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PREFACE - --

The pr esent study has grown out of a simil ar 

one entitled "Growth and :Evolution of Ar thurian Romance 

from Chretien to Malory 11
, which was presented by the 

present writer some thre0 years ago as a thesi s for the 

degr ee of Master of Arts in the University of South 

Africa . 

Little a pology need, I think, be made for 

adding yet another work t o the existing multitude of 

works devoted to the Arthurian Legend. The subject , 

from the relatively i mportant place it occupies in 

Western European liter ature a nd from its own intrinsic 

interest , i s one t hat must ever and i nevitably retain 

its interest for s tudents and scholars alike . 

There are t a l e s that can be told aga i n, and 

one such i s the story of Arthur . And in s o far as it 

has never yet been fully told in one book, t9 tha t ex­

tent this wor k --- which a ttempts to do just so much 

- -- may claim to be justified. Many interesting ques-

tions tha t arose in the earlier study, and which had to 

r emain unanswered, many fascinating side- tra cks tha t 

branched off and beckoned and lured , could not be ex-

plored. All these had to wa it , and in the present 

instance the famous old s tory, so well- known and ever­

fresh, and yet so shrouded i n mystery with the many 

unresolved difficul ties rel a ting to its various parts 

is once more tra ced from i ts beginnings in the light 

of all important relevant research(l) . The findings 

(1) Research , that is, i n Englis h publications~ For 
purposes of the pr0sent s tudy the great mass of 
cr i t ical lit erature in French and German, besides 
that in Ita lian, Spanish and the Scandinavian l a n­
guages etc., has been l eft out of consider a tion. 
Arthur , like Shakespeare, i t seems, belongs to al l 
Europe, but in this thesis we are concerned chief­
ly wi th the Arthur o.f thG English- speaking nations. 
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ar e here present ed in order to provide a fairly com­

plete and self- contained, lucid a ccount within the 

covers of a s i ngle volume . It is a subject whose 

different aspects have provided the mat0rial for a 

whol e librar y of dissertations and monogr aphs, most of 

which a r e not r eadily accessi blG to all readers, and 

the sum of whose cont~nts together illuminat e the sub­

ject only for the spec i a list s tudents who have the op­

portunity , the time and the desire to consult them all • 
• 

In this study the eclectic method has been 

followed and the cream of Arthurian research and criti­

cism has been collected and summarised and i ncluded, so 

that what follows may f a irly be described, i n part, a s 

a Digest of Arthuriana for t hose --- and their number 

i s not i nconsiderable - - - who love Arthuri an Romance . 

From this follows that the present treatise 

is not,, and was not i nt Gnded to be, entirely an origi­

nal contribution to the r.;lucidation of all , or even one , 

of the problems perta i ning to the Arthurian Legend . 

Neither is it , however, a ~er e compilation or a sympo­

sium of the theories and conclusions of the great 

Arthurian s cholars . It hopes to b0 rather more than 

the l atter . While providing a great mass of the most 

important views and f i ndings, and presenting them in a 

compact form, it al so offer s some original thoughts on 

a few of the vexe d questions in relation to Ar thur and 

Arthurian romance, which I trust will not be without 

value i n helping t o provide enlightenment , and making 

easier the final conclusions of l atGr Arthurian s tu­

dent s . 

That the work should be a guide, a Companion, 
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through the complex mazes of the Arthurian Legend and 

romance and r elated Arthurian problems , has at least 

been my i ntention. In how far the work will serve as 

an Arthurian Handbook, and what its merits as such a 

guide in a di fficult subject may be, the opinion of 

those competent to judge must determine. If it ~na-

bles the studGnts of thG literature of Chivalry to ob­

t a i n a clearer idea and firmer gr asp of the subject 

from such a bri ef survey, t hen it will have a chieved 

the purpose for which it was written, and will the 

labour involved i n i ts composition not have been merely 

so much wasted effor t . 

I t is a pl easant obligation to express thanks 

for help r eceived in t h ~ execution of this study. 

My thanks are due, in the first pl a ce, to my 

instructor and promoter Professor R. t. Davies, M.A. , 

Ph .D. , Head of the Department of English in the 

Potchefstroom University for Christian Hi gher Education, 

for his unfailing inter est and encouragement throughout 

the course of my studies, for reading the manuscript, 

and for many valuable suggestions . 

Then thanks , too, to that great company of 

earlier Arthurian scholars of whose l abours I have 

made full and gr ateful use~ my indebtedness to them 

has been indica ted t hroughout in the text and footnotes . 
• 

I am very gr ateful to the following peopl~ 

and/or institutions, whose interes t and assistance 

have made my t ask easier and pl easanter : 

Mrs . W. A. C. Bester of Philadel phia (Pa . ) , 

U.S . A. , for procuring books and obta i ning loan facili-

ties for me Mr. Walter W. Wright, Librarian of the 
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University of Pennsylvani~; Mr . H.C. van Rooy, M. A., 

B. Sc . , Librarian, and the staff of the Potchefs troom 

University Library; the Librarian and the staff of the 

State Library , Pretoria; my booksellers her8 and in 

~ngland for tracing and supplying many r are works long 

o~t or p~1nt . 

Then thanks which I hardly know how to ex­

press adequately, to Dr . Margaret J . C. Reid of Beacons­

fi0ld, Buckinghamshire, Engl and, for encouraging me in 

many ways ~ by a stimula ting correspondence, the gen~­

rous gift of books, valuable suggestions and notes from 

the wealth of her own knowledge of the subject, and 

general guidance on the path of Arthurian romance which 

she herself has so ably helped to mark out with her own 

book on tho subject . 

Lastly, thanks to my wife, for often beating 

the jaded horse and so helping to ensure the successful 

conclusion of this work, but mostly for her painstaking 

and accurate help in compiling tho index. 

And where all human cunning, endeavour and 

achievement end, devout thanks to the Ultimate Source 

of all Knowledge and Wisdom . . .. SOLI DEO GLORIA. 

------ --000--------
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Tlf'~ ARTHURIAN LEGEND. 

INTRODUCTION: The s cope of the work . 

"I am redye t e reuoke my sayenge, if anythynge 
have passed my mcuthe for want of lernynge, and t e 
submytte my-selfe to correction , and my boke tc 
llei'u :m.atycn'1• 

H. Fitzherbert: Boke· • f Husbandry. 

UCH has been written of a nd 

about Arthur and all the 

numerous aspects of the 

Arthurian Legend; much re­

mains to be written, for 

finality has not been reach­

ed on many of t he problems arising from· the subject , 

one of the most vexed in all literature. In fact 1 it 

~s doubtful whether finality ever can be reached where 

s o much remains to be di s covered. 

