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Accounts of the origins of Plantagenet have ignored a tradition of
similar names, some of which had a bawdy insinuation. There could
have been a mischievous interpretation of Plantagenet, building its
currency amongst neighbouring commoners whilst delaying its accep-
tance for official royal purposes. This and other developments such as
the spread of contemporary scholastic teachings can explain the slow
but eventual adoption of the Plantagenet nickname as a hereditary
royal surname despite the scarcity of its early mentions.

Curiosity of Plantagenet _

A curious feature of Plantagenet is that the name is often incorrectly
applied as though it were the surname of all (or many) of the English
kings throughout the 330 years from Geoffrey Plante Genest’s son
Henry II to Richard III. However, as John Gillingham explains:

But although Henry II's father Count Geoffrey was known as
Plantagenet [actually Plantegenest or Plante Genest] it was not until
the fifteenth century that this term came to be used as a family name,...

The Encyclopedia Britannica (2000 version) adds:

Geoffrey’s descendants in England remained without one [a hereditary
surname] for more than 250 years, although surnames became
universal outside the royal family. ... The first official use of the
surname Plantagenet by any descendant of Count Geoffrey occurred in
1460, when Richard, Duke of York, claimed the throne as “Richard
Plantaginet”.

John Gillingham continues:

... and for the story that the name came from the sprig of broom
(Planta Genista) that he [Count Geoffrey] liked to wear in his hat to be
put into writing we have to wait until the nineteenth century.

! J. Gillingham, The Angevin Empire, 2nd edn (London, 2001), p. 3.
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In fact, it was not as late as the nineteenth century: two centuries
sooner, in 1605, William Camden had written that Geoffrey Planta-
genet was so called because ‘he ware commonly a broom-stalk in his
bonnet’.? Even so, although this story can be traced back to 1605, this
is still long after the evidence around 1170 for Geoffrey’s Plantegenest
nickname.

The Encyclopedia Britannica® credits a different story of how
Geoffrey’s nickname could have originated:

Although well established, the surname Plantagenet has little historical
justification. It seems to have originated as a nickname for Count
Geoffrey and has been variously explained as referring to his practice
of wearing a sprig of broom (Latin genista) in his hat or, more prob-
ably, to his habit of planting brooms to improve his hunting covers.

However, the Complete Peerage,® which favours the traditional sprig-
wearing story, dismisses a hunting explanation with:

Mrs Green says that Geoffrey was so called “from his love of hunting
over heath and broom” (Henry I, p. 6). This may be deduced from
Wace (loc. cit.):

E al contre Geffrei son frere,

Que I’en clamont Plante Genest,

Qui mult amout bois e forest.
However, it is more likely that Geoffrey’s love of wood and forest was
inserted for the purpose of rime than as an explanation of his nickname.

A hunting explanation can be regarded as an alternative possibility; but
sprig-wearing is the most common explanation.

2 'W. Camden, Remains Concerning Britain (1605), repr. as Remains Concerning
Britain with a New Introduction by L. Dunkling (Wakefield, 1974), pp. 111-12,
photographic reprint of the edition published (London, 1870).

> The 1950 edition mentions only the ‘sprig wearing’ story, but a hunting
explanation was added by 1974.

* The Complete Peerage or a History of the House of Lords and all its Members
from the Earliest Times, vol. 11 edited by G. H. White (London, 1949), Appendix
G, pp. 14041, note ().
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Significance of a simple nickname

The traditional story might seem an odd explanation for a royal
surname; but I shall venture to lend it more credibility by conjecturing
that Geoffrey could have worn a broom sprig to reinforce that his
nickname was an echo of a conquering predecessor’s name.

Geoffrey Plante Genest was most famous for his marriage in 1128
to Matilda, the heiress apparent to the English throne, and for his
conquest of Normandy by 1145. Geoffrey (1113-51) was the youthful
suitor of Matilda, who was twelve years his senior; and, in his attempts
to regain their ‘inheritance’ from the ‘usurper’ king Stephen, he
attracted some powerful allies for his 1136 campaign into Normandy,
most |mg>ortantly the Duke of Aquitaine’ whose duchy had once been
founded® by Bemnard Plantevelu around 869-872 AD.” Geoffrey’s
nickname could have recalled Plantevelu’s similar name and his
similar success in gaining a new duchy. In contemporary documents
Bemard is called Planta-pilosa which, like Plantevelu, means either a
‘halry shoot’ or a ‘hairy sole of foot’ (Appendix A). A broom shoot is
hairy.® The meaning ‘hairy broom shoot’ can be ascribed to both
Planta-pilosa and Plante Genest.

