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E d i t o r i a l

Welcome to the second issue of Past Worlds. Our first issue was free, 
so if you are reading this, you must be a subscriber. Thanks warmly for 
helping us get launched. 

We lead this time with the myth of King Arthur, o!ering a concise 
overview of a millennium of myth-making from a 9th century Welsh 
monk to the latest Hollywood blockbuster, The Green Knight, due out 
this summer. Next issue, in a follow-up piece, we’ll get to grips with the 
latest archaeology and build a picture of the original Arthur.

What can our ancestors teach us about the climate crisis? In our second 
feature, Brian Fagan guides us through a succession of past climate 
disasters. The implications are clear: even moderate changes can have 
catastrophic e!ects on human civilisation.

We then turn to a three-year-old, nicknamed Mtoto. The toddler hit the 
headlines last month as the occupant of the oldest-known human grave 
in Africa. Dated to c.78,000 years ago, Mtoto was buried as if in sleep. But 
why? Nadia Durrani explores death-beds through time.

Niall Finneran then brings us up to date on the Caribbean as he takes 
us on a tour of historical archaeology in the Bahamas and reveals how 
there is much more to it than slave plantations.

Health and fitness is a modern obsession. But it was also an Ancient Greek 
one. Neil Faulkner takes a tongue-in-cheek look at the gymnasium, the 
games, and the erotically charged body-tyranny that ruled Ancient Athens. 

Archaeologist at Large David Miles muses about the ‘World Heritage’ 
business, while our Life in Archaeology this time features Caton Thompson, 
the woman who stood up to the regime, and showed that Great Zimbabwe 
was the work of local Africans. 

Finally, Brian Fagan has discovered a superb book about the golden age 
of Egyptology, while Caitlin McCall takes the magazine full circle with 
a myth-busting exhibition on the Emperor Nero, now on at London’s 
British Museum.   

Nadia Durrani and Neil Faulkner
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Brian Fagan is Distinguished Emeritus Professor of 
Anthropology at the University of California, Santa Barbara. He is 
the author of over 50 general books on archaeology, including the 
forthcoming must-read Climate Chaos: lessons on survival from 
our ancestors. 

Brian is an internationally recognised authority on world 
prehistory, an ardent cyclist and sailor, and lives in Santa Barbara, 
California, surrounded by cats.

Niall Finneran is Reader in Historical Archaeology and 
Heritage Studies at the University of Winchester, and holds a PhD 
in archaeology from the University of Cambridge.

Niall has an interest in the ethnography of Caribbean wooden 
boats that he tells us is probably not financially healthy. A 
connoisseur of Caribbean rums, culture, and food, he regards the 
idea of Caribbean maritime archaeology as the pinnacle of his 
profession: boats, sea, sand, and sun.

Unauthorised reproduction in whole or in part is prohibited without permission. The publishers, 
editors, and authors accept no responsibility in respect of any products, goods or services which 
may be advertised or referred to in this issue. Every e!ort has been made to secure permission 
for copyright material. In the event of any material being used inadvertently or where it has 
proved impossible to trace the copyright owner, acknowledgment will be made in a future issue.

David Miles was the Director of the Oxford Archaeological 
Unit, working on projects in Britain, France, Greece, and the West 
Indies. In 1999 he became Chief Archaeologist at English Heritage. 

He has written and edited many books on archaeology, one 
on the origins of the British, The Tribes of Britain, another on 
the spread of farming, The Tale of the Axe, which appears in 
paperback in May.
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Caitlin McCall is a former print magazine editor, and has 
authored and edited hundreds of articles on world archaeology. 
We are delighted to welcome Caitlin as our new reviews editor. 

When not pursuing her enthusiasm for past cultures, museums, 
books, and travel, she’s in the greenhouse growing chillies for her 
hot sauce company, Chiswick Chillies, which she happily shares 
with any on the Past Worlds team brave enough to try them. 
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He was the most famous, chivalrous, and 
valiant king of England, the model for 
all the knights of medieval Christendom. 
But was he real? With a new movie based 
on the Arthurian legends due for release 
this summer, we delve into the historical 
sources. Next time, we shall explore the 
archaeology.  