Yet the gr eat mas s of litera ture that has 

been evoked by the heroic British king and the gestes 

of his followers is so extensive, and the particular 

facts treated in any one work so specialized, that it 

is difficult, if not almost impos sible , for the general 

reader to get a satis f actory conspectus of the whole 

interest ing subj ect. 

There can be very few lovers of reading who 

have not at some time or other been under the s pell of 

the chiva lrous king and his court, whose members rode 

abroad to destroy evil customs and follow a dventurous 

quests , and who s ought finally to attain the mystic 

Talisman whose attainment was only for the wholly pure 

i n heart. Even to-day Arthur holds his ever- fresh 

fascination for all who l ove books and noble deeds and 
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keep a youthful heart . None of these enthusiasts, 

however, can obtain a clear picture of the hero they 

all admire except by means of wearisome consultation 

of many , many works . 

Those who would know whence he came and how 

he was apotheos ized -- this Arthur who ruled the noblest 

and most famous court in all Christendom -- must search 

in places difficult of a ccess in order to satisfy their 

curiosity. And even t he little that may chance to be 

read by any one person who desires to go somewhat far­

ther afield than the pages of Malory --- even that 

little raises problems , contradictions, hiatuses and 

lacunae which excite the curiosity and lead on to fur­

ther and more specialized study. 

It was a similar unsatisfie d curiosity to 

know more of a childhood hero that moved the present 

writer to search in the narrow paths and byways of myth­

ology 9nd legendary lore , and in the treatises of other 

Arthur seekers , for a straightforward , coherent, com­

plete and intelligible account of the whole Arthur, and 

the acta of his men. 

The result of this course of study -- whose 

completion, from the magnitude of the task set, might 

have been postponed almost indefinitely if certain 

self-imposed limits had not been rigidly observed al­

though much remained to be said -- is set out in the 

following pages. It is the fruit of extensive reading, 

the collection and colla tion of innumerable details 

and interesting sidelights and facets of an amazingly 

complex subject . It is an essay in condensation, in 

order to include within a reasonable limit most of what 



- 3 -

is known thus far of 

(a) the origin a nd evolution of the figure of 

Arthur; 

(b) the development and evolution of the legend 

into the shape in which it is known by the 

general reader to - day, 

. (c) some of the many interesting theories and 

views of the great array of scholars who have 

given a life- time of study, learning and 

infinite pains to the elucidation of diffi­

cult problems arising from the legend; and 

further to indicate 

(d) some of the suggestive and tantalizing ques­

tions that still await solution -- if they 

can ever be satisfactorily solved at all -­

problems tha t are as mysterious and elusive 

as the vi s ion of the Holy Grail itself. 

The study as originally planned ha d a two-

fold purpose. The fir s t was to collect and summariz e 

in a handy compass t he chief f a cts concerning the 

Arthurian Legend as elucidated and compiled from the 

fruits of past r esearch, in order to obta in and provide 

a succinct yet clear and complete picture of the whol e 

field cover 0d by the subject. In thi s respect this 

work, as regards its first part (represented in Chap­

ters I to III and VI to IX) is, then, admittedly a · 

pastiche, and contribu~es little that is new, yet one 

or two modest views, bearing on the discussions, are 

advanced for wha t they are worth. To this has been 

added the discussion y aft;..-r mature thought , of some of 

the problems r a ised by the opposing views of different 

scholars, and an attempt to assess them and give what 
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seems to the writer of this essay the sum of the re­

sults obtained by all the enquiries, or the most ac­

ceptable view after all the evidence on a particular 

matter has been sifted a nd weighed. It is not sug­

gested that such conclus ions will represent final and 

authoritative views , but they will at least serve as 

evidence of an i ndependent opinion, and may provide 

certain enlightenment and provoke further thought. 

In the second part, embracing Chapters X to­

XII> an attempt has been made to give a sympathetic ac­

count and critica l appreciation of the interpreta tion 

and treatment of the matter of the legend by some poets 

of note in ~nglis h literature, especially the four 

great nineteenth century poets who have handled Arthur­

ian themes: Arnold, Morris, Tennyson and Swinburne . 

This part will, it is hoped, contribute some original 

views to the extant criticism. It is a short, and 

admittedly subj ective , examina tion of the accomplish­

ment of a few poe ts under the inspira tion of the legend. 

It does not profess to more than it attempts to be: a 

modest contribution to the views stated with great wis­

dom and erudition by others , and a tribute to some 

great poetry on a great theme . Whatever merits these 

views may have, neither they nor any other can make 

later criticisms superfluous ,. or deter others who love 

romance and poetry from also interpreting and assessing 

the value of modern poetry on Arthurian themes. The 

subject of Arthurian criticism is by no means exhausted, 

for this aspect of Arthurian study has not so fully 

occupied the attention of those fitted thereto as has, 

for example, the editing a nd textual criticism of old 

Arthurian rcmo.nces i n manus cripts . 
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The criticism of the more modern Arthurian 

poetry (that poetry , namely , that ha s been inspired by 

the original medi a eval French romance themes) is not 

extensive, being confined , as far as the r esearches of 

the present writer have dis covered , to about three im­

portant books (in English ) a t most, namely: 

William M. Maccallum: 

G. Howard Maynadier: 

Margaret J.C . Reid : 

Tennyson ' s Idylls and 
Arthurian Story, 1894 . 

The Arthur of the English 
Poets . 1906. 

(1) 
The .Arthurian Legend, 1938. 

It is a pity that the crop should be so small . Of 

studies on textual matters there is no dearth . A 

great number have seen the light: some are painstaking 

and very erudite essays, which have duly earned for 

their begetters the desired Doctor ' s degrees, but pain-

fully dry reading. It is in the field of criticism 

of the more modern Arthurian poetry tha t much can s till 

be done . Fortunately the stream of Arthurian studies 

shows as yet · no sign of drying up . In the course of 

the last century, and even long before the Idylls of 

the King became , for a time, the standard lit era ry fare 

of the English- speaking wor+d, there was a revival of 

interest in mediaeval romance, and especia lly Arthurian 

romance . 

Revival. 

