995). All subsequent references are to this edition and are given parenthetically in the text. 
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inheritance of noble blood comes down from Aeneas to Briton and to Roman alike’ (p.108), this kinship 

meaning that the two races should be joined. The Norman-poet, Wace, expands on this in his Roman 

de Brut, where Cassivelaunus states to Caesar ‘[s]ince we descend from the same lineage, we should 

be equal to the Romans’ (p.101).7 Geoffrey’s Historia ends with the last British King, Cadwallader, 

going to Rome to die on the advice of a divine voice, after the Saxons drive him from Britain. The story 

of the Kings of Britain begins and ends in Italy, demonstrating the Britons’ ancestral links to Rome. 

Geoffrey’s depiction of British history illustrates the shared ancestry of the Romans and British; ending 

with British kingship returning to the place of common descent. 

The difference between Geoffrey and other writers who attempt to link their society to Rome 

through Troy, is that Geoffrey wishes to do more than have the Britons linked to the Romans; he 

intends to have the Britons surpass the Romans. Lewis Thorpe writes on the Historia, that ‘through it 

runs a deep-felt and often bitter desire to denigrate the Romans and to put the Britons in their place 

in the forefront of history’.8 Ingledew similarly states that ‘[f]rom Troy to Arthur, the history spells the 

military equivalence of Britain to its genealogical sister power and, especially through the rhetoric of 

liberty, its eventual moral superiority’.9 The British did not have as distinguished a history as Rome, 

and so Geoffrey creates a history of British heroism, which places them at the forefront of history. 

However, Caroline Eckhardt argues that ‘in Geoffrey's account the relationship between the Britons 

and the Romans is one of intermittent hostility, in which now one side wins, now the other.’10 Eckhardt 

continues and says that ‘neither the Britons nor the Romans seem to be morally or militarily superior 

to the other’, both engaging in bad but sometimes civilising behaviour.11 The two peoples battle for 

overall supremacy and though supremacy returns to Rome, Geoffrey attempts to demonstrate pride 

                                                           
7 Wace, 'Roman de Brut' in Wace’s Roman de Brut: A History of the British: Text and Translation, trans. by 
Judith Weiss, Exeter Medieval English Texts and Studies, rev. edn (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2002). All 
subsequent references are to this edition and are given parenthetically in the text. 
8 Lewis Thorpe’s introduction to The History of the Kings of Britain, p.10. 
9 Ingledew, ‘Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae’, p.678. 
10 Caroline D. Eckhardt, ‘The Presence of Rome in the Middle English Chronicles of the Fourteenth Century’, 
The Journal of English and Germanic Philology, 90.2 (1991), 187-207 (p.195). 
11 Ibid. 
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in British history. Britain still surpasses Rome at times, most prominently at Arthur’s victory, as I will 

discuss later. 

Roman Rule 

Britain being placed under Roman rule threatens the narrative of British superiority over Rome. The 

Matter of Britain writers, therefore, create a version of events which would justify their claim of 

supremacy. Roman victories over Britain are depicted as the result of internal division. When Caesar 

first attacks Britain, King Cassivelaunus defeats him twice. However, a dispute Cassivelaunus has with 

his nephew Androgeus, leads to Androgeus consequently joining Caesar, thus forcing the submission 

of Britain. This account is used to justify Britain’s non-submission to Rome in Arthurian narratives, 

Britain’s conquest being treated as treason. In the Historia, Arthur states that Caesar conquered 

Britain when it ‘was weakened by civil dissensions, they had been encouraged to come here by the 

disunity of our ancestors’ (p.232). It is implied that even after Cassivelaunus’ defeat, Britain could beat 

Rome. Androgeus states that if mercy is not shown to his uncle then he will resist Caesar. Caesar agrees 

despite the King’s defeat, demonstrating that a united Britain would be too strong for Rome. Fear of 

Androgeus leads to Caesar agreeing favourable terms. Geoffrey’s narrative states that Roman 

dominion over Britain only occurred through the lack of unity among the Britons, and that if the British 

were united, they would not have submitted to Rome. 

Geoffrey shows how internal division leads to Britain’s submission to Rome; Britain internally 

struggling, a country divided, without a strong ruler, is defeated by Rome. When Guiderius dies 

fighting Rome, his brother Arvirargus takes power, enabling the Romans to be driven back and 

peaceful terms to be re-established. By contrast, when King Lucius dies childless, Rome places Britain 

under the control of the Roman Severus. Even here, British supremacy triumphs. The Briton Fulgenius 

fights the Romans and, even though he is killed, Severus himself is slain. After this Severus’ sons war 

over Britain, acting as a microcosm of Geoffrey’s depictions of Britain’s and Rome’s relationship. Geta 

has a Roman mother and Bassianus a British mother, and they are supported by their respective 
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mothers’ people. The British prevail, demonstrating Britain’s superiority over Rome. However, Rome 

then provide the forces which enable the power-hungry Carausius to seize Britain, assisted by the Picts’ 

betrayal of Bassianus. Britain, again, loses through internal strife but the Romans bring about this 

problem. Therefore, Geoffrey clearly shows that Roman influence is bad for Britain, leading to division 

and forcing the Britons’ submission. 

Roman Relations and Blood 

While Rome may have ruled Britain for centuries in name, the Historia regum Britanniae demonstrates 

that the British were mainly ruling themselves, rather than Romans directly ruling them, and any 

defeat was due to temporary weakness among the British rulers. Until the Romans flee in the early 

fifth-century the two peoples are closely linked. Kings become Emperors and heirs are fostered in 

Rome, causing a ‘gradual blurring of the distinction between Roman and Briton’.12  They are not 

entirely one people, but remain linked and appear to be on amiable terms for much of the time. 

Christopher Baswell argues that through linking Britain to Rome, Geoffrey ‘extends a widely held 

notion of the westward movement of world power – translatio imperii – from Troy to Greece to Rome, 

and now to Britain’.13 Britain interacting with Rome is thus meant to demonstrate the gradual shift in 

power, which will culminate in Britain becoming a world power under Arthur. 

The marriages between British and Roman nobility further helps this link between Britain and 

Rome. Fiona Tolhurst writes that ‘[a]lthough Geoffrey's Britons try to avoid sullying their bloodline 

with Gaulish and Saxon blood, they cultivate blood ties with Rome’.14 Early on Brutus’ great-great-

grandson King Ebraucus sends his daughters to Italy to marry Trojans, a link being kept to the people 

who will become Romans. The British King Arvirargus is given Genvissa, the daughter of the Roman 

Emperor Claudius, when Claudius makes peace with Britain. This link to the Imperial House 

                                                           
12 Françoise H. M. Le Saux, A Companion to Wace (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2010), p.115. 
13 Christopher Baswell, ‘England’s Antiquities: Middle English Literature and the Classical Past’ in A Companion 
to Medieval English Literature and Culture c.1350 - c.1500, ed. by Peter Brown (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 
2007) pp.231-46 (p.233). 
14 Fiona Tolhurst, ‘The Britons as Hebrews, Romans, and Normans: Geoffrey of Monmouth’s British Epic and 
Reflections of Empress Matilda’, Arthuriana, 8.4 (1998), 69–87 (p.73). 
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demonstrates British prestige; they are not barbarians but on a similar level to the Romans. As 

discussed earlier, Severus takes a British and Roman wife and has a son through each union. Coel of 

Colchester’s daughter, Helena, marries the Roman Constantius, through which Constantine is born. 

Later Coel’s brothers become Senators after their great-nephew Constantine becomes Emperor, and 

one, Ioelinus, even marries a Roman. The son of that union, Maximianus, marries King Octavius’ 

daughter to become King of Britain. This continues - the mingling of British royal blood with Romans - 

which was disrupted through the fully British Octavius seizing power after Constantine went to Rome. 

Geoffrey mentions on Arthur’s marriage to Guinevere that ‘she was descended from a noble Roman 

family’ (p.221). All this serves to demonstrate that the British and Romans have similarly exalted blood. 

In Geoffrey, Britain remains linked to Troy through purity of blood, including unions with the also 

Trojan-descended Romans. 

As if to emphasise the importance of the Britons’ Trojan blood and link to Rome, other types 

of marriages are portrayed negatively. Brutus’ son Locrinus attempts to marry Estrildis, daughter of a 

German King, even though he is betrothed to Gwendolen, daughter of the Cornish Duke Corineus. The 

fallout from this is disastrous: Corineus nearly attacking the King, forcing Locrinus to carry on a secret 

affair until Corineus dies. Locrinus setting aside Gwendolen causes a rebellion where he, Estrildis, and 

their daughter die, Gwendolen seizing power before her and Locrinus’ son Maddan succeeds, the 

British line re-establishing itself. Locrinus’ desire foreshadows Vortigern’s marriage to Rowena, 

daughter of the Saxon Hengist. This is depicted as horrific, a lustful deed which leads to Britain falling 

to the Saxons. Geoffrey writes that ‘Satan entered his heart’ (p. 160) when Vortigern falls for Rowena. 

Wace exclaims in his text ‘God, what shame! God, what sin!’ (p. 177) at this marriage. While this 

disgust is partially due to Vortigern being Christian and Saxons being pagan, the horrified language 

emphasises the importance of British unions, not allowing the blood of any lands save Rome to mingle 

with the British. This creates a narrative theme within the Matter of Britain: the British are a race apart, 

exalted from other peoples and equal to Rome. Unions with other races are seen as abhorrent and 

usually end badly for the King involved. 
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Constantine and Christianity 

Constantine is also used for Geoffrey’s narrative to demonstrate British prowess. To the Middle Ages 

Constantine was one of the foremost rulers, the first Christian Emperor who was instrumental in 

spreading the faith. During the medieval period he was seen ‘as an imperial prototype, a point of 

reference and a symbol of imperial legitimacy and identity’.15 However, the Matter of Britain writers 

attempt to portray this eminent prince as one of the Kings of Britain. By doing so they claim a share in 

the prestige of Constantine. According to Matter of Britain texts, Constantine’s mother was Helena, 

daughter of King Coel of Colchester; Helena married the Roman Constantius who became King through 

this union. While the historical Constantine was one of the lesser Roman Emperors of the Tetrarchy 

before marching on Rome, and was first proclaimed Emperor in York, he spent little time in Britain 

and was never classed as a King of Britain. However, to Geoffrey he becomes a King of Britain, 

beginning as this rather than a Roman Emperor. Geoffrey uses this to praise the British; when the 

tyrannical Roman Emperor Maxentius forces men to flee to Britain, they tell Constantine ‘[y]ou are 

the only one of our race who is powerful enough to expel Maxentius… What prince can ever be 

compared with the King of Britain… for the might of his lusty soldiers’ (p.133). The Roman from Britain 

is identified as the best Roman and it is through Britain’s might that Christianity is brought to the 

Empire and thus the world. Changing Constantine from a Roman who ruled a domain including Britain, 

to a British King with a Roman father helps forge links between Britain and Rome and gives the British 

partial credit for the deeds of Constantine. 