King Arthur
excavating a myth
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King Arthur as 
depicted on a 
French tapestry in 
c.1385.
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He was the unexpected king, the lowly youth who pulled the sword 
from the stone that proved his right to rule. He was the hidden 
king, sired by Uther Pendragon on Igraine, another man’s wife, 
then spirited away by Merlin the magician to be raised in obscurity 
until destiny called. Then, wielding the mighty sword Excalibur, he 
united the Britons and crushed the Saxons, built a great palace at 
Camelot, and forged an illustrious band of brothers, the Knights 
of the Round Table, bound together by oaths of undying fealty. A 
thousand tales were told of their quests and deeds, their nobility 
and virtue, their bravery and derring-do. 

But the fellowship harboured cankers of destruction. Lancelot’s 
irrepressible love for Arthur’s wife Guinevere. The malevolence 
of Arthur’s ill-begotten son Mordred, sired on his own sister 
Morgana. Moral contagion that would one-day shatter the Round 
Table, tear the Kingdom apart, see Arthur and Mordred slay one 
another in bloody combat. But he merely sleeps, we are told; for 
he is destined to return; for Arthur is the Once and Future King.

The medieval Arthurian romances – layer upon layer of myth 
as rich as the stories of the Trojan War – are surely among the 
best-known legends of the Western world. So the first answer to 
the question of whether King Arthur actually existed, has to be: 
which King Arthur? There have been so many iterations.

Welsh bards and monks
The first, albeit "eeting, reference to Arthur is in the Goddodin, 
a 7th century poem by the Old Welsh bard, Aneurin. We are told 
that a certain British war-leader ‘was no Arthur’. This, however, 
is surely a red herring, the Arthur reference almost certainly 
inserted much later. After all, our earliest-known written version 
of the poem dates to the late 13th century, and the text almost 
certainly evolved over time – in the manner of all oral epics. 

Another early clue might be references to at least three high-
ranking people named Arthur who lived in the Celtic-speaking 
world during the late 6th and early 7th centuries AD. The 
implication has to be that it was already a name fitting for a prince.

Even so, the first unequivocal literary reference to an original 
King Arthur only appears in the 9th century Historia Brittonum, 
a chronicle compiled in Latin by the Welsh monk Nennius. Yet 
his text was already embellished with various mythic elements: 
a stone bearing the paw-print of Arthur’s dog Cabal, and the 
tumulus of Arthur’s son Anir, which would magically change size 
each time it was measured. The text then goes on to list the 12 
battles of Arthur. Here is the translation: 
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In those days, the Saxons grew in numbers and prospered in 
Britain… Then Arthur the warrior and the kings of the Britons 
fought against the Saxons, but Arthur himself was the dux 
bellorum, the commander in the battles.
The first battle was on the mouth of the river which is called 
Glein. The second, the third, the fourth, and the fifth upon 
another river, which is called Dubglass, and is in the region 
of Linnuis. The sixth battle was upon the river which is called 
Bassas.
The seventh battle was in the wood of Celidon, that is Cat Coit 
Celidon. The eighth was the battle by the castle of Guinnion, 
in which Arthur carried upon his shoulders an image of the 
Blessed Mary, the Eternal Virgin. And the heathen were turned 
to "ight that day, and great was the slaughter brought upon 
them through the virtue of our Lord, Jesus Christ, and through 
the virtue of the Blessed Virgin, His Mother.
The ninth battle was fought in the City of the Legion. The 
tenth battle was waged on the banks of the river which is 
called Tribuit. The eleventh battle was fought in the mountain 
which is called Agned. The twelfth battle was on Mount Badon, 
where in one day 960 men fell in one onslaught of Arthur’s. 
And no-one laid them low but himself alone. And in all these 
battles he stood out as victor.