This was one of the fruits of the Romantic 

The discovery of the an.ti~uarian interest 

attaching to the old legendary matter of Brita in led to 

(1) And more recently C. S. Lewis has published a com­
mentary on the two volumes of Arthurian poetry of 
his ( deceased) friend Charles Williams, namely: 
Tali essin t hrough Logres and The Region of the 
Summer Stars . 
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a study of these old rema ins - not only supbrficially 

for their contents but a lso scientifically and criti­

cally in order to determine their exact nature and ex-

The literary result of this renewed interest 

will be noted in Chapter X below. Here we need only 

note that Sir Walter Scott brought out an edition of 

Sir Tristrj.m in 1805 . Sir Frederick Madden collected 

and printed all the romances dealing with Gawain in 

1839. The s~cond decad e of the ninet8enth century 

saw three editions (including Southvy ' s) of Malory ' s 

Marte D' Arthur - - the first since 1634 . Five more 

editions followed in the second half of the century 

and there have been others since. Many Europe~n schol-

ars~ chiefly French a nd G8rman, wrote monographs and 

commentaries on various Arthuri an subjects , or brought 

out critical editions, with introductions and notes, 

of the great number of old romance manuscripts, or 

wrote reviews of, and commentaries on, such works of 

other scholars, in the many literary periodicals of 

Eu.rope(l) _ 

Among so many we:, may name the chief: 

In England: Eugene 0 1 Cu+rY, Kuna Meyer, W. A. Nitze, 

Alfred Nutt, John Rhys, Jessie L. Weston ; in France~ 

J . Bedier, Ferdinand Lot , J . Loth, Gaston Paris, 

Paulin Paris, Charles Potvin; in Germany: E. Brugger, 

(1) It is significant of the universal appeal of the 
legend that the old Celtic matter should have so 
interested the scholars of France and Germany and 
so many other countries . A French scholar, 
M. D' Arbois de Jubainville wrote a nine- volume 
Cours de Litteraturc Celtique, besides his 
Le Cycle Mythol ogique Irlandais. 
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Wenda.lin Foerster, W. -Gol ther r LB. -Oskar SoL'.lllE:r ~ 

R. Thurneysen, Heinrich Zimmer. And latterly the 

Americans seem to have taken Arthurian romance as their 

special province, whil e the scholars of Europe main­

tain a temporary silence , and among a host of them we 

may mention : A. C. L. Brown, J.D. Bruce, R.H. Fletcher, 

G.L. Kittredges R. S . Lo owis, Gertrude Scho~pperle, 

W. W. Newell and W.H. Schofield. 

The ninet eenth century saw, too, the forma­

tion of societies for the study and preservation of 

old l iterary ma tter~ The Early English Text Soci ety 

( shades of Skeat and Furnivall ), the Folklore Society, 

The Honourable Soci e t y of Cymmrodorion and the Arthur­

i an Society. 

Many literary a nd philological periodicals 

devoted th8ir- columns almost exclusively to the dis­

cussion of romantic (and chiefly Arthurian) subjects, 

and their hea dquarter s were, besides England, also 

France and Germany: Revue Celtique, Zeitschrift fur 
I\ ti . ce ltische Philologie> Z0itschrift fur franzosische 

Sprache und Litteratur , Romania, e tc. Here was proof, 

indeed, that the Matter of Britain was an i n t ernatio-

nal possession. The stream of Arthurian works has 

been uninterrupted f r om about the middle of the l ast 

century : the appearance even yet, at varying int ervals, 

of works treating of Arthur and related subjects, 

proves that something mor e always r emains to be said, 

nor has the l ast word been said . The •intrinsic value 

and interest of the subject itself, the immortal na­

ture of the central them8 of the story -- these of 

necessity creat8 the writers and their books . 
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An examination of the findings of the follow­

ing pages will boar out the fact that Arthurian romance 

is no mere isolated t heme in the literature of England : 

it is one of the richest sources of inspiration in the 

literature of all Western European nations . More, it 

leads back to thci very well-spring of civilized con­

sciousness, f or it transports one to that dim region 

and period of mythology when the. Celtic races were 

wrestling with their cosmogony, when hazy and formless 

pagan thought was t aking shape in articula te religion 

and civilized culture . 

What a wealth of mythical lore does not re­

main to await contemplation and exposition! Any one 

aspect of th~ great vista which the Arthurian legend 

unfolds would provide matter for a life- time of study 

and research , compared to which this summary survey is 

a mere dilettante trifle. Yet the work has attempted 

the s~emingly i mpossible, namely to provide a Vulgate 

or Variorum Arthuriana -- a 11 popular" recension of as 

much of the whole subject as could be disciplined, with 

due proportion, into the compass of a dissertation of 

this nature . 

The way in which this task has been attempted 

is as follows : -

Chapter I colla tes all the evidence bearing 

on the existence, once~ of a historical person, Arthur. 

Chapter II examines the mythological Arthur 

reflected in the earliest British prose tales and 

other Welsh writings . 

Chapter III is a short study of the nature 
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of Celtic heath0n religion, in ordGr to ascertain 

Arthur ' s place i n the early divine British dynasties, 

and an explanation i s advanced to account for the 

fusion of the two figures , the historical and the myth-

ological, into the one legendary hero of romance . 

Chapter IV. A pause is. made in order to 

sketch the historical background against which the 

romance of chivalry developed, a nd which romance, in 

its turn, to a c ertain extent reflects, We glance 

rapidly at Feudalism, Chivalry a nd the social condi­

tions that gave birth to the convention of Courtly Lovet 

Chapter V 8Xrunines the Amour Courtois , the 

courtly love of romance, a little more closely, in an 

attempt to define cl~arly i ts origin, nature and in­

fluence on contempor ary litera ture . 

Chapter VI resumes the development of the 

Arthurian l eg~nd as s een in the framework of pure ro­

mance : the work of Geoffrey of Monmouth and its i~­

fluence . 

Chapter VII t r a ces the growth of the legend 

from the work of Chr~tien de Troyes through the period 

of the great prose compila tions down to the start of 

the decline of Arthurian romance. 

Chapter VIII examines the "five branches" 

of the prose romances more fully , and notes how all 

the elements of the legend, with extraneous themes, 

became fused i nto one t ,~le. 

Cha~ter IX shortly cons i ders the value of 

Malory ' s book - a treatise on chivalry . 



- 10 -

In Chapter X the post- Malorean English 

poetry based on the Arthurian themesy sixteenth to 

twentieth centuries, is briefly historically and crit1c­

ally ·examined, and in 

Chapt~r XI , discusse d in rather greater detail , 

the Arthurian poems of Matthew Arnold, William Morris, 

Lord Tennyson and Alger non Cha rles Swinburne . 

