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NEGLECTED BRITISH HISTORY

By W. M. FLINDERS PETRIE, F.R.S.

¥ELLOW OF THE ACADEMY

Read November 7, 1917

By any one reading the best modern authorities on history, it
would hardly be expected that the fullest account that we have of
early British history is entirely ignored. While we may see a few, and
contemptuous, references to Nennius or Gildas, the name of the so-called
Tysilio’s Chronicle is never given, nor is any use made of its record.
Yet it is of the highest value, for, as we shall see farther on, the internal
evidence shows that it is based on British documents extending back to
the first century. The best MS. of it appears to be in the Book of
Basingwerk ;1 it was printed in Welsh in the Myvyrian Archaiology,

~ of which a second edition appeared in 1870, It was translated into
English by Peter Roberts, and published in 1811, and a second edition
in 1862. This translation is now so rare that I cannot hear of any
obtainable copy, and could only work on it by having one of the
British Museum copies type-written. Sir John Rhgs, who had
edited the Welsh, had never heard of an English translation, but
found a copy of the first edition in the Bodleian, when I inquired of
him. There is no mention of this chronicle, or use of it, by the
Encyclopaedia Britannica, S. R. Gardiner, C. 1. Elton, J. R. Green,
Rice Holmes in his study of Caesar, Haverfield in the Cambridge
~ Mediaeval History, nor in the great collection of the Monumenta
Historica Britannica. Even Dr. Hodgkin, when discussing both
Geoffrey who copied from Tysilio, and also the Breton Brut from
- which Tysilio originates, ignores Tysilio ; as also do the recent studies
by Baldwin Brown, Munro Chadwick, T. W. Shore, J. W. Jeudwine,
E. McClure, and Henry Sharpe. When specially dealing with
Arthurian writings both Thomas Wright and Ernest Rhys refer
back to Geoffrey without a hint of his source in Tysilio. Strangest

1 W. F. Skene, Four Ancient Books of Waules, ii. 24.

of all, a recent study by Professor Lewis Jones, on the earliest
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Arthurian records, spends pages on Nennius, never mentions Tysilio,
and then suggests that Geoffrey had a large stock of popular

traditions to draw upon, although in reality there is scarcely anything

about Arthur in Geoffrey that he did not draw from Tysilio. The
Professor deals with Geoffrey at length, stating that ¢his use of the
Brutus legend constitutes the claim of his History to rank as the first
... of a long series of Bruts’; yet the whole Brut legend comes from
Tysilio, and the still carlier Brut in Breton of a.p. 940. He states
that the British history said to be in Armorica ¢ has never yet been
discovered’; yet it is known there at least as far back as 940. He
adds: ‘No document either in Welsh or in Breton has yet been
found even remotely resembling that which Walter the archdeacon is
said to have brought over from Brittany’; yet the whole document
is published, with Walter’s colophon complete. Such an ignoring of
public documents seems impossible ; yet this is issued authoritatively
by the Cambridge Press in 1911. It is justifiable, then, to speak of
the Neglect of British History. This general disappearance of a book
of primary importance, of which two English editions were issued in
the last century, shows how easily historical material may be lost to
use, even while many writers are handling the subject.

The only excuse for this neglect of Tysilio is an occasional allega-
tion that his work is an abridgement of Geoffrey. To judge of this
I have prepared a copy in parallel columns of Tysilio, Gildas,
Nennius, and Geoffrey. The close connexion of Tysilio and Geoffrey
is obvious throughout; the test lies in the definite statements in
each which are omitted by the other. The statements peculiar to
Tysilio are the lengths of reigns of four British kings and a few
details ; for these Geoffrey had no use in his flowery style; but if
Tysilio had copied from him, why should such obscure points be
introduced or invented by an abbreviator? On the other hand, two
important passages occur in Geoffrey—the long account of the
Diocletian persecution and the description of Maxentius, neither of
which are hinted at in Tysilio, but which would have been as suitable
as any others for him. One of these Geoffrey has taken from Gildas,
the other I have not traced, but it might be drawn from any Roman
history. Thus the test of inclusion and omission confirms the first
impression, and the express statement, that Geoffrey is a flowery
expansion, rather than Tysilio being an abbreviation. In this view
Stephens agrees, in his Literature of the Kymry, 1876.

In naming the original authorities in this paper, the names of

Tysilio, Nennius, and Gildas are merely used as brief labels, which
arc cnough to specify certain known works. The questions of real
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authorship, of original dates of compositions, and of successive MSS.
are quite outside of my scope here, which is only to call attention to
the historical value of writings which are at present ignored. In any
case the name of Tysilio has merely been given to a chronicle by
guesswork, but it is useful as a label.