Britain’s Christianity is also used to draw Rome’s achievements to Britain. According to 

Geoffrey, it is during the reign of the British King Lucius that the British convert to Christianity, long 

before Constantine brings Christianity to Rome. However, Eckhardt claims that Geoffrey 

‘acknowledges the position of Rome as a sign for a far more authoritative and stable concept than the 

fortunes of war: Rome represents the physical centre of Christianity’, hence why Cadwallader must 

                                                           
15 Raymond Van Dam, Remembering Constantine at the Milvian Bridge (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2011), p.30. 
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eventually go to Rome for the Pope to confirm him.16 Wace makes a distinction; while Geoffrey has 

Pope Eleutherius send missionaries to assist Lucius, this detail goes unmentioned by Wace. This ‘has 

as immediate consequence a reinforcement of the polarisation between Rome and Britain. The British 

church is structurally independent of Rome’, it is still linked to the Pope ‘but the bond is a loosely 

spiritual one rather than a hierarchical one’.17 The British Prophet Taliesin prophesying Christ’s birth 

demonstrates ‘that the British are shown to have an especial affinity with Christianity’, hearing about 

this event first.18 Having the British as the earlier Christian people places them as more divinely-

favoured than Rome, making Rome’s conversion appear less important and it is treated with less 

distinction by Geoffrey. Therefore, Geoffrey portrays the British as a people chosen by God, becoming 

more evident later on. Constantine bringing Christianity to Rome, rather than vice versa, makes this a 

British victory and Christianity a British trait affecting Rome rather than a mark of Roman influence. 

Later authors place less focus on Rome’s Christian links and Christianity coming to Britain from Rome, 

helping the ideas of British supremacy, Britain becoming more independent. 

The Harmful Influence of Rome 

Roman influence is seen as harmful to Britain. The peoples being linked leads to trouble, certain rulers 

prioritizing Rome over Britain. Constantine leaves Britain to become Emperor of Rome, taking others 

of the royal House with him to be inducted into the senate. This leads to Octavius usurping power 

over Britain, with none of Coel’s relatives to challenge him. Constantine leaves Roman Proconsuls to 

hold Britain, but Octavius kills them and takes control himself, demonstrating again British superiority 

and implying that only British rulers can keep Britain ordered. The implication could be that 

Constantine should have left kin to rule Britain, rather than placing his great-uncles in Rome’s 

institutions while Romans ruled Britain. Constantine’s death is not even mentioned in Geoffrey’s 

narrative, he disappears due to being in Rome rather than Britain. We can therefore see that even if 

                                                           
16Eckhardt, ‘Middle English Chronicles’, pp.195-96. 
17Le Saux, Wace, p.118. 
18Ibid, p. 117. 
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Constantine performed great deeds, Roman interests led to Britain being pushed aside and weakened. 

Robert Hanning writes that by having this disorder caused by a King going to Rome ‘Constantine’s 

behaviour sums up the dangers of Roman imperialism in Britain’.19 Roman rule means that Britain’s 

rulers and resources are directed towards Rome rather than on keeping order in Britain. Constantine 

disappears from the narrative as he is no longer a British King. It becomes more evident that Rome is 

not bringing benefits into Britain but leeching away the best of Britain and inviting instability. 

Further problems arise from prioritizing Rome over Britain: Maximianus decides to use British 

forces to expand his dominions and eventually tries to seize the whole Empire, like his cousin 

Constantine. Maximianus is more Roman, having a Roman mother and is apparently raised in Rome, 

meaning that he is unconcerned with ruling Britain. Saux summarises that:  

[a]s a result of having chosen as king someone whose priority was his Roman 

ambitions, the British have to rely for the first time on Roman help; and the 

Romans will then abandon them, as being a troublesome and ruinous 

investment.20 

Maximianus is assassinated in Rome and his British forces scattered, leaving Britain open to attack by 

other powers. Octavius’ nephew Conan Meriadoc, another contender for the throne, has been sent 

to rule Brittany by Maximianus and draws away many Britons for colonisation, further demonstrating 

Rome’s influence is damaging Britain. As Saux writes ‘Britain provides Rome with power, riches and 

leaders, while Rome proves to be unable to give anything in exchange’.21 Geoffrey laments that ‘the 

madness of Maximianus’ (p.147) has left Britain so weak, Rome taking many men and then not helping 

Britain when it is under attack. Although Britain and Rome are linked, the Matter of Britain depicts 

Rome leaving Britain too weak to defend itself due to Romans caring more about Imperial ambitions. 

Some blame is still attached to Britain for rejecting Roman rule. When the Romans decide to 

leave Britain for the last time they claim that Britain has often been resentful of Roman rule, which is 

                                                           
19 Robert W. Hanning, The Vision of History in Early Britain: From Gildas to Geoffrey of Monmouth (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1969), p.146. 
20 Le Saux, Wace, p.115. 
21 Ibid, p.120. 
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supported by Britain’s near-continual rebellion against Roman rule. A speech in Geoffrey as the 

Romans leave states that Rome helped the people when they were ‘sheep wandering without a 

shepherd’, but ‘the Romans are tired of all this perpetual travelling-about’ (p.146) to protect Britain. 

Wace highlights this more, the Romans stating ‘you never gave us loyalty and affection… You seek us 

to help with your needs, promising us loyalty and peace’ (p.157) but once they no longer need Rome 

the British move against them. This implies that Britain brought trouble on itself through its continual 

rebellions against Rome. Even though Rome enabled division in Britain, the resentment the British in 

the Historia hold against Rome assisted these problems. 

The immediate aftermath of the Romans leaving Britain, however, is a resounding word on 

how Rome left Britain. When Brittany’s ruler Aldroenus, descended from Conan Meriadoc, is asked to 

rule Britain he states that ‘[g]reater than all its other evils is the harm done to it by the overlordship 

of the Romans’, going from there being ‘no more fertile country in existence’ (p.150) to Aldroenus 

having no interest in ruling it. Even though Aldroenus sends his brother Constantine to rule Britain he 

rejected it due to ruling Brittany, again showing that Brittany has drawn away assistance from Britain. 

However, Bretons are depicted as being pure British, their rulers descended from Conan and his line 

gaining power brings stability, indicating the fully British Conan should have ruled instead of the more 

Roman Maximianus. This all leads to Geoffrey demonstrating how confusion of the distinctions 

between Britain and Rome is what led to Britain weakening, portraying Rome in a very negative sense 

and through implication condemning those who consider Rome to take precedent over Britain. 

Belinus and Brennius 

For Britain to ultimately surpass Rome despite being invaded, a historical precedent was needed. A 

major defeat of Rome was when the city was sacked in c.390 BC. Sheila Brynjulfson writes that 

 [w]e know from many ancient sources which predate Geoffrey that Rome 
was indeed sacked in 390 B.C., and that the raid was led by a man named 
Brennus, but he and his invading horde were Gallic, not British.22  

                                                           
22 Shelia Brynjulfson, Geoffrey of Monmouth and the History of the Kings of Britain by Sheila Brynjulfson (2008) 
<http://www.vortigernstudies.org.uk/artgue/guestsheila3.htm> [accessed 20 July 2018]. 
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Geoffrey rewrites this event, creating from Brennus the British King Brennius, who with the aid of his 

brother Belinus takes control of Gaul and then attacks Rome. This is the first meeting between Britain 

and Rome in the Matter of Britain and it results in Rome’s defeat and submission to Britain. The 

Romans act unscrupulously; the Consuls ‘realized that no people was strong enough to resist the fury 

of Belinus and Brennius’ (p.97), and so buy them off with treasure and hostages. The Romans then 

break the pact, leading the British to ‘take vengeance on the Romans for having broken the treaty’ 

(p.97). The Romans are depicted as being on the wrong side of history in this version, Britain having 

cause to attack them for broken agreements. 

In order to keep an impression of triumph in this version of events, Geoffrey does not go into 

detail on the end of Brennius’ rule, stating he will not describe their death ‘for the histories of Rome 

explain these matters’ (p.99). By doing so, Geoffrey draws attention away from the fact that in Roman 

accounts the Romans killed the Brennus who attacked Rome, instead ending this event on a positive 

note, the British rule of Rome. Layamon even alters this to Brennius governing Rome for 15 years until 

his death, establishing that for a long time Britain ruled Rome (p.155). Through Belinus and Brennius 

Britain is established as Rome’s superior, gaining the first victory. Belinus and Brennius are also 

superior to Rome as they originally fought over Britain after their father Dunvallo Molmutius’ death, 

but resolved their dispute and are therefore strong enough to beat Rome. This story invokes Romulus 

and Remus, the brothers who allegedly founded Rome. Romulus slew Remus and continued ruling 

Rome, this is brought up in Layamon to justify attacking Rome. As Rome’s founding rests on such 

dispute they are contrasted with the Britain of Belinus and Brennius who are united and thus mightier. 

As I will discuss later, these brothers are brought up in Arthurian narratives to justify the British claim 

to Rome, proving integral to this theme in the Matter of Britain. 