Chapter XII sums up the findings of this 

study: the essentially Celtic origins of the legend 

and most of its a ccre tions; Arthur ' s rea l nature; a 

glance a t the nature_ and future possibilities of the 

legend as a theme in literature . 

It i s hoped tha t this study may be found to 

contain some contribution, however trifling, to the 

fund of knowledge tha t surrounds the subject of Arthur 

and his Knights . Ha d I found such a worv ~q +.his at 

the start of my studies it would have made this parti­

cular piece of work superfluous . It i s, thus, my 

attempt to answer some of the questions which presented 

themselves to me when I set out to find out what I 

could about this intensely interesting and i mnortant 

subject . 

In the course of my r es0archcs I ci0covered 

that one full, complete book, to supply the answers to 

all my questions, did not exist. And this "discovery'' 

was not due to l a ck of search, nor to ignorance: 

J.D. Bruce ' s full Bibliography (with l a ter a dditions 

and supplementation) did not list one e ither. When I 

did succeed in tra cing, towa rds the end of my s tudies, 

t he two or three works that provide one or the other 
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of the following: -

(a) a chronological survey of the historical 

f a cts concerning Arthur ' s origins; 

(b) a clear and consecutive account of the devel­

opment of Arthurian romance; 

(c) a discussion, and criticism, of modern Arthur­

ian poetry; 

I saw to my satisfaction that 

(a) they had not yet provided. everything I ne eded 

(and so made my own work unnecessary); 

(b) they bore out most of my own conclusions, to 

which I had come independently by slow and painful 

labour, when I lacked such works to guide me through 

the immense profusion of Arthurian romance and.crit i ­

cism; 

(c) there remained something more for me to say, 

especially on the question of Arthur ' s mythic origins, 

which had not yet been so pertinently noted by other 

earlier writers . 

it at once 

An immense amount of research -- let me say 

has been done during the past seventy-

f ive years or so, in the field of Arthurian romance; as 

the extensive bibliography of Bruce referred to above 

attests . So much, indeed, is it t ha t one would al­

most think not very much remained for anyone else to 

discover, edit , discuss or reason out . Yet the sum 

of all this enquiry and research -- as far as I could 

find - - comes to the following: -

"That Arthur must have flourished about t he 

beginning of the sixth century in England; he probably 

was a British war captain who may or may not have been 

known as Arthur, and he perhaps helped to fight against 
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the Saxons; he has little claim to be considered a 

Celtic divinity, and the e .,<:t ~nt to which Arthurian 

romance is Celtic or Nor~an- French in origin hs s not 

yet been satisfactorily determined" . 

I was not content with this vague estimate 

of Britain ' s greatest legendary hero. His identity, 

I felt, could be more nearly and satisfactorily deter­

mined, and on tha t basis I pushed on my research, to 

the end which will be set out in the following pages . 

It will, I hop0, be found provocative and suggestive; 

not devoid of all i ntervs ~ and merit; and in the last 

instance, of some valu0 a s indicating linGs of thought 

that may be f ruitfully followed up by a more penetr ating 

study. 

It i s the main thesis of this dissertation 

(a) that the Arthurian legend had its origin in 

a primitive and simple order of society, such as that 

of the pre- Christian Brythonic Celts, rather tha n the 

sophisticated society of the Norman- French court; 

(b) that the origin of Arthur ' s person is primar -

ily mythical and partly historical, but tha t he was 

not necessarily th~ dux bellorum of the anti- Saxon wars 

of the sixth century; 

(c) tha t the Norman- French romancersj in trying 

to idealize Arthur ' s story? although they created a 

vast heroic cycle, the Mat ter of Britain, yet were led 

woefully astr ay and shifted the interest from its real 

point of focus, and so failed to realize and perpetuate 

its great literary and dramatic qualities; and as a 

corollary later poets, too~ could not use the old 

matter to its fulle s t advant age . 
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This is the reason why the Matter of Britain 

did not survive the Middle Ages and provide the source 

of inspiration which it might have done, and should 

have done, to the greatest writers in modern English 

literature . This is why such a great heritage has 

been lost , and ha s the heroic matter of a heroic age 

been relegated to the sphere of idle tales for children. 

These are my conclusions, that I s.ba.11 

set out in the following pages . The amateur has 

rushed in wher0 eAperts have trodden with caution. 

Yet it is a singular gratification for the writer to 

have traversed, awkwardly, it may be, but reverently, 

the same ground a s have the select and distinguished 

forerunners in the Arthurian field . Their admirable 

works have been the beacons which have marked out the 

road and made the journey pleasant and even possible . 

'I·o the memory of thos ~ wl10 · .; -c:1..:ir ~n2. i 6:~.,.:•.n ':: d 

labours have made the way of all later researchers less 

hard, this essay must necessarily serve as a piece of 

grateful homage, as well as a memorial to the immortal 

Arthur of Britain. 
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lttriptt H t!lututtUtttutUS 

ht hstnirt h~l ltnt Artus 
CHAPTER I : The ffj_storical Arthur . 

"Bet y march, bet y guythur 
bet y gugaun cletyfrut 
anoeth bid bet y arthur - - -

A grave for March, a grave for Gwythur, 
A grave fc-r Gwgaun of the Ruddy Sword, 
Not wise the thought - a grave fnr Arthur." 

"The Song nf the Graves", from 
The BJ_11ck Book of Caerma.rthen. 

N his original preface to 

Malory ' s Morte D' Arthur Caxton 

gi_ves first place among t he 
-

nine most worthy kings tha~ ever 

were to the "chief of the·-::three 

best Christian and worthy", 

namely, King Arthur. And, 

after lamenting that so little 

that is trustworthy has been written in Engl and about 

Arthur ( 11 
••• many noble volumes be made of him and hi s · 

noble knights ... beyond the sea •.. "), and that many 

even deny that he ever lived, he cites various ~irc um-
,--- ----

stancial proofs that Arthur had lived and was in~eed 

the great ma~ cradition made him out to be . For exam-

ple, his sepulture may be seen in the monastery of 

Glastonbury; the print of his seal "red wax closed in 

beryl" i n the Abbey of Westminster; in the castle of 

Dov'erGawain ' s skull ; at Winchester the Round Table; -so that" . . . all these things considered, there can no ---man reasonably gainsay but there was a king of this 

land named Arthur."(l ) 

(1) Sir Thomas Malory: Le Morte D' Arthur; London, 
J.M. Dent & Sons . (~veryman Edition), 1928, Pre­
.face, p. 2 . 