Appendix B outlines some other opinions about the Plantagenet
name. It includes a theory that the significance of broom to the
Angevin royal family may have related to its golden flower. However,

5 Glllmgham The Angevin Empire, p. 14,

§ Aquitaine passed to William of Poitiers in 951 and, by 1086-1126, to the
troubadour grandfather, William IX, of Eleanor of Aquitaine who, in 1152,
mamed Plante Genest’s son who became King Henry I1 in 1154.

" Histoire de I'Aquitaine, publiée sous la direction de C. Higounet (Toulouse,
1971), p. 173; W. Kienart, Der Herzogstitel in Deutschland und Frankreich (9 bis
12 Jahrundert), (Munchen and Wien, 1968), p. 164; N. L. Taylor, ‘Saint William,
King David and Makhir. A controversial medieval descent’, American Genealo-
gist, 72 (1997), 205-23.
¥ The genista scoparius has leaves which are hairy when young and pods which
are hairy on the edges. Sometimes called the cytisus scoparius, it is widely
distributed (e.g. J. Akeroyd, The Encyclopedia of British Wild Flowers (London,
2001), p. 114). The Middle English Dictionary, edited by H. Kurath and S. M.
Kuhn (Ann Arbor, 1930-2001) fhereafter MED), defines the meaning of the
Middle English word geneste as ‘broom (Cytisus scoparius)’.
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it may have related instead to the vegetable soul. Since the time of
Aristotle (¢.384-322 BC), a soul had been ascribed to plants as well as
to animals and man,9 and those who knew scholastic teachings would
have been aware of plant-like aspects to man from the outset.

Like Plantevelu, Johannes Scotus Erlgena (c.800—.877) was at the
court of Charles the Bald of France,'® and he held that ‘It is the will of
God to create all creatures, visible and invisible, in man’. He added
that bone, nail and hair contained only vegetable life,ll and so
Plantevelu’s name could have been intended to reflect that such
vegetative substance formed his sturdy frame. By the time of Geoffrey
Plante Genest, this intimation of the vegetable soul had developed into
wider concepts of a robust constitution (Appendix A).

Later, during the reigns of the royal descendants of Plante Genest,
there are descriptions of a highly-developed vegetable soul with its
three powers: nutrition; augmentation; and generation.' ? Each power
can be applied to a legendary lord with a ‘hairy broom shoot’ name
who excelled at any or all of feeding his troops augmenting his lands,
and generating offspring:

nutrition: broom shoots were fed to animals'® and, since the times of
Vegetius,' controlling the food supply had been of paramount

® B. Russell, History of Western Philosophy, 2nd edn (London, 1961), pp. 182-83.
Earlier, Pythagoras (c.532 BC) had believed in the transmigration of souls; and
the soul was superior to the body in the dualism of Plato (b.428-27 BC) (ibid., pp.
50 and 140).

% Ibid., pp. 396-97.

' Y. Bett, Johannes Scotus Erigena: A Study in Medieval Philosophy
(Cambridge, 1925), pp. 57-61 (pp. 58 and 60).

12 5. J. McEvoy, The Philosophy of Robert Grosseteste (Oxford, 1982), pp. 291-
95 and 314; C. McKeon, A Study of the Summa Philosophae of the Psudo-
Grosseteste (New York, 1948), p. 151.

1* Akeroyd, The Encyclopedia of British Wild Flowers, p. 114. Also, the late-
fourteenth-century Pear! poet wrote: ‘Sesez childer of her sok, soghe hem so
neuer, Ne best bite on no brom, ne no bent nauther’ (Patience, 1. 391-92). Text
in, for example, The Poems of the Pearl Manuscript: Pearl, Cleanness, Patience,
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, edited by M. Andrew and R. Waldron, York
Medieval Texts, 2nd series (London, 1978).
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importance in medieval campaigns such that a ‘hairy broom shoot’
epithet might have held relevance for a lord who successfully
controlled nutrition;

augmentation: in his Normandy campaigns, Plante Genest steadily
ramified his authority (1135-45) like the seasonal spread of a
germinating shoot, and this could have been to the fore in the mind of
the Norman poet Wace (1135-~74) when he wrote his poem mentioning
Plante Genest, with his love of wood and forest, romancing Geoffrey’s
love for augmenting his lands like his predecessor Plantevelu;
generation: the direct interpretation ‘hairy shoot’ could have drawn
attention to Planta-pilosa’s virility and gallantry, forming a fitting
epithet for a war lord (Appendix A); John Marmoutier'® mentioned the
name Plantegenest in his chronicle which he wrote to please Plante
Genest’s son, Henry II; Geoffrey had generated a fine heir—he had
sent his nine year old son Henry to England in 1142 while he consoli-
dated his continental possessions; generation in the sense of generating
a fine offspring could have been significant for the Plantegenest
nickname.