Belinus and Brennius are more important to Britain’s relationship with Rome in Wace and 

Layamon. Geoffrey’s Caesar attempted to extract tribute from Britain as he believed they were too 
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weak to resist him; Wace ‘puts the decision firmly against the backdrop of the sack of Rome’.23 While 

Brennius and Belinus go unmentioned by Geoffrey at this point in the narrative, Wace brings it up as 

an argument for why Caesar is attacking Britain. In Wace’s account, Caesar states that ‘[w]e must 

certainly let them know now that Rome wields a rather different power. Fortune has turned her wheel 

and Rome is strengthened again’ (p.99). There is more anger evident between the British and Roman 

rulers in Layamon; Cassivelaunus ‘was furiously angry’ at Caesar’s letter and ‘in great anger he had a 

letter written lacking any form of greeting’ (p.191). When he receives this reply, Caesar is so angry he 

throws the letter on the ground and threatens to ‘seize the king of the country and burn him alive’ 

(p.193); the feud between the peoples is far more vicious than the claim of equality and respect in 

earlier accounts. Layamon even has Cassivelaunus write that he should be Caesar’s liege due to Belinus 

and Brennius conquering Rome. Due to this, the history of British-Roman relationships appears to 

have truly begun with Rome being sacked. Rome tries to take revenge on Britain for this through 

conquering them, succeeding before its eventual fall to the British Arthur. 

*** 

From the above we can see the context of Rome’s appearances in the Matter of Britain. Rome is 

pictured as the rival to Britain throughout history. The people of Britain come from Aeneas and the 

Trojans, as do the Romans, but early on the peoples split, Brutus leading his Trojans to Britain. The 

two peoples are depicted as mingling, with numerous British-Roman marriages being portrayed 

positively, in contrast to how marriages by Britons to other people threaten stability. However, even 

though Rome was thought of highly in medieval culture, it is ultimately an enemy in the Matter of 

Britain. Belinus and Brennius being the first interaction between Britain and Rome sets the tone for 

the two peoples’ interactions: Britain being superior and there being hostility between the two 

peoples. Wace and Layamon portray Belinus and Brennius as Caesar’s motivation for attacking Britain. 

Britain is also portrayed as a Christian land earlier than Rome; Constantine is a British King, giving the 

                                                           
23 Le Saux, Wace, p.114.  
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British a share in successfully bringing Christianity to the Empire. However, Constantine’s Roman 

priorities lead to him losing control over Britain, highlighting that the mingling of Britain and Rome is 

harmful. Finally, a later King Maximian, despite his British father, demonstrates his Roman loyalties by 

using the British to seize the Empire. Ultimately this proves futile, he dies in Rome and Britain is left 

too weak to fight off further attacks as Rome leaves them defenceless. British defeats by Rome are 

justified by the Matter of Britain writers through internal division, such as Cassivelaunus being 

betrayed by his nephew, while in straightforward battles the British defeat Rome. The overall result is 

a narrative linking Britain to Rome but demonstrating that the British are superior and that the Romans 

are a harmful force to Britain even when there is a guise of unity between the peoples. 
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Chapter 2: The Demonization of the Romans 

The Romans have left the Matter of Britain narrative for a time and then reappear during King Arthur’s 

reign. The leader of the Romans, Lucius Tiberius (or Hiberius), sends a message stating that Britain has 

not paid tribute to Rome and Arthur has killed Frollo, a vassal of the Romans who ruled Gaul. Therefore, 

Arthur should surrender himself to Rome’s judgement or Rome will declare war.24 Arthur responds by 

stating that Rome should submit to him. Lucius gathers an army but is defeated and killed in battle 

with Arthur’s forces. Throughout this narrative the Romans are portrayed demonically: for example, 

they worship Pagan Gods in Layamon, and their armies include giants in versions such as the 

Alliterative Morte Arthure. Rome was traditionally seen as Christianity’s seat in the Middle Ages, yet 

in Arthurian literature the Romans’ forces are from lands associated with paganism. However, a 

noticeable shift in the Romans can be seen in the Vulgate Cycle’s last piece, where the Romans do not 

have such demonic traits and are not as significant to the overall plot. Yet the overall portrayal of the 

Romans in most of the texts from Geoffrey of Monmouth to Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d'Arthur 

(written in the 1460s) is of them embodying the enemies of Britain and the Christian-west. 

Roman Behaviour 

The Romans are established from early on to be antagonistic towards Arthur through their 

ambassadors’ arrival. In Geoffrey, Lucius’ letter is contemptuous towards Arthur, calling him ‘insolent’ 

(p.230), and ending by insulting Arthur’s ‘insane behaviour’ (p.231). This lack of decorum already 

demonstrates that the Romans are antagonistic and less civilised than Arthur, who does not react 

violently to this insult. In Robert de Boron’s Perceval, written in the late twelfth or early thirteenth-

century, Boron portrays the ambassadors as particularly unpleasant. Rather than delivering a letter, 

an ambassador speaks ‘haughtily’, calls the Britons ‘base men’, and says they should be ‘slaves’ (p.162) 

                                                           
24 Lucius Tiberius is listed as a Procurator of the Romans in Historia regum Britanniae, the Emperor being Leo, 
but in most of the later accounts Lucius is the Emperor. His name alternates in this text between Tiberius and 
Hiberius. 
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due to Caesar’s conquest of Britain.25 From early on the Romans, therefore, appear antagonistic, their 

ambassadors rudely disrespecting Arthur’s court, in contrast to Arthurs’ polite offer for them to sit 

and eat. The Romans are quickly framed as unlikable, establishing them as proud and overbearing - 

less civilised than Arthur. We can thus see a shift in priorities: Boron’s Romans are portrayed more 

negatively, and are established as more villainous from the very start. 

Roman Troops 

The forces that the Romans gather in Historia regum Britanniae demonstrates the priorities of 

Geoffrey in his depiction of the Romans. The Romans, or at least the forces allied to them, are initially 

shown not to be from lands associated with Christianity.26 The Romans’ allies are from non-Christian 

locations, including Spain, Africa, Asia, and Greece. The names of Lucius’ allies are influenced by more 

contemporary events rather than real sixth-century figures. There is Mustenar, King of the Africans, 

who shares his name with two rulers in Spain and an eleventh-century Caliph of Egypt, Abū Tamīm 

Ma'ad al-Mustanṣir, whom Geoffrey would have likely known of. Geoffrey mentions the King of Spain 

Ali Fatima, a name invoking Islam due to the merging of the names of Muhammed’s cousin/son-in-

law Ali and daughter Fatima. The geography is also significant. Spain had been under mainly Muslim 

control for centuries, and even though by the twelfth-century Christians held much of Spain, it was 

still a land associated with Islam. 27  Spain comes across as a place where Christianity ends and 

paganism begins in much of medieval literature, including The Song of Roland (composed c.1040-

1115).28 Due to this, Spain is usually allied to Rome in depictions of Arthur’s conflict with Rome. The 

Romans’ lack of Christianity is, therefore, demonstrated through their troops whom come from non-

                                                           
25 Robert De Boron, Merlin and the Grail: Joseph of Arimathea, Merlin, Perceval; the Trilogy of Prose Romances, 
trans. by Nigel Bryant (Woodbridge: Brewer, 2003). All subsequent references are to this edition and are given 
parenthetically in the text. 
26This is detailed by John S. P. Tatlock, ‘Certain Contemporaneous Matters in Geoffrey of Monmouth’, 
Speculum, 6.2 (1931), 206–24. 
27 For a discussion of Islam concerning Medieval Spain, see Richard Fletcher, Moorish Spain (London: Phoenix 
Press, 1992). 
28 Anon., The Song of Roland, ed. by Dorothy L. Sayers (London: Penguin Books, 1977). All subsequent 
references are to this edition and are given parenthetically in the text. 
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Christian lands, specifically associating the Romans with Islam, and enabling the Arthurian writers to 

depict Rome as being clearly in the wrong. 

While Arthur gathers forces from the north-westerly side of the world, such as Britain, Norway, 

Denmark and Gaul, Rome calls troops from lands outside the Papal sphere of influence, to the south 

and east. The division between Arthur and Rome’s allies can be seen when Arthur holds court at 

Caerleon, at which Rome’s envoys come and war begins. Geoffrey writes that ‘there remained no 

prince of any distinction this side of Spain who did not come when he received his invitation’ (p.227), 

drawing a line between those with Arthur and those against Arthur. As noted earlier Spain was 

associated with the non-Christian world, so is used as the dividing line for Arthurs’ Empire and 

Christendom by Geoffrey. From a geographical perspective this is not entirely accurate, Rome being 

based in Italy, but Spain symbolically acts as the border where true Christianity ends. Therefore, those 

who are not with Arthur are from the other side of Spain in a geographic and cultural sense. Even 

before the Romans appear a distinction is being made with Arthur’s court, those with him are allied 

with the Christian west, and those who are not with Arthur are the enemies of the Christian west. 

The Influence of the Crusades 

Arthur’s war with Rome is likely influenced by the Crusades, which began in the tenth-century and 

greatly influenced western perceptions of the east. The enemies Arthur faces are identified with 

enemies of the Crusaders. In Geoffrey’s account the Emperor of Rome is referred to as Leo - he has 

the same name as two Byzantine Emperors during the fifth-century, near to when this war was set. 

However, John S. P. Tatlock writes that the name may be influenced by the Armenian ruler Leo I, who, 

despite his links to western rulers joined the Turks and fought his nephew-in-law Bohemond. Tatlock 

writes on Leo I’s name being used for the Emperor that ‘[t]hese facts show that this prince of a mostly 

heretic and schismatic people loomed rather large and unfavorably in the affairs of the Latin East.’29 

Though Leo’s role as Roman Emperor was taken by Lucius, usage of the name Leo demonstrates how 

                                                           
29 Tatlock, ‘Certain Contemporaneous Matters’, p.216. 
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strongly these Romans are depicted as the west’s antagonists from early on. The Emperor in Geoffrey 

would through their name be associated with a supposed Christian to the west who joined the pagans, 

creating further antagonism from the audience to the Romans. 

Romans being a people Christian in name but not deed, such as through their allies, is a major 

motif in Arthur’s Roman war. This can be based on impressions of Byzantium: though the Byzantines 

were Christians, literature of the Crusades saw them and their Emperor as favouring non-Christians. 

