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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 ().

















































