Popular opinion may have been tinged with another scholastic belief.
The Plantagenet name can be associated with transubstantiation'®
throu$h the vegetable (planta) and animal (genet as a civet cat'’ or
horse'®) genera to a human. This is consistent with the writings of

" References to the fourth-century De Re Militari of Vegetius and its subsequent
use by the medieval military appear in J. Gillingham, The Wars of the Roses:
Peace and Conflict in 15th Century England, pbk edn (London, 2005), pp. 44-49.
'* The Plantagenet Chronicles, edited by E. Hallam, (London, 1995), p. 43.

' Transubstantiation had become an article of Christian faith in 1079 though it
had been believed by many earlier (Russell, History of Western Philosophy, p.
403).

"7 MED defines genet n(1) as ‘the genet (Genetta genetta); the fur of a genet’.
Similarly, F. Godefroy, Dictionnaire de L’Ancienne Langue Frangaise et de tous
ses dialectes de IX® au XV* siécle (Paris, 1938), defines genete as ‘sorte de fouine,
espéce de civette’. Also, D. R. Howlett, Dictionary of Medieval Latin from British
Sources, Fascicle 4: F-G-H (Oxford, 1989), p. 1064, defines sense (2) of geneta
[AN genette) as ‘(fur of) civet cat’.

' MED defines genet n(2) as ‘a small Spanish horse, a jennet’. La Curne de
Sainte-Palaye, Dictionnaire Historique de !’ancien langage francois (Niort and
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Averroes (1126-98),"” who had developed a scheme for the generation
of life from the elements, such as clay, through plants, and then the
seed and blood of animals, to man.” For the civet cat, augmentation by
its vegetable soul could explain its elongation. A similar notion can be
applied to the Swiss name Plantaporrets (Appendix C) associated with
the porrection of the leek plant. It seems likely that not everyone would
have appreciated metaphysical explanations such as these; but, more
mundanely, for some, the Plantagenet nickname could have come to
evoke an image of the young Geoffrey, as a scion or establisher®' shoot
(planta), at one with his mount® in 1128 in his pre-nuptial joustings at
Rouen (Marmoutier’s chronicle) in which his Spanish horse® (genef)
features.

Prurient sense in the common culture

The Plante Genest nickname can be considered alongside Geoffrey’s
other twelfth-century name formosus ‘well formed’ which appears later
as le Bel or ‘the handsome’.%* Conjugal fidelity was not a characteristic
of the Angevin kings, and Plante Genest’s grandson John (1199-1216)
was no exception: he was something of a profligate. Though he was

Paris, 1879), defines genet as ‘cheval d’Espagne, de petite taille’. Similarly,
Howlett, Dictionary of Medieval Latin from British Sources, defines sense (1) of
geneta [AN gener] as ‘jennet, a small Spanish horse’.

' Averroes (Ibn Rushd) was translated into Latin in the early thirteenth century
and had a very great influence in Europe (Russell, History of Western Philosophy,
p. 419). ‘

2 gverroes’ Tahafut Al-Tahafut (The Incoherence of the Incoherence), translated
from the Arabic with introduction and notes by S. van den Bergh, 2 vols (1954,
repr. 1969), I, 327 and 332.

2 Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd edn (Oxford, 1989) [hereafter OED], s.v. plant,
v, sense 3.a.

2 Godefroy, Dictionnaire de L’Ancienne Langue Frangaise, defines genetaire as
‘cavalier monté sur un genét’; and Howlett, Dictionary of Medieval Latin from
British Sources, defines genetarius [OF genetaire] as ‘a jennet rider’. In R. E.
Latham, Revised Medieval Latin Word-List from British and Irish Sources
(Oxford, 1965), genetes is taken to mean ‘light horsemen’.

B Hallam, The Plantagenet Chronicles, p. 48.