The Byzantines were willing to use Turks as mercenaries, and even conducted relatively friendly 

negotiations with Islamic rulers, negotiating peace and even allowing a Mosque to be built in 

Constantinople. The Western Crusaders, who saw Islam as their inherent enemy, perceived this as the 

Byzantines favouring Muslims.30 Therefore, at the time that Arthur’s war with Rome was first being 

written down by Geoffrey, his society would have a negative impression of an Eastern Empire that was 

antagonistic to Christianity and friendly to Islam. 

These mentalities influence Arthurian depictions of Rome. Byzantium considered itself a 

continuation of the Roman Empire, ruling over the Eastern Empire.31 Even though the Romans of the 

Historia and associated works are from Rome, Romans using Eastern troops and having an Empire 

largely consisting of the East would more invoke the Byzantine Empire to Geoffrey’s twelfth-century 

audience. This may have historical basis. During the sixth-century, when the Roman war is set, the 

Byzantine Emperor Justinian attempted to restore the western Empire. Geoffrey writing of Romans 

campaigning for power in the west acts as a fictionalized symbolic version of this. The perception of 

the Byzantine Empire during Geoffrey’s life is the basis for this depiction of the attempted re-

establishment of Roman power over the west. As a reflection on the Eastern Empire using non-

Christian troops Wace’s Romans have an army where ‘many pagan kings and dukes mingled with the 

Christians’ (p.315), contrasting Arthur’s entirely Christian army. The knight Hyrelgas tells Arthur’s 

                                                           
30 Jonathan Harris, Byzantium and the Crusades, 2nd edn (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014), p.3. 
31 A. P. Kazhdan and Annabel Jane Wharton, Change in Byzantine Culture in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985), p.1. 
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forces to kill the Christians ‘who have united with the heathen to destroy Christianity’ (p.319). The 

Romans’ role is to threaten not only Britain but Christianity, through their unity with pagans. 

British and Roman Christianity 

Rome’s lack of Christianity is taken further in Boron’s account of the Romans. Lucius’ forces include 

the King of Spain, who is explicitly called a Saracen, and this King’s brother, a Sultan, and when Lucius 

meets the Sultan ‘[n]either his Christian faith nor his baptism stopped him kissing him full on the lips, 

and all the Roman senators bowed deeply to him, they knew well enough how he defied God’ (p.165). 

The Romans are portrayed as false Christians, their leading officials happily submitting to Pagan rulers. 

Boron adds another significant feature in Rome’s relationship with pagans, stating ‘[t]he Emperor 

transgressed mightily against God and Holy Church, for he took the Sultan’s daughter as his wife – a 

beautiful woman indeed, but an infidel’ (pp.165-66). Christian to non-Christian unions were looked 

upon as shameful and unnatural to Medieval Christendom. Lucius’ marriage invites association with 

Vortigern, the usurping King of Britain who marries the heathen Hengist’s daughter Rowena and 

allows the Saxons to enter Britain before Arthur’s family kills him. Just as Vortigern’s actions almost 

destroyed Britain, the implication could be that Lucius may destroy Christendom through using Pagans. 

This works to show that the Romans are destroying Christianity through their willingness to ally closely 

with Pagans, their Emperor even marrying one. Earlier in Boron’s Merlin we hear of Saxons attacking 

Britain and ‘many from the Roman Empire’ (p.63) fighting Christians, connecting pagan Saxons and 

Romans even earlier. Though Rome is nominally Christian and during the medieval era was the seat 

of Christianity, the Rome of Arthurian literature is more based on perceptions of the Byzantine Empire, 

favouring pagans over Christians. 

Roman leaders are not outright pagans but nominal Christians who still cling to paganism to 

hold power and invade Christian nations. Boron’s Perceval depicts the Roman leaders as such false 

Christians that they even have trouble gaining local support; when Lucius marries the Sultan’s 

daughter in Perceval ‘the common people of Rome were most distressed, and kept saying the emperor 
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had lost much of his faith’ (p.166). The Senators and Emperor are presented as the pagans’ allies, not 

the people of Rome. The presence of a Papacy in Rome helps this assertion that Rome is a city of 

lapsed Christians, or at least its elite has lapsed. Arthur, therefore, appears more a liberator, who is 

restoring Christianity to a Rome which is lapsing back into paganism. 

The Christianity of Arthur’s force is an aspect that is emphasised to place him in contrast with 

the Romans; this is demonstrated through the character of Priamus. In the Alliterative Morte Arthure, 

Gawain fights the knight Priamus, a scene also appearing in Malory’s Le Morte d'Arthur. Due to this 

encounter Priamus converts to Christianity, joining the Round Table.32 Malory has Gawain state ‘[a]nd 

now is he yolden unto God and to me, sir kyng, for to become Cyrsten and on good beleve’ (p.143).33 

It is specifically noted that the deeds of Arthur’s Knights are what bring about this conversion, 

contrasting the Romans who use non-Christians. Priamus is apparently the heir to the Empires of the 

East, effectively representing the Orient in one person. His submission and conversion effectively 

demonstrates Arthur’s power in a Crusading context as Arthur’s Christian forces spread Christianity. 

As a result Arthur’s forces in the Roman war further appear the embodiment of Christianity, leading 

Pagans to Christianity, in contrast to the Romans using pagans to fight Christians. 

Chanson Pagans 

The Romans in most Arthurian literature owe more to the Chanson de Gestes genre than to realistically 

historical Romans. Aspects of the earliest depictions of Arthur’s war with Rome, such as the vast 

warfare between the armies of East and West and the singular combats between various champions, 

invokes such works as The Song of Roland, one of the most popular poems of the High Middle Ages 

when Geoffrey of Monmouth was writing. As a result, the audience is meant to hold utter enmity 

towards the Romans, recognizing the motifs as those of the Chansons they were familiar with. Linking 

Arthur’s Roman campaign to these poems places Arthur’s forces in the role of Chanson heroes, 

                                                           
32 This counters Arthur killing a Giant earlier in the Alliterative text. The Giant does not convert to Christianity 
and is noted as killing Christian children, framing Arthurs’ opponents as threats to Christianity. 
33 Thomas Malory, ‘Le Morte d’Arthur’ in Malory Works, ed. by Eugène Vinaver, 2nd edn (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1977). All subsequent references are to this edition and are given parenthetically in the text. 
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meaning that the Romans are playing the role of pagans. Geoffrey refers to ‘the Twelve Peers from 

the various regions of Gaul’ (p.228) coming to Arthur’s court and joining him in his war against Rome. 

The Twelve Peers were figures of the Matter of France, the genre to which The Song of Roland belongs. 

By placing them within this account, Arthur is associated with heroes of French literature such as 

Charlemagne and Roland. As the heroes of the Chansons are identified with Arthur, Arthur’s 

adversaries would, to the medieval mind, be identified with the Chansons’ villains, monstrous pagans 

intending to destroy Christianity. 

There are other ways in which the war between Arthur and Rome follow the motifs of a 

Chanson. Suzanne Conklin Akbari writes on Islam in Medieval Chansons, saying that ‘Muslims are 

depicted as similar to Christians: the structure of their armies, their kings, and their martial techniques 

are essentially the same’.34 The Romans are clearly portrayed as countering Arthur, the similarities 

highlighting the differences. Both armies gather a force from various lands: Arthur from Christian 

Europe, Lucius from the Pagan East. Both draw up their armies in a similar manner and give the 

traditional speech encouraging their troops, though the speeches have significant differences. The 

result is reminding the audience of poems that would be so familiar to their culture, and thus the 

Romans are placed in the role of the pagans to the audience. 

A further connection to The Song of Roland and its associated genre is created through the 

contrast between Arthur and Lucius’ nephews. In the Historia Lucius’ nephew, Gaius Quintillanus, 

recklessly insults the British embassy, stating the Britons were better at boasting than fighting; 

Arthur’s hot-headed nephew, Gawain, kills Quintillanus (p.241). This incident may take inspiration 

from The Song of Roland. Here the Spanish King Marsile’s nephew Aelroth, who has asked to strike 

against the Franks and Roland, is killed by Charlemagne’s nephew, Roland, after speaking ‘evil words’ 

against the French, ‘[v]illainous Franks… Your king lacked wit who in the passes left you. Fair France 

                                                           
34 Suzanne Conklin Akbari, Idols in the East: European Representations of Islam and the Orient, 1100 - 1450, 
(Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 2012), p.206. 
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will lose her honour in this venture’ (p.98). The nephews of both rulers in The Song of Roland being 

reckless and eager for confrontation could be echoed in Geoffrey’s depiction of Gawain and Gaius. 

These connections enable Arthur’s war with Rome to be seen in a similar light. The result of using 

features associated with Chansons is that the Romans are associated with Chanson Pagans, and are 

more clearly villains. 

Lucius Hiberius 

Lucius Tiberius/Hiberius is the main enemy of Arthur during the Roman campaign, whether Procurator 

or Emperor, he is leading the army against Arthur. It is possible that he was based on Glycerius, who 

was briefly western Emperor during the reign of the Eastern Emperor Leo I, but ultimately Lucius is 

not rooted in a realistic interpretation of history. The name Hiberius is significant, Hiberia being Latin 

for Spain. Wace, when writing of Lucius, states ‘Lucius was born in Spain’ and makes the Spanish 

connection more explicit (p.313). As mentioned earlier, Spain was associated with Islam, so by having 

a Spanish Roman leader, writers including Geoffrey and Wace attach antagonistic traits to Lucius. 

Furthermore, Layamon’s Lucius outright invokes Mahoun, to demonstrate his opposition to 

Christianity.35 Lucius is a semi-heroic figure; he fights valiantly and kills many opponents, thus proving 

that he is a worthy adversary for Arthur.36 In some ways, he could be compared to Baligant, the Emir 

of Babylon from The Song of Roland, whom brings a vast army to attack Charlemagne and is portrayed 

as a heroic villain. Lucius’ heroism highlights Arthur and the Britons’ prowess as they manage to defeat 

his forces; he is a formidable opponent. However, Lucius villainous for his associations with non-

Christianity, which is inherent to his name; and is still identified as menacing to demonstrate why 

Arthur must defy Rome. 

