








A NEW INTRODUCTION TO BARBOURS BRUCE

harrying raids on English garrisons). Of all the writers of historical
narrative during this period, Gray is the only man-of-action to leave
an account of first-hand experience, lucidly and concisely presented.

Bruce itself is hard to assess because it does not easily fit into 2
category, literary, historical, narrative, chronicle, aristocratic, clerical.
It is recognised, by Sir Willam Craigie?? and others that Barbour wrote
with the aid of established literary precedents and followed a “North-
ern tradition” which may be isolated and identified with refetence to
other mediaeval Scots writers subsequent to Barbour himself, but there
are no extant examples of works in this tradition produced by his Scots
forbears; in fact, because he was the first to be charged with this
“Northern element” and because Scottish literary historians needed a
Chaucer-figure with whom to begin their chronological accounts Bat-
bour was accorded the title of “father of Scots poetry.” It is clear, how-
ever, that he owes much to Anglo-Norman romances of chivalry such
as Fierabras and Alexander, which furnished him with stock patterns
of heroic action.

Barbour wrote with a stern purpose. He aimed to make the nation,
as it then was, conscious of a clear destiny. In 1375 Scotland needed
a modern history, for the only accounts available, about Celtic battles,
feuds and intrigues, were concerned with building myths of doubtful
origin into a universal structure. Barbour’s cletkly concern for chrono-
logical accuracy pulls away from romance. Barbour strikes away from
the Brut tradition and, instead of the fictitious Troy of Dares and
Dictys a realistic Scotland possessed of an authentic topography be-
comes the background for a solidly-rooted narrative of heroic action
shot through with the glamour of an apparent truth no less strange in
its way than the romance of Troy. The hero is on a liberating quest
and the work has a moral as well as an historical unity. Bruce, his
disciples and his gradually-increasing influence ate on the side of right,
though the “rights” are not so much moral as political and territorial.
He is one of the last mediaeval kings properly so called, a projection
of nationalist feeling, portrayed as an exile who succeeds against over-
whelming odds, no demi-god endowed with superhuman qualities, but
a flesh-and-blood man liable to failure,

Nevertheless Barbour’s hero is a stereotype, a compound, borrowed
from romance sources, classical history and anecdotal tradition, but
with certain simple biographical attributes imposed upon him. It is
impossible to say with certainty what models Barbour actually did draw

2The Northern Element in Enmglish Literatwre (Toronto, 1933).
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upon; the “Bruce-Stewart family tradition,” as R. L. C. Lorimer has
postulated,?® may well be the main source for stories -about Robert I
and his chief supporters, but the Bruce of Barbour is a historian’s hero,
a monolithic symbol constructed from epic stereotypes rather than from
a collection of personal and traditional fragments transmitted orally.
When he resolves to “tak the ure that God wald send” he is shown
forth by Barbour in the role of a man of destiny, a near-archtypal image
inherited in a recognisable form from popular precedents for a clerical
historian to embellish with a few obvious marks of humanity. Thus
when he moves ruggedly into action by slaying the Comyn, an easily-
grasped human motive—fierce rage on Bruce’s part—is linked with
“ure” which, by God’s grace, is to guide events in Scotland’s favour.
Barbour was writing at a time when a national pride of fairly recent
origin needed some reinforcement and his conception of “truth” was
truth of account of successive incidents, military tactics, detail of bat-
tles and skirmishes and accuracy of chronology rather than truth of
motive on the part of his hero. Personal ambition is not stressed.