J 
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Y~t it is a fact that this most well- known 

and well- beloved of all the traditional and historical 

kings of Britain remains a vague and shadowy figure, 

concerning whose career there are few historical facts, 

and these few scraps a re s canty and indeterminate . 

The three lines from the old Welsh poem quoted above 

sum up the uncertainty that surrounds the figure of 

Arthur. 

11To- day, as of old, Arthur remains but a sha­

dowy apparition, clothed in the mists of legend and 

stalking athwart the path of history to distract and 

mystify the s ober chronicler" . (l) He has "neither be­

ginning of days nor end of life", and only romantic 

story- tellers such as Geoffrey of Monmouth venture to 

be positive in their details . 

Of the three great ' matters ' , i . e. the 

"matter of Britain , the matter of Fra nce and the matter 

of Rome, the great 11
(

2 ) the first-named is the vaguest 

and most confused, and has produced the greatest mass 

of literature -- prose and verse romances, critical 

studies of origins, "scholarly quests along perilous 

paths of mythology and folk-lore . . . ponderous enough 

to appal the most omnivorous reader" . (J) 

This legendary king of Britain has inspired \ 

the poets, painters and musicians of Europe to produce 

(1) 

( 2) 

( 3 ) 

W. Lewis Jones: King Arthur in History and Legend. 
C.U.F., 1911, p. ~-

Jean Bodel (twelfth century) : - Chanson de Saisnes. 
"Ne sont que iii mati~res a mil home entendant . 

DE-: Franc e: 1Jt de BretG.i gn1.:, ut dE- Rom.~ la grant 11
• 

Jones, op . cit ., p. J . 
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works which count amongst the greatest cultural treas-

ures of their respective nations. English, Dutch, 

German, French, Spanish a nd Italian cultures have been 

enriched by this romantic figure, whose existence - if 

ever he existed at all - is shadowy and uncertain to 

the extreme, and the pertinent facts concerning whom 

are as scanty as the influence which his legendary 

career has exerted is great. 

What, then, a r e the grounds for a belief in 

the existence of one who has had such a profound influ­

ence on the culture of a whole continent? 

No contemporary documents recording the life -and deeds of Arthur exist; yet there is preserved a 

c~rtaln body of recorded f a cts which, meagre as they 

are, attest the existence of a great war- leader Arthur , 

between the first coming of the Saxons in 449 A.D. , and 

the middle of the sixth century. These earliest 

notices are to be found in the Latin writings of scribes 

and chroniclers , tending to prove that there had once 

been a historical personage in England around whom a 

great body of tradition and legendary matter had grown 

up by the time accounts of him were first written down. 

Nothing in these records warrants the belief that he 

was ever ' king ' of any part of Britain: his r enown 

rested entirely or mainly on his warlike prowess. 

The firs t chronicler who mentions Arthur is 

\ 

Nennius (Nynniaw, a We lsh clerk who lived in the early 

part of the ninth century) . In the Historia Brittonum 

C\) , which he wrote (or possibly only revis ed)~l) he lists 

(1) Sir Paul H&rvey: The Oxford Companion to English 
Literature, O.U.P., 1944, p . 548, and other autho­
rities. 
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the twelve battles of Arthur, the chieftain or general 

-- ' dux bellorum ' - - who led the Britons ag&inst the 

Saxons, after Hengist ' s death, in the fifth or sixth 

century . The famous, often- quoted passage is worth 

reproducing here in part : -

"In illo tempore Saxones invalescebant in 
multitudin8 et crescebant in Britannia . . .. . . . 
Tune Arthur pugnabat contra illos in illis 
diebus cum regibus Brittonum. 1 sed ipse dux erat 
belloru.m .... Octavum fuit bellum in castello 
Guinnion, in quo Arthur portavit imaginem 
Sancta e Mariae perpetuae virginis super humeros 
suos, et pagani versi sunt in fugam in illo die, 
et caedes magna fuit sup8r illos p~r v~rtutem Do­
mini nostri J8su Christi, et pur virtut~m Sanctae 
Mariae virginis genetricis ejus . Nonum bellum 
gestum est in Urbe Legionis . ... Du.odecimum 
fuit bellum in monte Badonis, in quo corruerunt 
in ano 6iz nongenti sexaginta viri de uno 
impetu Arthur; et nemo prostravit eos nisi (~) 
ipse solus, et in omni bus bellis victor exsti ti ti' . 

This e xtract is of importance because in it 

we have for the first time (a) the reference (supported 

by other chroniclers and consistently noted as of ex­

treme importance) that Arthur bore a sacred image on 

his shoulder (or probably on his shield), which was to 

make of him a Christian champion; (b) a reference to 

tha t Caerleon (City of the Legion) later to become 

famous as Caerleon- upon- Usk where Arthur held court; 

and (c) a r eference to Arthur ' s superhuman prowess as 

a fighter . 

The use of the title of ' dux bellorum ' with 

reference to Arthur wculd seem to indicate that he held 

the post of commander-in-chief, corresponding to the 

office of 'Comes Britanniae ' of the time of the Roman 

~ule . Without himself necessarily being a king, he 

(1) John Rhys: Preface to Malory ' s Le Morte D' Arthur, 
Everyman edition, London, 1928, Vol. I, p . xi. 
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would i n his military capacity be superior to all kings, 

and in SUQreme command of all forces. In default of 

direct proof that thi s wus s o it is perhaps permissible 

to assume that after the withdrawal of the Roman forces 

from Britain the Britons would still reta in the military 

organisation and offices to which they had been trained 

and a ccustomed during the occupation. (l) 

Rof erenc~s to Arthur are also found i n the 

Mirabilia associa ted with the Historia Brittonurn and 

Qating from the same time. 