 

 

                                                           
35 The invocation of Mahoun will be discussed later in this chapter. 
36 The idea of having a worthy adversary is a standard trope for the Chansons which influenced Arthurian 
literature. 
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Pagan Gods 

The Pagan deities that Layamon uses in his Brut (c.1190-1215) are Chanson motifs. In Geoffrey and 

Wace, the Roman forces are apparently composed of Christians and Pagans, but in Layamon’s account 

the Romans are explicitly pagan; Arthur, in his pre-battle speech, calls the Romans ‘a heathen people… 

[t]hey deny our Lord and commit themselves to Mahoun’ (p.701). While Geoffrey and Wace present 

Romans as poor Christians using pagans, Layamon depicts an explicitly pagan Rome. Emperor Lucius 

proves Arthur’s claim of Rome’s paganism by telling his troops ‘[m]ay Mahoun be merciful to you’ 

(p.703). This contrasts Arthur’s statement that Britain’s forces will ‘by the will of God who controls all 

actions, lay them low’ (p.701), tying in with Akbari’s statement that the Muslims of Chansons are 

similar to Christians, ‘the main thing that sets them apart is their religion’.37  The Romans have 

similarities to the Christian Britons, but are contrasted through their Pagan worship. 

Mahoun/Mahound is a name frequently invoked by the Chanson Pagans, and a derogatory 

version of the name of the Muslim Prophet Muhammed. These invocations make little sense from a 

historical perspective, as Islam is strictly monotheistic, Muhammed is never worshiped, and is not 

even born by the earlier sixth-century when Arthur’s war against Rome is set. However, this is a 

standard trope, in medieval literature: the use of Mahound unambiguously depicting villains. Hence, 

the Romans are effectively the Chansons’ Mahound-worshiping Pagans, clearly demonising them. 

Layamon throughout his Brut frequently shows Pagans invoking the names of their deities, and the 

Romans invoke this ‘deity’, Mahound. 

Romans as thinly-veiled versions of Chanson pagans make an appearance early in Layamon’s 

work. When Belinus and Brennius march on Rome, the Romans state that Tervagant ‘is our god in this 

land’ (p.139). Tervagant/Termagant was another of the Pagan Gods of the Chansons, the origin of this 

name is unclear but, to a medieval audience, is definitely recognized as a standard Pagan God and 

associated with Islam.38 The Romans fighting Belinus and Brennius later mention their ‘might god, who 

                                                           
37 Akbari, Idols in the East, p.206. 
38 Ibid, p.203. 
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is called Dagon’ (p.141), a God worshiped by the Philistines, thereby conflating Romans with 

antagonists of the Old Testament. Though Christianity would have not even had existed when 

Brennius and Belinus attacked Rome, Layamon still depicts the Romans as monstrous pagans whom 

worship Gods that are enemies of Gods’ worshipers. By drawing attention away from Rome’s 

association with Christianity, and instead focusing on the way in which the Romans continually 

worship Pagan Gods from Philistines and the Chanson Pagans, Layamon strengthens the idea of Rome 

being a cultural other to the Christian Britons. 

Foreign Lands 

The association between the Romans with non-Christian lands continues throughout Medieval 

Arthurian literature, where the Roman troops frequently include Saracens, a term which for much of 

the medieval period effectively referred to people in a religious and geographic sense, as Muslims 

from the East. While in twelfth-century Arthurian texts the Romans are mainly represented as an 

Islamic Other, Peter H. Goodrich details a shift in geography; he states that 

[t]he Roman army assembled by Lucius is said to contain troops from 
Saracen territories annexed to the Empire. Yet the list does not display a very 
clear grasp of temporal geopolitical realities, for it represents the Empire as 
unified and pagan despite a papal presence, and conflates areas ruled by 
Rome before the Germanic invasions of the fifth and sixth centuries with 
those coming under Islamic rather than Roman overlordship after the 
seventh century.39 

Effectively Rome represents all enemies of Britain and Christianity as one. Even if not from regions 

ruled by Rome, for the purposes of the authors from Geoffrey to Malory, the Roman forces must 

include all lands which are not Christian. This is prominent in Malory’s text through mentions of Rome 

and Sarras, a mythical land of Saracens. Dorsey Armstrong states that ‘repeatedly Malory tells his 

reader that “the Romans and the Sarazens”’ attack and retreat, ‘whatever these two peoples do in the 

                                                           
39 Peter H. Goodrich, ‘Saracens and Islamic Alterity in Malory’s “Le Morte Darthur”’, Arthuriana, 16.4 (2006), 
10–28 (p.13). 
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Roman war section, they do it together’.40 They are not entirely assimilated together, but Malory 

creates an impression of Romans and Pagans working together against Britain. 

A similar strategy appears in the Alliterative Morte Arthure, which demonstrates general 

hostility towards Rome and Italy. Joseph L. Grossi also argues that the typically medieval view was that 

Rome and Italy were not truly part of the Christian world; for example he says that the poet of the 

Alliterative Morte Arthur ‘offers dramatic historical “evidence” for the suggestion that English readers 

should maintain a cautious and vigilant attitude toward Italy’.41 Continuing, Grossi also states that 

Lydgate’s Fall of Princes and Capgrave’s Solace of Pilgrims will insist, in 
different ways, that Italy, far from offering convincing claims that its ancient 
Roman past should be venerated uncritically, instead ought to be seen as a 
hybrid landscape, one of monstrous paganism lurking beneath surface 
Christianization.42  

While Rome was Christian, it had been a pagan country, and that area of Rome’s past is used to oppose 

its renown. 

Roman troops in the Alliterative text are associated with Genoa, a merchant city in Northern 

Italy. Lucius gathers ‘[m]any giaunt of Gene’ (l.559a), and later ‘the genatours of Gene’ (l.2897a) are 

part of the Roman forces. The Genoese giants in the Roman army, according to Grossi, ‘appear solely 

as aggressors armed not with sanctity but with satanic evil’, and ‘the poet hints that mercenaries 

(particularly from Genoa), whoever their current employers may be, are descended from devils’, thus 

demonising the Romans more for using such troops.43 Rome, therefore, especially in the Alliterative 

Morte Arthure, is there to present an image of a demonic Italy, which is not truly part of the Christian 

west. 

 

                                                           
40 Dorsey Armstrong, ‘Trudging toward Rome, Drifting toward Sarras’, in Mapping Malory: Regional Identities 
and National Geographies in Le Morte Darthur, ed. by Dorsey Armstrong and Kenneth Hodges (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), pp.101-34 (p.102). 
41 Joseph L. Grossi, ‘Uncommon Fatherland: Medieval English Perceptions of Rome and Italy’ (unpublished PhD 
Thesis, The Ohio State University, 1999), p.106. 
42 Ibid, p.107. 
43 Ibid, p.103. 
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Giants 

Associating giants with the Romans demonises Rome in the Historia. In most Medieval versions of 

Arthur’s war against Rome from Geoffrey of Monmouth to Malory’s account, before meeting Lucius’ 

army, Arthur fights and kills a giant on Mont. Saint Michel, whom has kidnapped, raped, and murdered 

a noblewoman. Arthur, after declaring war on Rome, has a dream in which a dragon defeats a bear. 

Though Arthur is told the dream symbolizes himself battling a giant, Arthur thinks it predicts his 

confrontation with the Romans, thus creating a link between the Giant and Rome. The connection is 

emphasised through Geoffrey mentioning that the Giant is from Spain, similar to the Romans’ troops 

and the Romans’ leader Lucius Hiberius. Suitably, the Alliterative Morte Arthur calls it ‘[a] grete giaunt 

of Gene,   engendered of fendes’ (l. 843a-b), linking it to the giants in the Roman army. Though the 

giant is not directly affiliated with Rome, it personifies the role of the Romans, an incarnation of what 

Rome represents in Arthurian literature. Rome, just as the giant, is a powerful force which threatens 

civilisation and is associated with less Christian lands but is beaten by Arthur, this, in turn, casting the 

Romans as a more monstrous enemy. 

The depiction of Rome as something monstrous, seen through the giant, is assisted by the fact 

that later texts have giants as part of the Roman army. In the Alliterative Morte Arthure, after Arthur 

has beaten the Giant, the text states that the Roman army has ‘[s]ixty giauntes before,   engendered 

with fendes, / With witches and warlaws’ (ll.612a-13a). Rebecca S. Beal thinks that ‘[b]y rendering the 

first giant as evil personified, and then setting Genoan giants among the Romans, pagans, and others 

that Arthurs army will meet later, the poem emphasizes Arthur’s moral status’.44 Malory notably keeps 

this aspect in his depiction of Arthur’s war against Rome, stating that the Emperor ‘had gotyn with 

hym fyffty gyauntys that were engendirde with fendis’ (p.117). The giant thereby appears a prelude 

to the whole Roman army; having such a being in their army, enables the Romans to look more 

menacing. 

                                                           
44 Rebecca S. Beal, ‘Arthur as the Bearer of Civilization: The “Alliterative Morte Arthure,” Ll. 901-19’, 
Arthuriana, 5.4 (1995), 32–44 (p.40). 
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Romans in La Mort le Roi Artu 

However, La Mort le Roi Artu, the last book of the Vulgate Cycle, counters the usual demonization of 

the Romans. This account significantly changes Arthur’s reign from earlier accounts. Less attention 

and time is devoted to the Roman campaign, which is effectively limited to just a single battle. The 

Roman army is not comprised of Saracens and Pagans, it appears to be simply a Roman force. The text 

even admires the Romans, stating that Gawain ‘if he had not been so full of chivalry the Romans would 

not have been defeated, however many men there had been against them’ (p.191), and even then, 

Gawain still dies from wounds he receives from fighting the Romans.45 There is also sympathy for the 

slain Romans; when Arthur kills Emperor Lucius the text states ‘[t]his was a great shame, because he 

was a very fine knight and only a young man’ (p.190). The Romans do not appear narratively necessary: 

Arthur has already left Britain to war against Lancelot in France, enabling Mordred to usurp power. 

The result, here, is that the very existence of the Roman campaign stands out in this text, breaking the 

narrative direction and, subsequently, appearing unneeded. 