2 J. Chartrou, L’Anjou de 1109 a 1151 (Paris, 1928), p. 85.
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unequalled in his dealings with the Welsh, Scots, or Irish, he was nick-
named ‘soft sword’ (mollegladium).*® John’s unpopularity with some
may have encouraged the bandying of uncomplimentary senses to his
relative’s names, such as for his Longspée ‘long sword’ cousin.
Beneath royalty, there have been such names as Wagstaffe, Wagetail,
Waghorn, Wagpole, Shakelance, Shakeshaft and Shakespeare which
could, it has been argued, have alluded to activity with the membrum
virile.*® Like these, Longstaff, Longsword and ‘soft sword’ could have
evoked a male image, though the last of these suggests a lack of firm-
ness in comparison to ‘hairy shoot’, which intimates rather a maturing
male potency. Informality can turn a virile boast obscene or humor-
ous,”” and this may have happened for the Plante Genest nickname:
prurient sense could have become attached to John’s nickname ‘soft
sword’ and also to the ‘hairy broom shoot’ and ‘well formed’ nick-
names of Geoffrey.

There is a record of an unknown Galfrido Plauntegenet in 1266 in
connection with a garderobe.?® This suggests a digestive association
since a function of the vegetable soul was to regulate the urino-genital
system and the bowels (Appendix A). It is even possible that this may
relate to the origins of the Plante Genest nickname since, in Geoffrey’s
1136 campaign into Normandy, his advance was halted when he was
wounded in the foot and his troops suffered an outbreak of diarrhoea:?
it is conceivable that contemporaries may have seen it as more than a
coincidence that Geoffrey had been damaged in his planta (sole) and
then failed to fulfil his ‘plant soul’ obligation of nutrition. The clerics
would likely not have wished to dwell on this digestive failure, and
such a connection to Plantagenet can help to explain the sparsity of its

% A. L. Poole, From Domesday Book to Magna Carta 1087-1216, 2nd edn
(Oxford 1993), pp. 426 and 428.

% p. H. Reaney, The Origin of English Surnames (London, 1967), pp. 285 and
292.

27 A. Cruse, Meaning in Language: An Introduction to Semantics and Pragmatics
(Oxford, 2000), p. 61.

3 Plauntegenet Galfrido, serjent at arms, Wodestock, Close Rolls 1266.

? Gillingham, The Angevin Empire, p. 14.
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early mentions. By comparison, even a libidinous insinuation for
Geoffrey’s ‘broom shoot’ nickname might have seemed less repugnant.

Names of philandering were popular,” though obscene meanings
were sometimes disguised by alternatives.”’ In the Welsh Marches,
there was a particularly unfortunate sense. In Welsh, planta meant ‘to
beget’,’> which can be related to the planting of seed.? In his
eighteenth-century dictionary, Samuel Johnson concurred with the
same meaning in English, writing that fo plant can mean ‘to
procreate’.>* To this we can add that gener meant ‘a small Spanish
horse’, and so Plantagenet carried a sense of bestiality.

To test the validity of such a meaning, we can see if there is
consistent sense in similar names. There was, in particular, the English
by-name Plantefolie. Folie can mean ‘lechery’ or ‘fornication’ in
Middle English® and Old French.*® Also, the adjective foli can mean
‘sinful’ or ‘lascivious’.”’” Plantefolie seemingly meant ‘lewd shoot’ or a

% R. McKinley, A4 History of British Surnames (London and New York, 1990),
pp. 158-59. ‘

3V Reaney, The Origin of English Surnames, pp. 289-94.

32 Geiriadur Prifysgol Cymru / A Dictionary of the Welsh Language, edited by R.
J. Thomas and G. A. Bevan (Cardiff, 1950-2003), p. 2818, defines plantaf:
planta as ‘to beget or bear (children), procreate, breed’.

33 Job 5:25; cf. Genesis 38.

3 3. Johnson, Dictionary of the English Language, 8th edn (London, 1798),
defines fo plant v. a. as ‘(1) to put in the ground in order to grow; to set; to
cultivate; (2) to procreate; to generate; (3) to place; to fix; (4) to settle; to
establish; as, to plant a colony; (5) to fill or adorn with something planted; as, he
planted the garden or the country; (6) to direct properly; as, to plant a cannon.
Also, to plant v. n.: to perform the act of planting’.

3% MED defines folie as ‘1(a) Foolishness, stupidity, duliness; folly, imprudence,
lack of wisdom; (b) a foolish act, or course of action; (c) foolish talk, nonsense; an
idle tale; also, falsehood, slander; 2(a) sinfulness, wrongdoing, sin or crime; (b)
lechery, fornication, adultery; 3 madness, insanity, anger; 4 harm, injury damage’.
3% La Cumne de Sainte-Palaye, Dictionnaire Historique de l’ancien langage
frangois (Niort and Paris, 1879), defines folie as ‘(1) action ou parole folle,
téméraire; (2) viol, débauche; (3) duperie; (4) attaque téméraire, coup de main; (5)
injure; (6) crime’.