We need not concern ourselves with the eternal debate about the 
locations of these battles that may or may not have happened. Much 
can perhaps be consigned to the same category as the petrified 
paw-print and the shape-shifting mound. But is some record of real 
events preserved here? Was there really a late 5th/early 6th century 
war-leader called Arthur?

The search for Arthur
One immediate problem must be logged: the absence of our putative 
hero from other contemporary accounts, including some much closer 
to the time. We hear nothing of him in Gildas’s On the Ruin and 
Conquest of Britain, an extended polemical attack on the corruption 
and oppression of the age, probably written in the 540s AD, and 
providing a good deal of incidental historical information. Gildas 
does mention a British war-leader called Ambrosius Aurelianus and 
a British victory over the Saxons at Mount Badon (Mons Badonicus) 
– but there is no Arthur per se. 

Nor does he feature in the English sources, neither in the Venerable 
Bede’s History of the English Church and People (early 8th century 
AD) nor in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (late 9th century AD). Both 
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This austere but 
dignified Arthur, a 
15th century stone 
sculpture, has the air 
of a late-medieval 
royal statesman.
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drew upon earlier source material, most of it lost, and again the absence 
of Arthur is notable.

Is there anything else? Two miserable scraps must be mentioned: 
they are found in The Annals of Wales. The surviving 12th and 13th 
century manuscripts of this document are assumed to have been based 
on a 10th century original, since they record events during the first 
millennium ending in the 950s AD. They include two entries relating 
to Arthur. One for AD 518 reads: ‘Battle of Badon in which Arthur 
carried the cross of Our Lord Jesus Christ on his shoulders for three 
days and three nights and the Britons were victors.’ Another for AD 539 
reads: ‘The strife of Camlann in which Arthur and Medraut [Mordred] 
perished. And there was plague in Britain and Ireland.’

The problem here is immediately obvious. It is the same one we always 
find when we depend on later monastic copies of earlier texts. With 
the originals lost, we can never be certain at what point a particular 
reference was inserted. For this reason, we can place no faith in The 
Annals of Wales. By the time the earliest surviving manuscript was 
copied in the scriptorium of St David’s in Dyfed, the Arthur legend had 
already taken "ight. We can well imagine our worthy cleric putting 
right a strange omission as he laboured over the latest edition. He may 
even have had a copy of the racy new History of the Kings of Britain 
at his side.

Medieval fake news
Geo!rey of Monmouth, the Bishop of St Asaph’s in North Wales, was 
the best-selling author. His Historia Regum Britanniae, a monumental 
work in 12 books, first appeared around 1136. No fewer than three 
books were devoted to King Arthur, who emerges as a great romantic 
hero, presiding over an illustrious court, possessed of a magic sword, 
going into battle wearing a dragon-crested helmet, bearing a shield 
decorated with an image of the Virgin, and brandishing a lance ‘thirsty 
for slaughter’. The mythic Arthur of chivalric romance had arrived. 
Geo!rey seems to have been more than a little economical with the 
truth. He claimed ‘a very ancient book in the British tongue’ to have 
been his source. But no-one else was ever granted the privilege of 
consulting it, or even caught sight of it; and from this we must draw 
our own conclusions. 

Su!ice to say, Geo!rey’s Arthur was the architect of truly stupendous 
achievements, to rival even those of Caesar or Charlemagne. As well 
as crushing the Saxons and establishing a Celtic hegemony across the 
British Isles, he led his armies in great campaigns of conquest that 
reached as far as the borders of Italy.

More serious historians made sni!y remarks. William of Newburgh 
commented that Geo!rey had made ‘the little finger of his Arthur 
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thicker than the loins of Alexander the Great’. But, as so often, it was 
the charlatan who got the headlines. As early as the 1140s, Geo!rey’s 
History had been translated from Latin into French, spawning a 
succession of spin-o!s, most notably Chrétien de Troyes’ five Arthurian 
romances, Erec and Enide, Cligès, Yvain, Lancelot, and Percival. These 
went down a storm, and soon the fame of Arthur and his Knights of the 
Round Table had spread across the Continent. During the 13th century, 
recitations in the local lingo became de rigueur at courtly feasts from 
Ireland to Greece, from Scandinavia to Portugal. Arthurian romance 
was a medieval media sensation.