It is well known that in the fourteenth century Bruce’s Scottish
nation was made up of a variety of peoples of diffetent stock—Scots,
Picts, Britons, Gaels, Scands, English, Flemings and Normans, welded
together by Celtic tradition.?* Bruce and his tenants were Scots of five
generations standing and although he had Norman origins there is no
evidence that families like his own or even with more obviously Not-
man names like Baliol or Umphraville were thought of as being “for-
eigners.” Many Scots landed families had been founded by a younger
son of an established English family and many Scots lords married
Englishwomen. Since matriage involved the transfer of land many
Scots held English land and vice-versa. Barbour’s poem has thus to be
considered not against a background of dynastic legitimacy but against
that of community of the realm, a welding of diverse interests into
one natio and the creation of a new Scotland in the heroic spirit.?®
Whereas the armies of the Old English kingdoms were made to depend
upon feudal levies and the obligation of the peasantry to serve under
arms the motive for service with Bruce was one of clan solidarity and
a dislike of the foreigner. Barbour’s account of his hero’s early military
expeditions makes no suggestion that it was self-interest which encous-
aged Bruce to action, nor does he mention his several changes of side;

% “Barbour’s Traditional Sources,” Appendix II of Moray McLaren's
If Freedom Fail (London, 1964).

* See Barrow, op. c#t., pp. Off.

= See sbid., pref.
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in 1296, as Earl of Carrick, he had sworn fealty to Edward I and
fought with the English against Wallace in 1297. He then went over
to the Scots army but soon returned to the English side. As one of
Scotland’s four Regents he spent some time at the English court.
Many Scots nobles, like Bruce, were landowners in England and had no
motive to take up arms against “kith and kin”; what active opposition
to the English did exist was, though resolute, sporadic in character—
guerilla harrying actions carried out not by the flower of chivalry but
by indignant small farmers, loosely organised, who had suffered per-
sonally at the hands of uncontrolled English soldiery. In the eyes of
the English, a fomenter of peasant insurrection, like Wallace, had no
representative status and was branded as a traitor, suffering ignomin-
ious death by mutilation following legal process. Apart from making
brief reference to stories of his valour, extant Scots records of events
leading up to Bruce’s entry into affairs ignored Wallace or dismissed
him with brevity., Blind Harry revived Wallace’s reputation a century
after Barbour, but the audience for which Barbour wrote wanted an
impeccable royal hero.

Barbour, too, passes lightly over the events of Edward I's reign, im-
plying loosely that Bruce had been associated with Scottish patriotic
activity before February, 1306, when he burned his boats by knifing
the Comyn. In fact, Barbour introduces his champion as “Thys lord the
Bruce, I spak of ayr,” usually said to be a scribal error or a mistake on
the author’s part; it is as likely to represent deliberate confusion of
Bruce with his grandfather, Baliol's rival, dead since 1394, in order to
give the impression to posterity that there had been a family resistance
of two generations’ standing. From the beginning, therefore, Bruce is
made to personify anti-English Scotland, whereas in fact Wallace was
a far better symbol historically. But apart from the stock trappings of a
rather utilitarian cowrtoisie, Bruce has little original “psychology” and
to detach him from his context is to find oneself grasping at a personi-
fication biographically no more solid than Byrthnoth of The Battle of
Maldon. Other superficially biographical works, such as, for example,
the contemporary Life of the Black Prince by the herald of Sir John
Chandos, or the earlier Histoire de Guillaume le Maréchal (ca. 1226)
may be summed up in the same way; deeds, values and personality
are amalgamated in the named hero.

One typical source of the heroic character, regularly mentioned by
mediaeval historians, was the figure of Alexander of Macedon.?8

2 Por a full account see George Cary, The Medieval Alexander, ed. D. J. A.
Ross (Cambridge, 1956).
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Most accounts of the reigns of the three Edwards refer to him. The
ME Kyng Alisaunder, wiitten before 1330, was based on the AN
Roman de Toute Chevalerie of Thomas de Kent, while the earlier OF
prose Alexander romance, of unknown authorship, composed in the
13th century, was an older successful vernacular version. Alexander’s
life is the subject of Book IV of Vincent de Beauvais' Speculum His-
toriale on which Ranulf Higden’s account in Polychronicon is founded.
Vita Edwardi Secunds, Annales Londinienses and Commendatio Lamen-
tabilis all compare Edward I with Alexander. The Greek conqueror
was thus endowed with qualities alongside which those of subsequent
great warriors and particularly contemporary kings of the warrior
breed, could be easily compared. '