Britain a r e 

Two of these Marvels of 

(a) the wonderful stone in Buelt (Builth in South 

Wales), with the imprint of the foot of Cabal, the 

hound of the warrior Art hur ( ' Arthuri militis' ); this 
(2) 

track was made while Arthur was hunting the boar Troit, 

and the marvel was tha t this particular stone, when 

(1) The other two military commanders in Britain in 
Roman times 1nere the Dux Bri tanniarum, who defended 
North Britain, especially the Wall, and the Comes 
Littoria Saxonici, who defended the south- eastern 
coast of the island . The Comes Britanni ae was 
given gener a l supervision over these two and su­
preme charee of the defences of the entire country. 
The successors of the first two officers were 
called in Welsh gwledigs or princes . Arthur was 
called 'emperor ' and not gwledig. The Welsh bor ­
rowed the Lctti n titlG imperator ' emperor ' , and made 
it into amhera wdyr . . . . '' so thc1.t is is not impossi­
ble , tha t when the Roman emperor ceas ed to have 
anythi ng more to sa y i n this country, the title was 
given to th0 highest officer i n the island, namely 
the Comes Britanni ae, and tha t in the words Yr 
Amherawdyr Arthur ' The emperor Arthur 1

, we have a 
remnant of our insular history 11

• 

John Rhys : Studies in the Arthurian Legend, 
O. U. P. 9 1891 7 p . 7. 

(2 ) or Troynt. This ref~rence to Arthur's hound forms 
a connecting link between the earliest Latin docu­
ment s i n which Arthur ' s name is found, a nd one of 
~very oldes t of the Welsh Arthurian t a les . In 
the s tory of Kulhwch and Olwen from the Mabinogion 
the hound 1 Cavall 1 a l so t ake s part in Arthur ' s 
hunting of Twrch Tr wyth ( •porcus Troit ' ) .. . see 
Chapter II . 
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removed from the cairn raised by Arthur below it , 

after the s pace of a day and a night was a lways to be 

found back in its place on the top of the pile the 

next day; 

(b) the tomb i n Ercing (Archenfield) of Anir 

(Amir, Arnyr, Amhyr, Amhar) the son of Arthur, (l) slain 

and buried by hrthu.r h i mself. This mar vellous grave , 

when men came t o measure i t a t various times, was never 

found to measure the same length twice. 

probavi" ! , says the veracious chronicler. 

"Et ego solus 

The nex t i mporta nt loci a~e two entries in 

the tenth century MS. Annales Cambriae . (a) Under the 

year 516 is noted the Battle of Badon (cf. Nennius 

supra): " . . . . . In quo Arthur portavit crucem domini 

Ihesu Christi tribus diebus et tribus noctibus in hume­

ros suos et Brittones victores fuerunt"; and (b) under 

the year 537 : "Gueith Camlann (i.e. the ba ttle of 

Carolan) in qua Arthur et Medraut (Medrod, Modred) cor­

ruerunt11 . 

(1) There are a few references to a son of Arthur in 
early Welsh poems. A:mhar is the :!1!?."'l"' given to 
him i n the story of Gereint filius Erbin from the 
Red Book of Hergest. He is called-1Iacheu in 
the Black Book of Caermarthen and Lohot in the 
French Perlesvaus (The HighHistory of the Hol y 
Grail) . In the 'i/elsh Sei nt G::-ei:>J_ i ~ j_s Kei who 
slays Li acheu. Gwydre is also named as a son 
of Arthur. 

The Arthur of romance known t o modern 
readers is childless, at least by Guenever (but 
R.1ys thinks Llacheu was her son by Al"'t hur: 
Arthurian Studie s p. 59) . Tennyson (Idylls of 
the King) represents Arthur and Guenever as child­
less; the franker and less prudish Malory re­
counts how Arthur begot Borre on Lionors , daugh­
ter of Sanam, and a little l a ter (after having 
met and fallen in love with Guenever, but not wed 
her yet) begetting Modred on his sister Margawse, 
wife of King Lot of Orkney, being in ignorance of 
her identity at the time of the illicit union. 
(Morta D' Arthu.r, Bk. I, Ch . 19) . 
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Such are the meagre pre-Norman records . 

These earliest Arthurian records in Latin indicate the j 
gradual growth, through a period of about three centu­

ries, of a legend around the persona lity of a real Bri­

tish warrior of the sixth century, and a tradition 

grew up which by the eleventh century had attained a 

form and proportion which was to impress Norman chroni ­

clers and romancers deeply, and inspire them to amplify 

and extend the material of the legend; a legend so 
l well established that they had no hesitation in accept-

ing its truth. 

Thus William of Malmesbury (floruit circa 

1125) in his Gesta Regum Angliae expresses his regret 

at the extravagance of the t a les gathered round such a· 

historica l person as Arthur, the ally of the last great 

Roman general , Ambrosius Aurelianus, in quelling the 

' presumptuous barbarians': 

"This is the Arthur of whom the idl e tales 
of the Britons r ave even unto this day; a man 
worthy to be celebra ted not in the foolish dreams 

( of deceitful fables, but in truthful histories . 
~ For he long sustained the declining fortunes of 

his native land, and roused the uncrushed spirit 
of the people to war'1

• (1) "Fina lly , at the 
siege of Mount Badon, relying upon the image of 
the mother of the Lord which he had sewn upon 
his armour, he ma de head s ingle-handed against 
nine hundred of the enemr and routed them with 
incredible sl aughtern . (2) 

He also described the discovery , during the reign of 

William the Conqueror, of t he tomb of Walwen (Gawain) 

" • . .. . but the tomb of Arthur is nowhere beheld, whence 

ancient ditties fable that he is yet to come ,; . ( 3) 

(l) 

(2) 

(3) 

Jones, op . cit., p . 32 . 

E.K. Chambers, Arthur of Brita i n: London, 
Sidgwick & Jackson Ltd., 1927, p . 17. 

Idem, p . 17 . 
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This last statement is the first r~ference to 

the per sistent Celtic belief in the second coming of 

Arthur, ' l'esperance de Bretaigne ' . This most remark-

able aspect of Arthur ' s career was to capture the ima­

gination of all later romancers, just as, no doubt, it 

was already the firm belief of his countrymen: that he 

was ' Rex quondam Rexque futurus ', as Malory was to 

write later. (l) This belief was by the eleventh cen­

tury widespread throughout Wales, Cornwall and also 

Brittany , the adopted home of some of the Celtic stock. 

In this connection we have the important testimony of 

Alain de Lisle (Prophetia Anglicana , second half of the 

twelfth century) : 

... .. "That it was most true is proved to-day 
by tha varying opinions of men on Arthur ' s 
death and life . If you do not believe me, 
go to the realm of Armoricay which is lesser 
Britain, and preach about the market- places 
and villages that Arthur the Briton is dead 
as other men are dea d, and the facts them­
selves will show you how true is Merlin's 
prophecy, which says that the ending of 
Arthur will be doubtful . Hardly will you 
escape unscathed, without being whelmed by 
the curses or crushed by the stones of your 
hearers" . (2) 

Henry, archdeacon of Huntingdon (Historia 

Anglorum, c. 1139) is another chronicler, not so trust­

worthy as William of Malmesbury, who borrows substan-

tially from the Nennian account. He is given a place 

in this review of the Arthurian records , not because 

of his Historia, however, but for two other reasons. 