However, it is possible that the Romans are included to lessen Arthur’s clear heroism, the 

Vulgate Cycle detailing the more flawed nature of Camelot: Arthur engages in an unjust war against 

Lancelot, who does not mean him harm and has willingly gone into exile. Fighting clearly evil foes 

before his confrontation with the treacherous Mordred would break the pattern of moral ambiguity, 

so the Romans, like Lancelot, are portrayed with positive aspects to their characters and not as clear-

cut villains. Therefore, despite Arthur’s battle with Rome being a traditional part of the mythos, the 

Romans are not depicted as monstrous, and sympathy is even given to them. Rosemary Morris argues 

that 'the aged Arthur's triumph over the knightly young emperor is seen as a tragedy rather than a 

triumph: a defiance of the natural order which accords well’ with the work and its tragic outcome.46 

Here, the impression we get from the Romans’ defeat is sadness rather than jubilation; the Romans 

                                                           
45 Anon., ‘La Mort le Roi Artu’ in The Death of King Arthur, trans. by James Cable (London: Penguin, 1971) 
pp.023-236. All subsequent references are to this edition and are given parenthetically in the text. 
46 Rosemary Morris, The Character of King Arthur in Medieval Literature (Woodbridge: Brewer, 1985), p.69. 
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are un-demonized in this part of the Arthurian canon, no longer being pagans or associated with the 

East, the war against them generating a theme of tragedy and loss. 

*** 

Generally, the Romans are heavily demonized in the Arthurian canon in order to justify Arthur’s 

actions. The Romans’ troops are mainly from locations considered to be non-Christian, such as Spain 

and Africa, and their forces often being referred to as Saracens. An image is built that the Romans are 

false Christians, Wace mentioning Christians and Pagans mingling in the Roman forces, and Boron 

stating that the Emperor’s Christianity does not prevent his alliance with a Sultan, or marriage to the 

Sultan’s daughter. Layamon develops this further, with his Lucius invoking Mahoun, and depicting the 

Romans who fight Belinus and Brennius as worshipers of deities whom are considered enemies of God. 

Arthur’s Roman war, rather than being historically-based, takes more basis from the Chanson de 

Gestes genre, which narrate wars between Christians and Pagans. This depiction of Rome may take 

inspiration from the Crusades, the falsely Christian Romans based on medieval perceptions of a 

Byzantine Empire which favoured Muslims over Christians. Hence the Roman Empire here appears to 

be an Eastern power in contrast to Arthur’s Western troops. The character of Priamus serves to further 

demonstrate Arthur’s Christian role. This Eastern Prince converts because he meets Arthur’s knights, 

contrasting with the Roman use of pagans. Giants are also important in demonizing Rome; the giant 

which Arthur kills is a microcosm of Rome’s forces. As I have shown, some narratives even show giants 

as part of the Roman army. However, the exception to this are the Romans of La Mort le Roi Artu, who 

are depicted without the usual pagan forces and the author even shows there being sorrow towards 

Lucius’ death, a consequence of his fight with Arthur, demonstrating tragedy which is inherent to this 

text. Regardless, a majority of versions base the Romans on medieval perceptions of Islam, where they 

use Saracen forces to attack the west and are in opposition to Christianity, hence Arthur’s campaigns 

against them are subsequently depicted as righteous.  
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Chapter 3: Legalistic Reasons for the Roman War 

Although the Romans are demonised in most portrayals of their war with Arthur, Arthurian authors 

use other ways to justify Arthur’s war against Rome. Arthur’s, not just warring against, but claiming 

rule of Rome requires legal justification, which previous interactions between Rome and Britain 

provide. For example, Geoffrey shows this when Arthur makes the claim that due to Belinus and 

Brennius conquering Rome and Constantine being a British King before becoming Emperor, Arthur, as 

King of Britain, has a legal right to claim Rome as his tributary. Other arguments are based on Rome’s 

tyranny, fighting Rome because they would rule Britain badly, and to avenge previous oppression. 

These ideas of good rule are also brought up in the Alliterative Morte Arthure to criticize Arthur, whose 

brutality is eventually criticized. There is a shift in British aims: being intrinsically superior to Rome, 

becoming of lesser priority in comparison to the task of good rule. The Alliterative Romans become a 

more European force linked to the Papacy, making them not so different from Arthur. However, most 

Arthurian depictions of the Romans stress the way in which Arthur has a right to fight and dominate 

them. We can even consider Rome to be a threat that is necessary to keep Britain strong through war; 

which many versions have Cador state. The result of this is that Arthur is portrayed as having just cause 

to fight Rome and even claim rule of its Empire. 

The Use of ‘Historical’ Framework and Precedent 

In Geoffrey’s account of the war, when Roman ambassadors appear at Arthur’s feast, the letter from 

Lucius states that Arthur has not paid the tribute to Rome which ‘Gaius Julius Caesar and other men 

of high place in the Roman state had received for many years’ (p.231). The claim being that as Caesar 

conquered Britain, the Britons are Rome’s subjects. However, Arthur refutes this, and states that 

Britain was conquered ‘by force and violence’ and that ‘nothing that is acquired by force and violence 
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can ever be held legally by anyone’ (p.232). Caesar’s original invasion is framed as an illegal exploit of 

a weakened country, meaning that Britain was never under Rome’s legal power.47 

Later accounts tend to make changes to the details Geoffrey wrote on Caesar’s conquest. For 

example, in Boron’s Perceval, King Lot states that Julius Caesar took Britain ‘by treachery, and 

treachery is not right’ (p.163). In this version Lot states that Cassivelaunus usurped the throne from 

his nephews, whereas the Historia makes Cassivelaunus’ kingship more lawful: his brother’s sons are 

shown as too young to rule. Boron leaves out Geoffrey’s reasons for the dispute, his Lot stating ‘I don’t 

know what his nephews had done wrong’ but he ‘meant to have them killed’ (p. 163), and the nephews 

join Caesar as they realize their uncle’s hatred for them and that he usurped the throne. uncle hated 

them and had usurped rule. As a result, when Caesar attacks the Britons, the Romans are simply shown 

to be taking advantage of a succession problem that was not present in Geoffrey’s account. The 

original argument of why Britain should be under Rome’s rule is altered to make Britain’s submission 

appear more problematic, meaning that Arthur is not obligated to pay tribute. 

After refuting tribute to Rome, Geoffrey’s Arthur states ‘let us by a similar argument seek from 

him [(Lucius)] the tribute of Rome’ (p.233). Arthur then refers to the British Belinus and Brennius 

capturing of Rome. Afterwards, he makes a more established claim to Imperial power, claiming 

‘Constantine, the son of Helen, and Maximianus, too, both of them close relations of mine, wearing 

the crown of Britain one after the other, each gained the throne of Imperial Rome’ (p.233). Authors 

consistently use this argument in their narratives of Arthur’s Roman campaign. Arthur follows Lucius’ 

train of logic: Rome might claim tribute from Britain, but the former is also the latter’s tributary 

because Britain conquered Rome first. 

Post-Geoffrey authors take this - the British right to claim Imperial power over Rome from 

Belinus and Brennius - even further. When Layamon writes of the brothers conquering Rome, the 

                                                           
47 Lewis Thorpe does mention in a footnote, on p.232 of The History of the Kings of Britain, that ‘[i]n view of 
Arthur’s recent activities in Europe, this is a very bland statement’. I will examine the moral implications of 
Arthur’s military conquests later in this chapter. 
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British tell the Romans that Brennius will ‘be your emperor’ (p.155), for the first time this specific title 

is used. Therefore, Arthur’s claim to Rome appears to be more of an inheritance from Brennius, the 

title of Emperor of Rome, and becomes a British trait. In Layamon’s account, when Caesar first sends 

his letter to Cassivelaunus, the British King replies that Caesar should pay tribute to him due to Belinus 

and Brennius conquering Rome, thus Layamon depicts Britain as Rome’s rightful overlord. Moreover, 

the pretext for Britain ruling Rome is not being used for the first time when Arthur claims that Rome 

should pay tribute. The Alliterative author goes on to add even further detail, that ‘[t]hey [(the Britons)] 

occupied the empire eight score winters, / Ilkon eier after other’ (ll.278a-79a), the British rule over 

Rome now appearing as a continuous event rather than a brief period over the life of Brennius. 

Furthermore, Layamon demonstrates that Rome cannot claim moral superiority over Britain, by 

stating that the brothers attack Rome, ‘to avenge upon that nation the good Remus whom his brother 

Romulus had slain in Rome many years earlier’ (p.137). Therefore, the general consensus is that 

Britain’s Kings have always had a right to the title of Emperor of Rome, thus Arthur is also justified in 

claiming the title. 

Narratives also show Arthur’s victory against Rome as being pre-ordained, Arthur having 

divine backing. In Geoffrey’s prophecies of Merlin, Merlin states, before Arthur’s birth, that ‘the House 

of Romulus will dread the boar’s savagery’ (p.172), thus foreshadowing Arthur’s campaign and 

demonstrating that, even prior to his conception, Arthur was ordained to defeat Rome. Geoffrey also 

has Hoel, King of the Armorican Britons, state that ‘the Sybilline Prophecies testify in verse that for 

the third time someone born of British blood shall seize the Empire of Rome’ (p.234). This also 

establishes links between Arthur and Constantine; he is a second Constantine, fighting against a Rome 

which is not following the true faith. Boron’s Perceval expands this, where his King Lot states that 

Merlin said ‘there’d been two kings of Britain who’d been king of France and emperor of Rome’ (p.164), 

then telling Arthur he is France’s King and will rule Rome, as Merlin never lies and is always truthful.48 

                                                           
48 Belinus and Brennius conquered Gaul before advancing on Rome, Brennius having already taken control of a 
Gallic tribe. 
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Boron emphasises Merlin’s continually-correct prophetic skill, meaning that this prophecy of a third 

King of Britain becoming Rome’s Emperor, holds weight. Arthur taking Rome is a given precedent, 

even to the point that prophecies appear in Arthurian literature to demonstrate Britain has always 

been ordained to rule Rome. When Lucius dies and the Romans are beaten, Geoffrey explicitly states 

‘[a]ll this was ordained by divine providence’ (p.256), concluding that Britain’s success over Rome has 

God’s backing. Therefore, prophecies play a major part in demonstrating the British right to Rome in 

Arthurian literature. 