The mediaeval view of Alexander was based on mainly anecdotal
evidence which pursued its own independent line of development dis-
tinct from the main historical and legendary streams of information.
His réle as conqueror underlay moral considerations of Alexander as a
cruel seeker after glory. The prevailing portrait of him was taken from
the Bible and from a miscellany of writers such as Valerius Maximus,
Seneca, Cicero and the Church Fathers. Philosophers discussed his quali-
ties as a ruler, theologians and universal historians were compelled to
accept his conquests, commenting that they availed him nothing at his
death, while the secular historians discuss him as a conqueror in com-
parison with other conquerors, past and present, or with patrons, such
as Edward I, whom they wished to flatter. The dominant note is one
of admiration.

Alexander was the possessor of an “over-reaching” spirit not dimin-
ished by considerations of God. God has little control over Alexander,
whose desire for glory and belief in his own destiny makes of him
a powerful mental force in which valour, physical hardness and the
courtly virtues are combined to fashion a man not in need of divine
succour. God is Alexander’s friend. He furthers his own victories, under
the influence of Fortuna; at the heart of the secular portrait of Alex-
ander is the individual who stands alone, ruthless, vainglorious and
supremely confident. Chaucer’s sketch of him in The Monk’s Tale as
the predatory knight whose ultimate destiny was to fall into the hands
of death the leveller opens with these lines:

The storie of Alisaundre is so commune,
That every wight that hath discretioun
Hath herd somewhat or al of his fortune.

Barbour’s references are admiring ones. That in Book 1?7 is typical of
11, 529-36.
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the 14th-century story-teller’s reverence for the hero; it stands, like
Chaucer’s, in contrast to Augustinian references which accuse Alex-
ander of pride and which were sometimes cited by theologians search-
ing for examples of this particular deadly sin. In Book X28, a longer
illustration is given concerning Alexander’s conduct at the siege of
Tyre, inserted by way of a parallel to describe Randall’s capture of
Edinburgh Castle following a besiegement. It is Alexander the military
leader who is reincarnated in Bruce (and in Edward I), not the flawed
Alexander of clerical tradition. Barbour does not describe Bruce directly
as he describes James of Douglas, whose appearance is etched in some
detail even down to his slight lisp (a traditional speech defect of
Hector’s which Nicholas Trivet also accorded to Edward 1)2? instead,
Bruce’s qualities are allowed to emerge in a succession of physical
incidents, acts of violence, individual combat against larger numbers
of foes and a chivalrous attitude towards all men. Alexander, as mir-
rored in secular writings, had by the late 14th century developed many
courtly qualities, derived from the chamsons de geste, which combined
with the well-established portrait of the man of valour to provide a
scholar like Barbour with a rough-and-ready model for just such a man
of action as he sought to depict in Brace.

A second heroic stereotype which undoubtedly influenced Barbour
was drawn from the Arthurian legend. By 1350 the various streams of
Arthurian tradition had fused into one broad legend, mingling fact
and fiction, reflected in the Brut narratives of Geoffrey of Monmouth,
Wace and Lagamon, as well as in the romances of Chrétien de Troyes
and the lais of Marie de France; from this emerged the chivalric Arthur,
in Lagamon’s hands an actual English monarch conquering his enemies.
In the reign of Edward III Arthurian chivalry came to represent an
ideal of soldierly conduct, and contemporaty historians, such as Frois-
sart, wrote of Edward with Arthur (and occasionally Hector) in mind.

Scots chroniclers say little about Arthur;3° he is scarcely mentioned

= 1. 706-13.

® Annales Sex Regum Angliae. The tradition appears in Guido de Colon-
na’s Historia Troiana, turned into English as the Gest Hystoriale of the De-
struction of Troy (1. 3881).