It is a misfortune that the Celtic mind prefers literature to history.
Celtic writers of the present day may be greatly attracted by the
later Arthurian legends, and their mythologic connexions, and write
on them at great length ; but they will not give any of this attention
to the historical discussions of the real facts, on which the immense
pile of romance has been raised. The fiction occupies twenty times
the space of the historical material in the Encyclopaedia. It is this
constitutional frame of mind in both Welsh and Irish which, from
ancient to modern times, has prejudiced the solid information which
rests in their hands. Had Geoffrey not so largely dressed up the
chronicle of Tysilio as literature, it would have stood a much better
chance of a hearing as history; and when once Geoffrey became
discredited by his method, he impaired reliance on his source.

Comparison of Caesar and Tysilio.

If the history of Tysilio be regarded as a mediaeval compilation, it
must have been drawn from some classic source. Taking for comparison
the most detailed part, the account of Caesar’s invasions, we may set
aside at once Paterculus, Appian, and Plutarch, as they scarcely
mention Britain. Livy, book cv, might have been a possible source
if not drawn from Caesar, and if we can suppose this lost book to
" have been known in the west of England in the twelfth century,
while no other MS. of his history is known here. Cotta mentioned
the invasion in his work on Roman polity, but there is no reason to
suppose that he wrote a history of the second invasion, in which he
took part. In Dion Cassius there is very little that could not have
been drawn from Caesar, and was probably so derived, though written
without a Caesarian bias. It is, therefore, Caesar’s account alone
~ that can be used to compare with Tysilio, or could have served as
material to a Welsh compiler. As during this period there is nothing
in Geoffrey which is not based on Tysilio, it is sufficient to compare
Tysilio with Caesar, in order to see if the British or Welsh account
was based upon Caesar, or if it drew from other sources. It must be
© expected that accounts written by opposed races should differ, not only
by making intentional omissions, and by the natural tendency to
dwell on successes—modern bulletins show the same,—but also by
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ignorance about the personages of the enemy, and ignorance about
their actions behind the fighting front, about their intentions, and
their plans. It is, then, not only in correspondence as to main facts,
but also in one-sided discrepancies, that we may look for evidence
of the truth and originality of an account.

In Tysilio the letters of summons by Caesar, and reply by Caswallon
or Cassivellaunus, are like the speeches in Thueydides and Livy—
what the compiler thought likely. But there is“an idea of the age
putin: ¢ the excessive avarice of the Romans cannot suffer the inhabi-
tants of an island, remote as this, . . . to live in peace.” Caesar, in his
recital, suppressed the plunder motive, and only lightly names tribute
at the last, though he never got any. The later Romans, when there
was little in the world left to plunder, impressed others by their
power and tradition ; but the plunder motive was the mainspring in
the earlier time, and is here put forward. It is certainly not a
mediaeval view of Caesar.

The gathering ground of the Britons is stated by Tysilio to have

ts

been at Doral, in Geoffrey Dorobellum. This Doral appears to be
the British form of Durolevum ; and as in Low Latin minuscule
7 might easily be mistaken for b, and » for I, Durolevum could p'ass'
into Dorobellum. Durolevum was midway between Rochester and
Canterbury. It would be an excellent rendezvous in the uncertainty

whether Caesar was striking at the Channel coast, the Medway, or
the Thames. Such a rendezvous would be unknown to Cacsar, and
naturally not mentioned by him. Tysilio represents that the landing
had already taken place during the British gathering—that is to say,
the main forces and leaders were not present at the landing, but only
local levies, which he ignores. Now in Caesar is a long and very
spirited account of the landing, the great difficulties, the dismay of
the legionaries, their great confusion, and the very successful oppo-
sition of the Britons riding into the waves. Is it conceivable that
a strongly British writer could have ignored all this if he were
compiling from Caesar? And would he, in an imaginative work,
have represented all the British leaders as being absent at such
a landing? Caesar himself agrees that he was by no means happy in
the business. He could barely repel the Britons, and could not
pursue them because his cavalry had been unable to land. This
prevented his usual good fortune, as he complacently writes. He
lays stress on his difficulties, the wreck of ships at the high tide, the
hopes of the Britons to cut short negotiation and attack him again,
and his remaining in the dark about the British movements, which
he could only suspeet might happen ; he describes the attack of the
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