For one thing, he utters the first note of doubt when 

he says that, even in his own time, all the places of 

the twelve famous battles are unknown. 

(1 ) Morte D' Arthur ~ Bk. XXI, Ch. 7. 

( 2) Chambers, op. cit., pp. 109- 110. 

But , more 
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important, in a letter to a friend, Warinus, he tells 

how he stopped at the abb8y of Bee in Normandy, while 

on a journey to Rome in the year 1139, and was there 

shown a 11 great book written by Geoffrey Arthur 11 • From 

this ' great book ' Henry writes an abstract for the 

benefit of Warinus, of the ·passing of Arthur~ which is 

a much more highly coloured and vivid account of the 

final battle between Arthur and Modred than is to be 

found in the original Historia Regum Britanniae of 

Geoffrey himself. 

Thi s GGoffrey Arthur is the outstanding fi­

gure in the creation of the romantic figure of King 

Arthur, for his work is not so much a serious history, 

as it purports to be, buG is rather of the nature of 

an imaginative romancb, and the inspiration for all 

Anglo- Norman and l ater romances. His work wfll be 

treated at length, for it.s importance in the develop­

ment of Arthurian Romance, in the relevant chapter (VI ), 

but he is mentioned here for the sake of chronology, 

and because he is diroct.ly r 0sponsible for the discor­

dant note of disbelief which he arouses in the next 

two writers to be noted . 

William of Newburgh~ compos ing his Historia 

Rerum Anglicarum about 1197, indulges in some choice 

invective aga inst Geoffrey 1 whose severest critic he 

is . It is manifest, h~ says, that everything whi ch 

this person wrote about .Arthur and his successors, was 

made up partly by himself , a nd partly by others, 

"whether from an inordina te love of lying or for the 

sake of pleasing the Britons" . Geoffrey, he says, 

clothes his lies in Latin speech to give them the 
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colour of an honest history, and --- "by his saucy and 
' 

shameless lies he had made the little finger of his 

Arthur bigger than the back of Alexander the Great" . 

More audacious still, he has translated and expanded 

the deceitful divinations of a certain Merlin and sent 

them abroad as authentic prophecies . (l) 

William ' s indignant criticisms find a humor­

ous par all el in the references of the Welsh ecclesias­

tic, Gerald de Barri - better known as Giraldus 

Cambrensis . In his Itinerarium Kambriae of 1191 he 

tells of one Meiliarius of Caerleon who had dealings 

with evil spirits . When the devils oppressed him too 

much they could be exorcized by the Gospel of St . John ' s 

being placed upon his bosom, when, like birds, the spir-

its vanished . But when the gospel was removed and 

Geoffrey Arthur ' s History was substituted, the devils 

all came ba ck quicker than uefore and remained longer 

on his body and on the book. 

Yet this same Giraldus would also seem to 

have subscribed to those very untruths of Geoffrey, for 

in 1196 he gave, in his De Principis I nstructione, an 

•eye- witness account ' of the final discovery, at Glaston­

bury, of the tomb of Arthur and Guenever, during the 

reign of Henry II . He had himself read the inscri ption 

on a leaden cross found in the hollowed oak coffin, 

which read: "Hie jacet sepultus inclitus rex Arthurus 

cum Wenneveria uxore sua secunda in insula Avalloni a 11
• 

At the exhumation a golden lock of woman ' s hair had 

been found but fell to dust . Giraldus was shown a 

(1) Jones, pp. 5 and 69; Chambers, pp. 106 and 107 . 
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thigh- bone and a skull by the abbot , and these relics 

were of gigantie size . Twenty- five years later he 

wrote a simil ar account , but was confused as to the 

date of di~covery. 

So much for the records - of which as full a 

count as possible has been given - that would seem to 

provide. evidence of the existence of Arthur . 

also note here the contrary evidence. 

We must 

Wha ~ of the historians that must have been con­

temporary with Arthur? What evidence do they supply? 

And here it must be admitted, there is an ominous and 

very disappointing silence ; yet the silence of the 

writers concerned can be satisfactorily explained. 

For the twelve battles he enumerates Nennius 

i s the sole authorityf with one exception. That ex-

ception is the one battle, so important, too , to other 

chroniclers , of Mount Badon, the constant reference to 

which would go to prove that there had been at least 

this one historical fight, so that it has accordingly 

been accepted as one of the historic battles of Britain . 

It is pos~ible to assign to it an approximately certain 

date . The record of its date in the Annales Cambriae 

is less dependable, however, than that given by Gildas, 

the celebrated sixth century scribe, who expressly 

refers to the battle as having been fought in the year 

of his birth. In his work De Excidio et Conguestu 

Britanniae, c . 544, he gives a short sketch of the 

history of Britain down to his own time . Of the Saxon 

i nvasions he states that they were first checked under 

the leadership of Ambrosius Aurelianus (cf . William of 

Malmesbury, p . 20 supra) the last of 
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ti1e Romans . He fixes the year of the battle of 

Mount Badon as about 504, and he does not mention 

Arthur at all. 

The particular nature of his work must , how-

ever , be remembered . It is not so much a history as 

a homily directed against the Britons and their leaders, 

especially one Maglocunus (Maelgwn Gwynedd) . (l) Gildas 

was a ' Romanist', and in his vehement denunciation of 

the wickedness of the Britons he did not have much 

sympathy with their independence and nationed striving, 

which were t o him but S"l'ragery and selfish native 

pride. He would not, therefore, look upon it as his 

task to extol national h~roes of the Britons, and so 

his tota l ignoring of Arthur or any other Celtic 

leader is not disturbing. It did not suit his pur-

pose to celebrate the name and deeds of any British 

prince, and apart from Ambrosius - by birth, training 

and sympa thies a thorough Roman - he does not mention 

any British chieftain except as a t a r get for his in­

vective . <2) 

More significant¥ and not so easily explained 

away, is t he silence of Bede, writing in the first 

half of the eighth century. Even Geoffrey of Mon-

mouth, in the dedicatory epistle that prefaces his 

Hi story, expresses surprise tha t Bede, in his 

Ecclesiastica l His tory , has nothing to say about 

(1) 

( 2) 

Among other things Gil das a ccuses Maelgwn of 
having s l ain his uncle (unnamed) . Could thi s 
uncle have been none other than Arthur? Profes­
sor Rhys advances the opinion (Arthurian Legend , 
p . 47) - cf. Modred a nd Arthur . 