®Gee R. H. Fletcher, The Arthurian Material in the Chronicles (1906),
2nd ed. expanded by R. S. Loomis (New York, 1966), ch. X, “The Scottish
Versions” (241-9). After the 14th century Arthur came to be represented by
Scots’ historians as a bad king, since the Scots, legendaty enemies of Arthur,
contributed to the latter’s military glory. The author of the alliterative Morse
Arthur drew his portraits of the valiant king from Plantagenet history and
Malory’s model bears traces of Henry V as original. See also Finlayson, ed. cit.
introd. pp. 15ff.

[143]



STUDIES IN SCOTTISH LITERATURE

by Fordun or by Wyntoun, although the latter knew Geoffrey of Mon-
mouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae, and ascribed the alliterative Morte
Arthur to Huchown of the Awle Ryale. This poem, composed about
the same time as Barbour's Bruce, takes its real-life tactical details
from records of Edward II's campaigns in Brittany in the 1340s. In
like fashion Barbour, said by Wyntoun to have been the author of a
Brut chronicle (not extant), presents in Robert Bruce a leader skilled
in the arts of war, at his best when outnumbered, resolute in pressing
home his attack, shrewd in generalship and never losing sight of his
main objective, namely, to drive the English out of Scotland and regain
the heritage which is his by right. But, unlike the feudal Arthur, Bruce
has no time to spate for the distractions of hunting or the attentions
of women; Barbour conceives him as a national hero mirroring the
unadorned virtues of Scots resistance. In the words of the Declaration
of Arbroath (1320)
. so long as one hundred men remain alive, we shall never
under any conditions submit to the domination of the English.
It is not for glory or riches or honours that we fight, but only
for liberty, which no good man will consent to lose but with
his life,31
sentiments which Batbour expressed in his address to freedom in Book
1, the rough-hewn figure of his hero looms large.

In Bruce Barbour embodied a group of qualities desirable in a hero
symbolising the nazio as he would like it to be, and as an individual
his warrior does not exist above and beyond these. No mediaeval his-
torian, Barbour included, tried to probe below the surface and analyse
individual motives or moral attributes. A hero’s heroism could be
summed up in a half-dozen adjectives, taken from rhetorical models
such as that of Matthew of Vend6me:

All men lufyt him for his bounte;
For he wes off full fayr effer,
Wyss, curtaiss, and deboner;

Larg and luffand als wes he,

And our all thing luffyt lawte . . ®

3 Trans. Cooper (McLaren, op.cit.,, Appendix I).

221 (I, 360-4). Matthew of Vendéme's Ars Versificatio (1175), written
under French influence but deriving much from Cicero and Horace based
personal description on two formulaic devices, effictio (outward appearance)
and notatio (moral qualities). See J. W. H. Atkins, English Literary Criticism:
the Mediaeval Phase (London, 1952), pp. 103ff. See also W. J. Brandt, The
Shape of Medieval History: Studies in Modes of Perception (New Haven &
London, 1966), pp. 150-7, and Legge, op.cit., on biographies of Guillaume
le Maréchal (ca. 1226) and of the Black Prince (ca. 1385).
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followed by a short physical description, brings Sir James of Douglas to
life—a more sustained definition than is ever given of Bruce himself
“that hardy wes off hart and hand” who betrays a few primary emo-
tions such as anger and sorrow at the actions of the English and the
plight of the Scots.

Loyalty to such a champion is loyalty to the natio. To create such
a symbol Barbour needed no second-hand knowledge of the intimacies
of Bruce's character and personal life. His virtues, prowess and the
goals to which he aspires are constructed according to a formula, that
of the chanson de geste, and Barbour gave the work unity by summing
up in his hero popular sentiments associated with success in war, and
particularly with resistance against a foreign oppressor. His audience
must have included descendants of the named personages in Brace,
many of the latter sharing in the heroism of their leader, and Barbout’s
appeal was for this reason direct. The common people, as a group, are
of one accord with their officers and “traitors” stand out as despicable
enemies of Scotland. Just as Arthur of Albion was the type of a suc-
cessful British king so did Bruce become his Scottish counterpart, a
general heroic figure suited to Barbour’s purpose in compiling his
“suthfast story.”
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