3" MED defines foli as ‘(a) foolish, ignorant; imprudent, unwise, ill-advised; (b)
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‘planter of wickedness’. ‘Lewd shoot’ might be glossed to ‘wickedness
offshoot’ or ‘bastard child’,’® but an associable ribaldry remains. The
name Plantefolie is found throughout England in the thirteenth
century: Leicestershire in 1209; Somerset in 1226; Weston’ in 1263;
and Yorkshire in 1270.

Such a thirteenth-century English Plant-like name is usually taken
to have a verb-noun construction. Thus, there were evidently allusions
to the ‘horse procreator’ sense of Plantagenet in the names Plantebene
(‘seed® ?lanter’), Plantefolie (‘wickedness planter’), and Planterose
(‘orifice’ ?lanter’). A ‘gardener’ meaning®? is quite possible for
Plantebene® and Planterose. However, there is also a salacious sense
to both, as well as for Plantefolie and Plantagenet.

Although attributive adjectives most commonly precede the noun,
they can follow it, in Middle English verse for examplc:,44 and this
would then cast the names Plantebene, Plantefolie and Planterose
more nearly in the same genre as a classical understanding of the
names Planta-pilosa and Plantegenest. Though the ‘shoot’ sense of

sinful; (¢) lascivious, libidinous’.

® MED lists the 1(e) meaning of fole as ‘a young child’ and the 1(a) and 2
meanings as ‘a foal or a horse’, recalling a sense of transubstantiation through the
genera as for Plantagenet.

* Plantefolie Gilbert, Leic’, Curia Regis 1209; Plantefolie John, Somerset, Curia
Regis 1226; Plantefolie Maud, Weston’, Close Rolls 1263; and Plantefolie Adam,
Welle Fanerwal’ (co. York), Close Rolls 1270.

% MED defines bene n(1) as ‘1(a) the seed of the broad bean plant; 1(b) the bean
plant; 2(a) an amount equal to a bean; 2(b) something of little value; 3(a) the plant
called the Egyptian bean; also, the seed of this plant; 3(b) the seed of the Egyptian
lupine’.

*! The rose can refer to the female genitalia (S. Huot, The Romance of the Rose
and its Medieval Readers: Interpretation, Reception, Manuscript Transmission
(Cambridge, 1993), pp. 292-301.

2p H. Reaney, A Dictionary of English Surnames, 3rd edn with corrections and
additions by R. M. Wilson (Oxford, 1991), p. 354.

S Plantebene Radulphus, Norfolk, | John Pipe Rolls, 1199; Planteben’
Radulphus, 2 John Pipe Rolls, 1200.

“ 3. A. Burrow and T. Turville-Petre, A Book of Middle English (Oxford, 1992),
p. 44.
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plante may have had priapic connotations, a ‘pleasant”’ (off)shoot’
sense to Plantebene could, at least, have been less offensive than a
satirical sense to ‘plant pleasantly’* and ‘plant seed’. However, even
the adjectival senses of these English Plant-like names can stand as
parodies of noble gallantry with, for example, a ‘lewd shoot’ sense to
Plantefolie parodying a ‘hairy broom shoot’ sense for Plantagenet.

In the face of any inclination to use Plantagenet as a royal surname,
religiously trained clerks would no doubt have wished to avoid any
hint of a bawdy sense, seeking instead a more pious presentation. With
the Queen’s uncle Boniface of Savoy as archbishop of Canterbury and
his compatriot Peter of Aigueblanche as bishop of Hereford, the mid-
thirteenth-century Savoyard influence’’ can be expected to have
favoured a godly image. There is for example a Swiss (?Savoyard)
name Plantevin and a biblical reference to Jesus as the vine.*® There
may have been some interaction with possible meanings of the English
Plant-like names described above—this may have led on to more pious
meanings, though the following Swiss names (cf. Appendix C) may not
have developed until later:

13th century undated
English Swiss
Plantebene pleasant shoot Plantefoi planter of faith
Plantefolie wickedness Plantamour | planter of love
shoot
Planterose risen shoot Plantfor planter of conscience

It seems that early English senses, though not polite, could have
garnished Plantagenet with a common intrigue. This could have
brought prominence to the name. However, the Count’s nickname
evidently had senses that were sufficiently offensive to render it
unacceptable as the official surname of his royal descendants while
bawdy sense persisted in England.

% MED defines bene (adj) as ‘good, fair, pleasant, kindly’.

% MED defines bene (adv) as ‘beautifully, pleasantly’.

47 M. Prestwich, Plantagenet England 1225-1360 (Oxford, 2005), pp. 93-96.
* John 15:1-5.

























