This precedent is also used in Perceval to justify further reasons for antagonism between 

Arthur and Rome. Geoffrey, amongst other versions, shows his Lucius Hiberius stating in a letter that 

his reason for war is to kill Arthur in order to avenge his vassal Frollo/Flollo, a tribune who held Gaul 

from Rome. 49 Arthur attacks Gaul out of a desire for power, the conflict’s justification being quite 

British-centric. However, this right to rule all of Rome’s territories, especially France, is utilized by 

Boron. Kay tells Arthur that ‘there have been three kings of Britain who’ve also been king of France 

and emperor of Rome, and Merlin said you would be likewise’ (p.157). Arthur’s right to claim Roman 

territory is moved to earlier in the text, foreshadowing legal arguments as to why Arthur should rule 

Rome. However, it also makes Arthur’s opposition to the Romans as lawful from the start. Lucius’ 

declaration of war would be justified if Arthur had killed Rome’s vassal unlawfully, meaning the 

Romans would be legally right. But, Boron states that Arthur is following the precedent of previous 

British rulers, British conquest of France is justified, meaning that Rome’s challenge to Arthur lessens 

in legal right. 

The Vulgate Cycle further increases the earlier antagonism between Arthur and the Romans 

through the use of Frollo, and subsequently the idea that Arthur is legally right in fighting Rome. In 

the Vulgate, Frollo is subject to Rome but is a German Duke who joins King Claudas in attacking King 

                                                           
49 Frollo is called a Tribune in the Historia, but in Wace and numerous versions following, he is referred to as a 
King. 
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Ban, Lancelot’s father, and an ally of Arthur’s. Claudas is an enemy of Arthur’s family who rebelled 

against his lord, the ruler of Brittany, and so when Arthur attacks Gaul, his actions are justified. Here 

Rome’s subjects instigate conflict, not Arthur, making Roman complaints legally invalid. The Vulgate’s 

The Story of Merlin states that Claudas ‘dearly loved the emperor and his Romans’ (p.474).50 Due to 

these changes, the events which lead up to the Roman challenge towards Arthur are not attributed to 

Arthur simply desiring conquest, they come about due to the Romans’ allies behaving unlawfully and 

making unprovoked warfare. Therefore, Arthur remains legally justified in fighting Rome’s vassals, and 

Rome’s forces become increasingly antagonistic towards Arthur and his allies. 

Cador’s Argument and the Importance of Warfare 

It seems that authors also include Romans – enemies of the Britons - for the purpose of helping the 

British achieve greatness. This idea that fighting Rome would be good for the British is apparent from 

early Arthurian literature, particularly through the character of Cador, Duke of Cornwall. In Geoffrey’s 

account, Cador states that he was afraid that the Britons’ easy life ‘might make cowards of them… 

[t]heir reputation for bravery on the battle-field, for which they are more famous than any other 

people, might well have been completely lost to them’. Cador concludes ‘It is precisely to free us from 

this sloth that God has stirred up the resentment of the Romans, so that they may restore our courage 

to what it used to be in the old days’ (pp.232-232). This importance of Britain needing enemies to fight, 

seen through the above example of Cador’s speech, remains a feature in most versions of the Roman 

campaign, right through to Malory. The battle with Rome is deemed necessary as it will mean that on 

defeating the Romans, the British will be considered the world’s strongest people. Cador also warns 

of the dangers of excessive peace. As Catherine Nall argues, ‘it is specifically military activity that is 

                                                           
50 Anon., Lancelot-Grail: 2: The Story of Merlin: The Old French Arthurian Vulgate and Post-Vulgate in 
Translation, ed. by Norris J. Lacy, trans. by Rupert T. Pickens (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2010). All subsequent 
references are to this edition and are given parenthetically in the text. 
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recommended as the necessary antidote to idleness’.51 Therefore, the campaign against the Romans 

is necessary to keep Britain strong and prevent the men falling into an unworthy idleness. 

Malory, especially, depicts antagonistic Romans in order to portray Britain in a positive light, 

perhaps a reason for Malory moving the Roman war from the end of Arthur’s reign to early on in his 

reign.52 Malory’s decision to position the Roman war here rather than the more traditional placement, 

means that it is the war which enables Arthur to secure power over Britain, rather than one that takes 

him out of Britain and allows Mordred to usurp power. This can be seen in Le Morte d’Arthur’s The 

Noble Tale Between King Arthur and Lucius the Emperor of Rome, which draws heavily on the 

Alliterative Morte Arthure. Cador’s words in the Alliterative are ‘[w]e have as losels lived many long 

day’ (l.252a-b). Yet in Malory, Cador states ‘we have be many dayes rested now’ (p.114). The effect, 

according to Nall, works ‘to sustain the impression of the opening lines of the tale that Arthur’s realm 

is not fully pacified’.53 Arthur has not succeeded smoothly in Malory’s version; he is having to fight 

rival Kings. John Withrington also points out vulnerabilities, ‘the arrival of this external threat to 

Arthur's kingdom, at a time when internal pacification is not yet complete, underlines the sense of 

fragility which surrounds the newly-established realm’.54 However, as Nall argues, stability for the 

realm can finally be ‘achieved once Arthur has been successful in external war’, an interpretation 

which is assisted by the next tale where the knights ‘are enjoying the chivalric pastimes of peace’ once 

victory in external battle is achieved.55 The Romans are, therefore, necessary in uniting Arthur’s realm 

and, more so than earlier versions, have a positive effect on the British.  

An argument such as the above would be all to relevant to Malory’s contemporary audience. 

At the time he was writing the Le Morte d'Arthur there had been a decline in English campaigns in 

                                                           
51 Catherine Nall, Reading and War in Fifteenth-Century England: From Lydgate to Malory (Cambridge: D.S. 
Brewer, 2012), p.142. 
52 The author of The Story of Merlin, for example, also narrates the occurrence of the Roman war as being 
earlier in Arthur’s reign. 
53 Nall, Reading and War, p.152. 
54 John Withrington, ‘Caxton, Malory, and the Roman War in the “Morte Darthur”’, Studies in Philology, 89.3 
(1992), 350–66 (p.353). 
55 Nall, Reading and War, p.153. 
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France and, seemingly as a consequence, a rise in civil war, with Edward IV deposing a weaker Henry 

VI. Texts produced over this period attributed such civil problems to, as Nall states, ‘a lack of outward 

war while also arguing that a new campaign against France would actively secure domestic peace’.56 

Hence, in Le Morte d’Arthur the Roman campaign ends successfully, with Arthur beating the Emperor 

and returning in triumph to Britain, having expanded British power. The campaigning which does end 

Arthur’s reign, though taking place in France, is against Lancelot and former knights of Arthur’s court. 

In direct contrast, the Roman war is against a foreign foe and brings prosperity to England, rather than 

leading to a civil war, which Malory’s England was experiencing. Therefore, external warfare does not 

bring about internal strife but, rather, prevents it in the narrative of Le Morte d'Arthur. Malory’s 

narration of the Roman war demonstrates that the Romans are a necessary threat for Arthur to stave 

off internal strife, playing into the contemporary idea that external foes and expansionist campaigning 

are needed to keep the realm united. 

The Duty of Good Rule 

Another reason why Arthur has a legal need to go to war against Rome is linked to the reason that the 

Romans have lost their right to rule Britain. This is brought up by Auguselus, the King of Albany, in the 

Historia. His reasons for supporting the war are couched in ideas of vengeance, stating that if the 

Romans ‘remain unscathed and we fail to take vengeance on them like true men for the slaughter’ 

they have inflicted, then they will ‘have achieved nothing at all’ (p.234) from their past campaigns. 

The Romans are presented as tyrants who oppressed Britain, and attacking Rome will be an 

opportunity to avenge this. This argument also appears in the Alliterative Morte Arthure, where the 

idea of good rule is emphasised. King Aungers (the Alliterative’s version of Auguselus) states that 

[w]hen the Romans regned   they ransound our elders 
And rode in their riot   and ravished our wives,  
Withouten resoun or right   reft us our goodes (ll.293a-95b). 

                                                           
56 Ibid, p.143.  



Course Code: EN5610 
Candidate Number: 1802747 

38 
 

The Romans were bad rulers, not only refusing to protect Britain, but also ruling Britain badly. Arthur, 

therefore, has a valid reason to fight Rome, to avenge the wrongs perpetrated against Britain. 

The Romans rule through force is another reason why they do not have the right to rule. 

Geoffrey’s Arthur states that ‘[n]othing that is acquired by force or violence can ever be held legally 

by anyone’ (p.232). Arthur’s invasion of the Roman lands is altered in later versions such as Perceval, 

as I detailed earlier; here, Arthur no longer appears guilty of what the Romans were accused of doing, 

making him a champion against this rule of force. Yet the criticism of the Romans’ force continues. 

Wace adds even more detail to Arthur’s statement, claiming that ‘force is not justice, but overweening 

pride’, meaning that ‘[w]e have all the more reason to injure’ (p.273) the Romans. The Gesta Regum 

Britannie author has Auguselus state that Rome’s argument is that ‘he who holds a possession’ by 

whatever means, should hold it, meaning Rome will be ‘beaten by the selfsame whip and’ the Emperor 

will suffer ‘the sentence which he has passed’ (p.208).57 Rome’s legal argument for demanding tribute 

of Britain is thus framed as might makes right. The Romans trying to rule through force effectively 

makes Britain duty-bound to resist them or the rule of law would fall before the rule of violence. 

Furthermore, Rome seems to have lost the right to claim rule of Britain through rejecting an 

offer to rule Britain. Geoffrey’s account has the Romans tell the Britons, through Archbishop 

Guithelinus, that they ‘elect to forgo all the tribute that you pay’ (p.146), no longer seeing worth in 

protecting the British. Wace’s narration of the message is even more blunt, the Romans saying of 

Britain ‘we leave it to you; we don’t wish to protect you any more’ (p.159). When the Britons are under 

attack just after the Romans leave, they send messengers to Rome asking for assistance but receive 

no aid. Layamon shows the Romans’ response to the British through an exclamation, ‘[t]his is our final 

word: we will not go there!’ (p.232) even though Britain was willing to surrender to them. By rejecting 

                                                           
57 William of Rennes, ‘Gesta Regum Britannie’, in British Myths and Legends: Heroes and Saints, ed. by Richard 
Barber, vol. 2 (London: Folio Society, 2004), pp.195-222. In this edition, for ‘The Story of Arthur’, Barber uses 
extracts from Neil Wright, The Historia Regum Britannie of Geoffrey of Monmouth: V. Gesta Regum Britannie 
(Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1991). All subsequent references are to this edition and are given parenthetically in 
the text. 
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the call for protection, the Romans lose any legal right they had to rule Britain; the Romans only ask 

for tribute when Britain is stable under Arthur, having beaten back the invaders without any Roman 

assistance, and is therefore opportunistic and self-serving. 

