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Here Be Dragons is a historical novel by the acclaimed author Sharon Kay Penman,
published in 1995. Set in the tumultuous backdrop of medieval Wales and England during
the 13th century, the novel intertwines the lives of historical figures and fictional
characters, creating a riveting narrative that captures the essence of the era. Penman,
known for her meticulous research and vivid storytelling, transports readers to a time of
political intrigue, cultural conflict, and personal drama. This article delves into the plot,
characters, themes, and the historical context of "Here Be Dragons," highlighting why it
remains a significant work in the genre of historical fiction.



Plot Summary

"Here Be Dragons" revolves around the life of Llewelyn ap Gruffydd, the last sovereign
Prince of Wales, and his tumultuous relationship with the English princess, Joanna. The
novel opens with the political landscape of Wales and England, characterized by ongoing
tensions and power struggles between the two nations. As the story progresses, readers
witness the personal and political challenges that Llewelyn faces as he strives to unify
Wales against English encroachment.

Key Events

1. Llewelyn's Rise to Power: The novel chronicles Llewelyn's ascent as a leader,
showcasing his determination to establish Welsh independence.
2. Joanna's Marriage: Joanna, the daughter of King John of England, is married off to
Llewelyn as part of a political alliance. This union brings both hope and conflict.
3. The Struggles of Leadership: Llewelyn's leadership is tested by betrayal, both from
within his ranks and from external forces, including the English crown.
4. Cultural Conflict: Penman explores the cultural differences between the Welsh and the
English, highlighting the complexities of loyalty, love, and heritage.
5. Tragic Consequences: The story culminates in a series of tragic events that shape the
fates of Llewelyn, Joanna, and their family.

Main Characters

The characters in "Here Be Dragons" are richly developed, each contributing to the
overarching themes of loyalty, love, and ambition.

Llewelyn ap Gruffydd

Llewelyn is portrayed as a noble and complex figure, deeply committed to his people and
their cause. His character grapples with the responsibilities of leadership and the personal
sacrifices that come with it. He is depicted as brave and idealistic, yet flawed, making
decisions that sometimes lead to unintended consequences.

Joanna

Joanna, the daughter of King John, is a strong and resilient character. Her marriage to
Llewelyn is not merely a political arrangement; it is one filled with genuine affection, but
also challenges due to the conflicting loyalties to her family and her husband. Penman
skillfully illustrates Joanna's internal struggles as she navigates the treacherous waters of
love and duty.



Supporting Characters

- King John of England: Joanna's father, whose ruthless ambition and desire for power set
the stage for conflict.
- Eleanor of Aquitaine: Joanna's grandmother, a powerful and influential figure whose
legacy looms large over the events.
- Various Welsh Nobles: These characters represent the diverse factions within Wales,
each with their ambitions and loyalties, adding layers to the political intrigue.

Themes

"Here Be Dragons" explores several profound themes that resonate throughout the
narrative, reflecting the complexities of human relationships and the historical context.

Love and Loyalty

The theme of love is central to the novel, particularly the love between Llewelyn and
Joanna. However, this love is constantly tested by external pressures and the obligations
of their respective cultures. The novel challenges the idea of loyalty, as characters must
choose between personal affection and political allegiance.

Power and Ambition

Penman delves into the nature of power and the ambition that drives individuals to pursue
it, often at great personal cost. The personal ambitions of characters like Llewelyn and
King John illustrate the lengths to which people will go to secure their power and
influence.

Cultural Identity

The tensions between the Welsh and English cultures are palpable throughout the novel.
Penman highlights the struggle for Welsh identity in the face of English dominance,
showcasing the rich traditions and values of the Welsh people. This cultural conflict serves
as a backdrop for the characters’ motivations and decisions.

Historical Context

Understanding the historical context of "Here Be Dragons" enhances the reading
experience. The novel is set during a time of significant upheaval in both Wales and
England, marked by the reign of King John and the subsequent civil war.



Welsh Independence

During the 13th century, Wales was struggling for independence from English rule.
Llewelyn ap Gruffydd emerged as a key figure in this struggle, and his efforts to unite the
Welsh against English encroachment are central to the narrative. Penman’s depiction of
this historical moment is both informative and engaging, providing readers with a vivid
understanding of the stakes involved.

Political Alliances

The marriages between Welsh and English nobility were often strategic moves designed to
secure peace or power. Joanna’s marriage to Llewelyn illustrates the complexities of such
alliances, where love and duty often clash.

The Impact of the Plantagenets

The Plantagenet dynasty, particularly King John, plays a crucial role in shaping the events
of the novel. King John’s reputation as a tyrant and his conflicts with his barons create a
backdrop of instability that influences the characters’ choices.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, "Here Be Dragons" received critical acclaim for its rich characterization,
detailed historical research, and compelling narrative. Many readers praised Penman for
her ability to bring the medieval world to life, creating a story that resonates with both
historical accuracy and emotional depth.

Influence on Historical Fiction

Sharon Kay Penman has made significant contributions to the genre of historical fiction,
and "Here Be Dragons" is often cited as one of her most notable works. The novel has
inspired many writers to explore the complexities of historical narratives, blending fact
with fiction to create immersive storytelling.

Enduring Popularity

Years after its publication, "Here Be Dragons" continues to be a favorite among fans of
historical fiction. Its themes of love, loyalty, and the struggle for identity resonate with
readers, making it a timeless tale that transcends its historical setting.



Conclusion

"Here Be Dragons" by Sharon Kay Penman stands as a testament to the power of historical
fiction to illuminate the past while exploring universal human experiences. Through its
rich characters, intricate plot, and profound themes, the novel invites readers to reflect on
the complexities of love, loyalty, and the quest for identity in a world fraught with conflict.
As readers journey through the pages, they are not just witnesses to historical events but
participants in the emotional and political turmoil of a bygone era. Penman’s masterful
storytelling ensures that "Here Be Dragons" remains a significant work, captivating the
hearts and minds of readers for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Here Be Dragons' by Sharon
Kay Penman?
The main theme of 'Here Be Dragons' revolves around love, loyalty, and the complexities
of political power during the medieval period, particularly focusing on the relationships
between the Welsh and the English.

Who are the central characters in 'Here Be Dragons'?
The central characters include Llewelyn ap Gruffudd, the Prince of Wales, and his wife,
Joanna, who is the daughter of King John of England. Their tumultuous relationship is
central to the story.

How does Penman portray historical events in 'Here Be
Dragons'?
Penman intricately weaves historical events with rich character development, providing a
vivid depiction of the struggles and conflicts of 13th-century Wales, particularly the clash
between Welsh independence and English rule.

What is the significance of the title 'Here Be Dragons'?
The title 'Here Be Dragons' symbolizes the unknown and the dangers that lie ahead,
reflecting the tumultuous and often perilous journey of the characters as they navigate
political intrigue and personal challenges.

How does Penman address the historical accuracy in
'Here Be Dragons'?
Sharon Kay Penman is known for her meticulous research, and in 'Here Be Dragons', she
balances historical accuracy with narrative flair, ensuring that the events and characters
are grounded in real history while still being engaging and accessible.



What makes 'Here Be Dragons' stand out in historical
fiction?
'Here Be Dragons' stands out due to its rich character development, intricate plotting, and
the seamless blending of historical fact and fiction, offering readers an immersive
experience into the life and politics of medieval Wales.
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