Arthur remade
Myths are good to think with: so the great French social anthropologist 
Claude Lévi-Strauss taught us. Every age reworks the myths in its 
own image and uses them to address contemporary concerns. It is 
not di!icult to understand the success of the new literary genre of 
Arthurian romance. It echoed the zeitgeist of feudal Europe. 

In this imaginary world of knights in shining armour embarked on 
noble quests and performing deeds of derring-do, the lords of the High 
Middle Ages saw images of themselves as they aspired to be – part of 
a tight-knit band of brothers, living according to a code that stressed 
courage, endurance, skill at arms, loyalty to one’s lord, humility and 
piety, manly virtue, and the protection and worship of women. 

Even as that world passed away – or perhaps because it was passing 

The Knights of 
the Round Table 
see a vision of 
the Holy Grail 
in this 15th-
century French 
manuscript 
illustration.
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away – the myths endured. The most famous English-language 
version was composed (or compiled) by Sir Thomas Malory (?1415-
1471). Argument rages about his identity, but it may be so that he 
was born in the year Henry V triumphed at Agincourt and died in 
the year Warwick the Kingmaker perished at Barnet – a life, then, in 
which England passed from glorious victory on foreign fields to the 
internecine slaughter of civil war.

In his The Death of Arthur (published with the French title Le Morte 
d’Arthur), Malory portrays Arthur’s Knights of the Round Table as larger-
than-life caricatures, an impossible idealisation of chivalry, for a time 
when the English nobility was engaged in the murderous mayhem of the 

Wars of the Roses (1454-1485). They were the 
‘computer-game’ action heroes of their time. 
But the feudal values they represented would 
soon be extinguished by Tudor autocracy and 
Protestant reform. Ironically, Malory’s book 
was edited and published by William Caxton 
in 1485 – making the literary monument to 

the medieval past one of the very first books produced by that newest 
of new-fangled inventions, the printing-press.

The mythic Arthur lived on. For all their hard-boiled realpolitik, the 
Tudor kings and queens of England (1485-1603) embraced him – Henry 
VII’s first son was named after him, and Elizabeth I was pleased to 
claim descent from him. The late 19th century Pre-Raphaelite artists 
recruited him for their culture-war against modernity, drawn by his 
example of chivalry and heroism in an imagined past. They penned 
poems, painted pictures, wove tapestries, and designed stained-glass 
windows in honour of the Arthurian heroes. 

T H White published a whimsical modern version of the stories 
with The Once and Future King in 1958, and Joshua Logan obligingly 
turned it into the Hollywood musical Camelot in 1967. Thereafter, the 
subversive Monty Python troupe made him comically absurd in Monty 
Python and the Holy Grail in 1975 and in their spin-o! 2004 musical 
Spamalot. John Boorman returned to the brooding Freudian menace 
of the myths in his 1981 film Excalibur, while the BBC broadcast five 
series of the stylishly tongue-in-cheek Merlin between 2008 and 2012. 
Finally, this summer 2021 sees the Net"ix release of The Green Knight, 
billed as an ‘epic medieval fantasy film’ starring Arthur et al. Arthur, 
it seems, will always be with us.

The whole Arthurian fantasy from Geo!rey of Monmouth’s History 
to Net"ix’s The Green Knight has nothing to do with post-Roman 
Britain. It seems hardly to matter whether a Dark Age warlord of the 
late 5th/early 6th century AD had the name Arthur or not. Surely it is a 
mere historical detail that is both unknowable and of no significance? 
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to claim descent from him."



The Beguiling of Merlin, by 
Edward Burne-Jones, 1874. The 
Pre-Raphaelite painter shows 
Merlin trapped in a thorn-bush 
as the Lady of the Lake reads 
from a book of spells. 
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Who cares if one of them was called Arthur? That Arthur would be 
completely di!erent from the made-up Arthur of the medieval and the 
modern romances.