The Questioning of Right in the Alliterative Morte Arthure 

The Alliterative Morte Arthure author presents the idea that Rome should not rule due to their tyranny, 

but later Arthur is also criticized for his own brutality. Patricia DeMarco writes that ‘[t]he Morte's 

treatment of warfare has always attracted scholarly interest, largely because its scenes of warfare so 

strikingly disturb the more idealized, ahistorical frame of the narrative’.58 While initially similar to 

previous depictions of Arthur’s continental campaign, the Alliterative Morte Arthure complicates the 

straightforward heroic Britons against villainous Romans narrative that, with the exception of La Mort 

le Roi Artu, was previously standard. Marco Nievergelt writes on this change, stating that the conflicts’ 

clearly European locations ‘seriously disrupts such 'exotic' associations… the heathen lords finally look 

more and more like simple western armies’. He continues to say that the ‘heathens and Saracens 

suddenly metamorphose into 'cheuallrous knyghtez' or 'cheualrous men' (1399, 1540)’.59 Although 

there are exotic elements and an idea of otherness with aspects such as the giants of Genoa, the 

Romans themselves appear more so as medieval European warriors rather than the Islamic-influenced 

force of the Historia. 

Therefore, war is no longer about Christians fighting Pagans. William Matthews states that  

[a]lthough the battles described in the poem are influenced by the conflict 
of Christianity and Islam, the occasions are those of imperial and civil war… 
the primary motivations are revenge or conquest.60  

The knights display less Christian charity, becoming more concerned with gain. Matthews states that 

Lucius’ claim and Arthur rejecting it ‘present legal problems’ but ‘it is doubtful whether the legal justice 

                                                           
58 Patricia DeMarco, ‘An Arthur for the Ricardian Age: Crown, Nobility, and the Alliterative “Morte Arthure”’, 
Speculum, 80.2 (2005), 464–93 (p.464). 
59 Marco Nievergelt, ‘Conquest, Crusade and Pilgrimage: The Alliterative “Morte Arthure” in Its Late Ricardian 
Crusading Context’, Arthuriana, 20.2 (2010), 89–116 (p.95). 
60 William Matthews, The Tragedy of Arthur: A Study of the ‘Alliterative Morte Arthure’ (Los Angeles: University 
of California Press, 1960), p.96. 
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of the matter was of any great interest to the poet himself’.61 Yet, Arthur’s reaction of threatening the 

messengers creates an uneasiness. Despite swearing by Christ, Arthur’s intention in fighting Rome is 

conquest. As the Alliterative continues, Arthur’s conquests ‘are progressively disengaged from the 

pilgrimage framework… and are revealed to be degenerating into imperialistic wars of conquest 

despite the persistence of crusading rhetoric’.62 Arthur only held a right to fight Rome when Rome was 

behaving immorally. By acting out of greed for power, his actions shifting from defence to conquest, 

Arthur loses his right to war. 

Towards the end of the Alliterative Roman campaign the idea of Rome as an Orientalist power 

is complicated by the depiction of the Papacy. In earlier versions, the papacy does not take a role in 

the war, as if to demonstrate the lacking Christianity of the Romans. However, in the Alliterative text 

the Papacy is another target for Arthur’s wrath. Despite Arthur claiming he will protect the Church, he 

still attacks them and as he approaches Rome a Cardinal begs Arthur '[t]o have pitee of the Pope’ 

(l.3180a) while offering him the Imperial crown. Arthur’s supposed religious actions are motivated by 

political calculation. He states that he will protect the Pope’s lands for 

 [i]t is a folly to offend   our fader under God 
Other Peter or Paul,   tho postles of Rome; 
If we spare the spiritual   we speed but the better’ (ll.2412a-14b).  

Arthur’s claim of piety now appears false, his main motivation being conquest and wealth. It grows 

harder to separate the behaviour of Arthur and the Romans, as Arthur is not the pious King of earlier 

accounts, and is transforming into a more villainous character. 

This complication of Arthur involves shifting the Papacy and Rome together, especially as 

Arthur approaches Rome after defeating Lucius’ pagan forces.  Matthews argues that terms from a 

Cardinal ‘make clear that Arthur had been warring not only against the pagan forces of Lucius but also, 

and in defiance of medieval doctrine, against the Church and the Pope himself’.63 This submission 

                                                           
61 Ibid, p.127. 
62 Nievergelt, ‘Conquest, Crusade and Pilgrimage’, p.96. 
63 Matthews, The Tragedy of Arthur, p.134. 
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merges the Church and Rome, implying that Rome is not the monstrous Oriental force it is usually 

portrayed as, but a city still central to Christianity. Though Lucius’ forces are eastern and associated 

with paganism, attacking Rome itself would still be an affront to the Church. By continuing his 

campaign even after Lucius’ death and the defeat of the pagans, Arthur has become a tyrant who has 

material over religious motivations. Arthur’s campaign ‘which has finally metamorphosed into a 

'conquest,' appears hampered by its secular concerns’, according to Matthews, is now for material 

rather than spiritual purposes.64 Due to the emphasis on his material desire, Arthur is no longer seen 

as the clear hero of this conflict, meaning that the Romans are not the clear villains that the earlier 

authors show in their texts. 

*** 

Arthur and the legal reasons for fighting Rome are numerous and complex. Initially in the usual 

narratives the reason for paying tribute is rejected as Julius Caesar took Britain through unlawful 

means. The Romans leaving Britain in full historical narratives demonstrates how they refuse to 

assist Britain and forgo tribute, demonstrating that their demands for tribute are illegal, thus 

previous interactions between Britain and Rome are used to demonstrate Arthur’s right. Belinus and 

Brennius’ conquest of Rome is, in the Matter of Britain, the first interaction between the peoples. It 

ends with a British victory and rule of Rome, meaning that Britain has more right to demand tribute. 

Constantine being a British King in the Matter of Britain furthers this. Prophecy also assists Arthur’s 

legal right, with apparent Sibyline prophecies and Merlin stating that Arthur will follow previous 

British Kings whom were Roman Emperors. Arthur’s war with Rome is also necessary for the benefit 

of his land. Cadors’ claim that without warfare Britain will grow weak is a common feature of 

Arthur’s Roman war, demonstrating this features’ importance to the narrative. In Malory, Arthur 

must fight Rome as the external warfare will aid internal stability, hence why here the Roman war is 

early rather than later in Arthur’s reign; it helps to unify the realm. Arthur’s legal duty of protection 

                                                           
64 Ibid, p.97. 
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also motivates his war, Angusel arguing the Romans ruled them badly so they should seek 

vengeance. The Alliterative Morte Arthure plays with this idea, though Rome has its traditional 

oriental associations, it is still associated with the Papacy. Arthur, meanwhile, grows more brutal 

throughout the text. This war is no longer the morally superior Britons against the tyrannical 

Romans, when Arthur’s war becomes more brutal and motivated by desire for conquest he loses his 

right to continue. The Romans are portrayed as wrong for fighting Arthur due to his legal precedent 

and their own tyranny, in some ways Rome being a necessary foreign foe to fight for the good of 

Britain. However, the Alliterative takes the Roman campaign narrative further and goes on to 

questions Arthurs’ right, no longer depicting the Romans as being clearly in the wrong. 
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Conclusion 

What can be ascertained from examining Romans in the Matter of Britain? The Romans play a 

significant role throughout this body of work, the link between Britain and Rome is a major theme in 

the Matter of Britain for authors such as Geoffrey of Monmouth, both peoples are portrayed as having 

Trojan descent. Much of the material depicts Rome as inferior to Britain. When the Romans beat the 

British it is due to British division, such as when Androgeus betrays Cassivelaunus, or when King Lucius 

dies childless leading to an uncertain succession. In Arthurian literature, the Romans are frequently 

demonized; they are portrayed as unchristian, their troops being from areas associated with paganism 

such as Asian lands or Spain. The Romans are depicted as monstrous in their associations with giants, 

with the Giant of Mont Saint Michel acting as a microcosm of Rome and later medieval versions placing 

giants in the Roman army. Various legal arguments are used to emphasise how Britain should rightfully 

reject Roman rule and the way in which the British should, therefore, claim power themselves. The 

Arthurian authors demonstrate how the Romans took Britain illegally, and ruled badly. Moreover, 

there is a common argument throughout the literature of Cador arguing that this war will actually 

benefit Britain, and the Romans take on the role of the foe who needs to be fought for British benefit. 

Britain’s supremacy over Rome is demonstrated through the legal argument for Britain ruling Rome. 

Belinus and Brennius conquering Rome and Constantine being a British King who became Emperor are 

constants throughout nearly all depictions of the Roman campaign, Arthur following a precedent in 

claiming that Britain rules Rome. 

 In order to justify British actions, the Romans must be seen as the offending party, on religious, 

moral and legal grounds. The result: the Britons appear a greater people than the Romans. The only 

prominent outlier in Arthurian portrayals of the Romans is La Mort le Roi Artu, in which Arthur does 

not claim rule of Rome and the conflict is treated as more tragic then triumphant. The Romans over 

time are phased out of their prominent role as the villains who assist in Arthur’s downfall by drawing 

him from Britain; however, on reaching Malory’s version they are early antagonists and not as 
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necessary to the main thrust of the plot. Overall, the Romans are, more often than not, portrayed 

negatively in the Matter of Britain and Arthurian literature, so that Britain may appear superior. 

However, in the infrequent occasions where the Romans are not portrayed as negatively, they serve 

as a device to emphasise the flaws in Arthur’s kingship. 

Word count: 15,000 words 
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