Class 3
The year is 1087. In those years, for a king quite a lot depended on your military power and your credibility as a military leader. When William I (the Conqueror) dies there is a very ugly competition between his 3 sons: Robert Curthose, William Rufus and Henry Beauclerc. Whereas the two eldest received the lion’s share of William’s inheritance: the Duchy of Normandy and England, Henry, the youngest was almost totally passed over.  Robert Curthose ended his life in prison on Henry’s orders. William was hit by an arrow during a hunt, by “mistake”. 

Henry I won’t be such a bad king. Very good at collecting taxes: the name of Exchequer for the department in charge of state finance dates back to Henry I’s reign. He was literate, bilingual and clever, his wife was Saxon. Thankfully he had a son who could succeed him to the throne (William Aetheling. 

But then the following “dark episode” happened: La Blanche Nef - The White Ship

(The White Ship (French: la Blanche-Nef) was a vessel that sank in the English Channel near the Normandy coast of Barfleur, on 25 November 1120. Those who drowned included William Atheling, the only surviving legitimate son and heir of King Henry I of England. William Atheling 's death led to a succession crisis and a period of civil war in England known as the Anarchy.

As  William Atheling was Henry I’s only son,  the king’s death in AD 1135  led to a major crisis. There was plan B: William Atheling’s sister, Matilda, who had a son, the future Henry II and a Plan C: Adela, Henry I’s sister, who had a son called Stephen. 
For a while Plan C is going to prevail.
From that moment on we have a very ugly conflict, with Stephen as king of England (from 1135 to 1154) a reign marked by the Anarchy, a civil war (with Stephen not being strong enough to get total control). 
· In that period of crisis,(around 1136)  a book was written: “Historia Regum Britanniae”, written by Geoffrey of Monmouth: a near complete fantasy. This text will be the basis for a national mythology.  Since the Greeks had a national myth around “the Iliad” and “the Odyssey”, and the Romans had their own version with the “Aeneid” (with Romulus), so Geoffrey of Monmouth tried to create a founding myth through his “Historia Regum Britanniae”. It was a genealogical story based on vague memories of the classical world from antiquity, plus brief stories told from the Celtic past and embellished memories of Arthur, a Celtic prince. It is the final written version and best of existing stories that were told in the oral traditions. Storyline: Brutus (Aenas’s great-grandson) is banished from Italy and ends up in England. There starts the story of the Kingdom of England.
Arthur and Merlin. Those two characters appear in “Historia Regum Britanniae”, and are the basis for some pleasurable films, like Excalibur, (1981) by John Boorman. Incidentally, elements like Broceliande, a legendary forest in Brittany, is a later addition, in this case by Wace /wa:s/, a Norman poet translating and partially reworking Geoffrey of Monmouth’s work (“Roman de Brut” = Brutus   +/- 1155).  Excalibur, the name of Arthur’s sword first appears in Chrétien de Troyes’ narration of Arthur’s legend, about fifty years later(+/- 1180), together with the wounded Fisher King, and the quest for the Holy Grail. It is only later in Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival (1210) and of course in Wagner’s Parsifal (1882) that the doomed Fisher King will get his name:  Anfortas/Amfortas.
In “Historia Regum Britanniae” you also encounter the story of King “Leir” (Lear in Shakespeare) the origin of one of Shakespeare’s towering tragedies. Story of king Leir: he doesn’t have a son but 3 daughters: Gonerill, Regan, Cordelia. Leir decides to divide the country in 3; however his two greedy (bad) daughters soon refuse to give him hospitality and Leir ends up alone. The first two  daughters die, so Cordelia comes to the  throne, but ends up killing herself. In Shakespeare’s play she is assassinated at the moment of Lear’s restoration. The parallel with the situation at the time of the Anarchy with two competing female royals could not have escaped the notice of the readers.
Stephen  finally  dies (in 1154).  As aforementioned however, Matilda, Henry I’s daughter had two husbands, by the second of whom she had a son called Henry (later Henry II). When Stephen dies, “big sigh of relief” ( Henry II becomes king and initiates the Angevin dynasty. 
His father Geoffroy V Plantagenet was  count of Anjou and a descendant of Fulk III the Black aka Foulque III Nerra (965-1040). This illustrious dynasty had indeed managed to consolidate the county of Anjou through strategic alliances, extensive castle building and the odd military coup d’éclat.  4 generations later, his great-great-grand-nephew will marry Matilda, Henry I’s daughter, after the death of her husband, the Holy Roman Emperor  (and King of Germany).

  Henry II is going to have sons: Richard the Lionheart (appearing in Walter Scott’s  Ivanhoe) and John Lackland (appears in Robin Hood stories). The 2 big events of these reigns: the assassination of Thomas Becket (1189) and the Magna Carta adventure. (1215)… The 13th century beckons…