Still, for what it is worth, our guess is that a real Arthur was indeed the 
origin of the myth – and that is because we know of so many comparable 
cases in cultural history…

Myth-story 
Tall tales are told about legendary leaders throughout the world. 
Witness the example of Alexander the Great. Some of the Alexander 
stories were told in ancient times, like that recorded by the Roman 
historian Curtius, who recalls how a certain Amazon queen wanted 
Alexander to sire a child on her, but that she left him disappointed 
after a 13-day stay, since ‘her appetite for sex was greater than his’.

Village story-tellers in Turkmenistan to this day remember ‘Iskander’ 
as a two-horned monster who conquered the world, attempted to 
ascend to heaven on a "ying machine pulled by gri!ons, but was cast 
down by God in outrage at such hubris. A variant on this myth has 
Iskander hiding his demonic horns under long, wavy hair – until the 
secret was finally revealed to the world by his barber.

Or take the example of Scottish folk-hero William Wallace. There is 
no question that Wallace was a real war-leader in the resistance to 
Edward I’s attempt to conquer Scotland. Victorious at the Battle of 
Stirling Bridge (1297), defeated at the Battle of Falkirk (1298), he was 
betrayed and captured in 1305, taken to London and put on trial, and 
there condemned to be hanged, drawn, and quartered.

Wallace was subsequently mythologised, notably by Blind Harry 
(c.1440-1492), who composed a long poem, The Acts and Deeds of the 
Illustrious and Valiant Champion Sir William Wallace, in which the 
worthy bard invented a series of additional battles for his hero and 
made him a full seven-foot tall. 

Blind Harry’s mythic Wallace is with us still. Mel Gibson’s Hollywood 
epic Braveheart (1995) is based on the poem and repeats some of its 
wilder tales. Cinema, indeed, seems the modern equivalent of oral epic 
poetry in its capacity to transform history into myth. Countless bio-
pics that have played fast and loose with the truth have nonetheless 
left indelible imprints on public consciousness. There is, for example, 
Lawrence of Arabia.

David Lean’s 1962 block-buster must be among the greatest films 
ever made. One memorable scene shows heavy coastal guns pointing 
out to sea at the port of Aqaba as it is overrun in a dramatic charge of 
horse- and camel-mounted Bedouin. But there were no guns at Aqaba 
in July 1917, not even a pop-gun. The land-based operation was mounted 
for quite di!erent strategic and political reasons. More broadly, the 
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film is saturated with what the Palestinian philosopher and cultural 
historian Edward Said called ‘Orientalism’. We have a Western hero – 
played by tall, handsome, blond-haired, blue-eyed Peter O’Toole, dressed 
in billowing pristine-white robes, brandishing a golden dagger – set 
against a dark mass of apparently backward, benighted, often brutal 
humanity of ‘Middle Eastern appearance’. They just needed a modern 
King Arthur to lead them. 

Homer’s heroes
Perhaps the most telling comparison when it comes to assessing the 
Arthurian romances is with the Ancient Greek Homeric tradition. 
Almost universally assumed to be pure fiction until the late 19th century, 
little by little the evidence has accumulated since to substantiate much 
that we read in The Iliad and The Odyssey.

It all started with retired businessman and Homer-obsessive Heinrich 
Schliemann, who used his wealth to fund private excavations in the 
1870s, first at Troy, then Mycenae, with the aim of proving the literal 
truth of the ancient epics.

Achievement did not quite match expectations. ‘Priam’s Treasure’ and 
the ‘Mask of Agamemnon’ were nothing of the sort. Nonetheless, though 
it took more skilful hands to make sense of the stratigraphic mess he 
had created, it seems that Troy VI – one of nine cities superimposed 

William Wallace 
certainly existed, 
but he was 
mythologised by 
medieval poets 
and then recast 
as a romantic 
hero in the 19th 
century. This 
statue, erected 
in Aberdeen in 
1888, bears the 
inscription ‘I tell 
you a truth, liberty 
is the best of all 
things, my son, 
never live under 
any slavish bond.’
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on each other on the Hill of Hisarlik over three millennia – was 
indeed the city of which Homer sang, given the date and some of the 
architectural details. 

Then came the discovery of royal tombs packed with golden ornaments 
in the shaft graves at Mycenae, an imposing hilltop redoubt built of 
massive ‘Cyclopean’ masonry; surely an archaeological fit for the 
residence of Late Bronze Age Greece’s supreme war-leader? Here too, 
and later at other sites, artefacts and artworks turned up with uncanny 
resemblances to things described by Homer – decorated cups, figure-
of-eight shields, boar’s tusk helmets, and more.

A generation after Schliemann’s excavations, Arthur Evans’ work at 
Knossos moved Crete – with, according to The Iliad, ‘a hundred cities’ 
and ‘eighty black ships’ – from the realm of Homeric myth into that 
of Bronze Age prehistory.

Soon after the Second World War, the brilliant ancient linguist 
Michael Ventris deciphered the Linear B script that had been found 
on baked-clay tablets on Mycenaean sites and proved the language 
to have been Greek. Prior to this, other scholars, working on Hittite 
texts from a palace archive excavated at Boghaz Köy in Anatolia, had 
found possible references to both Troy and the Achaeans (Homer’s 
word for the Greeks).

The Arming and 
Departure of the 
Knights of the 
Round Table on 
the Quest of the 
Holy Grail, by 
Edward Burne-
Jones, c.1890. 
Pure fantasy, of 
course, but does 
it represent some 
distant memory 
of real Dark Age 
warlords of the 6th 
century AD? 
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Two views of 'Arthurian' Wessex - above South Cadbury Hillfort and below Glastonbury Tor, both in Somerset. Next 
issue, we take a serious look at the archaeological evidence for the real Arthur.
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Is it similar for Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table? Are 
they the British equivalents of Achilles, Hector, Agamemnon, and 
Odysseus – mythic heroes evolved from dimly-remembered historical 
prototypes?

Dark Age archaeology
The answers to all these questions is: probably. For why invent Arthur 
when you have a wealth of "esh-and-blood candidates available 
for apotheosis. It is not a matter of this detail or that. Was Cadbury 
hillfort the site of Camelot? Was Badbury Rings the site of the Battle 
of Badon? Was there a unified British resistance to the Saxon menace 
of the early 6th century? Was there one supreme war-leader who 
towered over the rest?

Or are these the wrong questions? Are they historical questions 
for which the evidence does not exist, and where we should be 

asking questions of a di!erent kind? For the 
archaeology is providing a rich story of Dark 
Age warfare, and thus a compelling context for 
a real Arthur, a British Agamemnon. A fair few 
rugged war-leaders at large in a land of strife 
are known to us from the patchy historical 
sources for the 5th and 6th centuries AD; and 
archaeological evidence bears out an impression 
of what Stuart Laycock has called a ‘failed state’ 
following the end of Roman rule, when much 

of Britain seems to have disintegrated into a patchwork of petty 
polities run by local militias.

New archaeological research is filling out the picture in astonishing 
ways: we seem now to be seeing the shadowy lines of those mini-
states, with their militarised borders, their liveried guards, their 
hilltop redoubts of stone and earth laced with timber. We seem to 
be seeing, more clearly than ever before, the world of Arthur and his 
knights, much as Schliemann found the world of Homer’s heroes at 
Troy and Mycenae. What we see bears little resemblance to anything 
we read in Geo!rey of Monmouth or Sir Thomas Malory. But we see 
enough to suspect that the mythic Arthur of medieval romance was 
rooted in a real Arthur of Dark Age warlordism. This we shall explore 
in the next issue of Past Worlds.

The latest Arthur fantasy film, The Green Knight, starring 
Dev Patel and directed by David Lowery, is released in the 
United States on 30 July, and worldwide thereafter.

"!e archaeology is providing 
a rich story of Dark Age 
warfare, and thus a 
compelling context for a real 
Arthur..."
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