Jones, op . cit., pp. 22 and 23 . 
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Arthur . If Arthur was indeed widely known as a 

Christian champi on i 1, 1.:,, str c:;.nge that an ecclesiastic­

al writer such a s B~de should pass him over in silence. 

Bede does mention Ambrosius as a successful leader 

against the Saxons, and knows of the "siege of 

Baddesdown- hill 11
, but this knowledge he obtained from 

Gildas . In his r ecord of the Saxon invasions he re-

produces Gildas, often verbally, and it may be as 

Jones suggests,(l)that he drew his material solely 

from Saxon traditions and from Latin records, ,and that 

he was either ignorant of, or distrusted, the Celtic 

traditions concerning Arthur . 

TherG is also no mention whatever of Art hur 

or the battle of Badon Hill in the Anglo- Saxon Chroni­

cle . But from t he nature of things the compilers of 

the Chronicl~ w~re not ~tall concerned with British 

leaders and Bri tish vic~ories . The only two names 

of British kings that are to be found in the entries 

fo~ the fifth and sixth centuries are those of Wurtgern 

(Vortigern) and a certain Nat&nleod, and throughout the 

reference s to the Britons can only be described as 

d-.::rJgatory . 

This , then, is the evidence for and against 

the tradition of Art hur to be found in the Latin chro-

nicles of six centuriJs . What of the native British 

records? Apart from the oral tradition that must 

have supplied the sources for much of the chronicles, 

there is also a large body of Welsh poetry, and here 

again we meGt Arthur . But most of the poems were 

( l ) Op . cit . , p . 2 9 . 
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committed to writing very late only, and have come down 

to us in eleventh and twelfth century MSS. , so that, as 

trustworthy records they have even less value than such 

early writings 3-nd uncritical histories as those of 

Nennius and h i s follO\mrs . They add, however , to the 

cumulativ8 effect of the positive evidence, but the 

nature of the Welsh poetic i·cf<>rences and the spirit 

tha t permeates them are primitive and savage to an ex­

treme degree, and they give a picture of a purely myth­

ological Arthur~ which will be examined i n the follow­

ing chapter . 

On reviewing this accumulation of written 

records the question arises: what, if any, conclusive 

facts can be extracted from them? 

I think there can be little doubt that the 

evidence seems to point to the existence, somewhere 

about the beginning of the sixth century, of a great 

Celtic chieftain of tllc• ~':l.filc of Arthur, who, after the 

aeparture of the Romans and the coming of the Saxons, 

by virtue of his ability and warlike prowess became a 

great and successful leader. As the champion of 

Britain, and in conjunction with the other known and 

recorded leaders, he vii thstood the inroads of the 

Saxon invader s - those embarrassing allies who had 

first been invited by Vortigern to Britain to give 

their assistance against the savage bandit tribes from 

the North and the West, and had returned again and 

again to do some harrying and plundering on their own 

account , and finally stayed for good . 

There are enough written records in La tin 

and in Welsh to prove the existence of such a l eader 
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called Arthur, and there must have been - seen after 

his death - a sufficiently great body of oral tradition 

gathered round his memory to a ccount for the persis­

tence of the legend of r..is d, --ds and greatness 7 which 

would i n t i me convince the Norman chroniclers and 

romancers of his hist oricity. This inspired them and 

fired their imagina tions so tha t they took the material 

so ready to hand, and developed and shaped it to pro­

duce the great edifice of Romantic legend which repre­

sents the fina l result of their work, and which i s such 

a rich litera r y heritage of the English nation. 

This Arthur, however, could not ever have 

been a king or even a prince. He was exa lted to 

royalt y, with a grea t court of peerless warrior knights, 

only by the imagination of the l a ter romancers . The 

many references in the early Welsh poetry must have 

had a bas i s of f a ct; and provide the main grounds for 

the theory that there wa s once such a person of great 

military importance. Ifu is Ccil led in the Wel sh poems 

' ameraudur ' or ' amherci.wdyr ', f rom the Latin 'imperator ' , 

having probably the original mea ning of ' commander' 

r ather than ' emperor ' and fulfilling, as has been 

stated before, the post of ' dux bellorum. ' , or ' Comes 

Britanniae ' , a. historica l position. 

It is noteworthy, as Rhys points out( l ), 

that he is never referred to as ' gwl edig ' - ruler or 

prince - and least of all ' k i ng '. I n the story of 

Kulhwch and Olwen( 2 ) the hero salutes Arthur a s 

(1) The Arthuri an Legend , p. 7, and Prefa ce to Every­
man Morte D' Arthur, p . xvii. 

(2) Above, foot note (2), p . 18, and see below Chapter 
II. 
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' Penteyrned yr ynys honn• - - ' Head of the princes of 

this island 1
• .A.uJ.brosius , with whom Arthur is sup-

posed to have fought, is termed 'gwledig '. 

This greatness of Arthur, especially as a 

powerful and successful leader against the hated inva-

ders, accounts for the ;hope of Britain ' . Years 

after Arthur had fallen in battle and the people had 

come to realiz e the hard truth that the great hero was 

no more , . the legend originated that he was not dead 

but would return again to free his country. Such a 

hope would be 'a natural longing, and a good example of 

--wishful anticipation on t he part of his people in a 

time of crisis, as they saw no end to the series of 

invasions to which their homeland was a prey. Thus 

they would earnestly hope for a day when the great hero 

of the dim past , who had now become legendary, would 

return in a ll his terrible power ( -- had he not once 

personally slain 960 Saxons in one onslaught?) to 

drive out the latest of the invaders from across the 

sea. 

So there was nothing strange in the belief 

that he lingered on in the 'magic isle of Avilion ' , 

till he should hear the swmnons for his return. In 

various locali"ties of England, Scotland and Wales the 

legend survived tha t Arthur was sleeping with his 

followers beneath a hollow hill or i n a cave . This 

legsnd of the slee:eers is not confined to England : 

Frederick Barbarossa and 0harlemagne, too, still sleep 

and await the day of awakening . (l) (See next page for 

footnote). 
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In time, no doubt , as with legendary heroes 

of all countries 1 folk tradition gathered around the 

one figure of the popular hero the exploits of a number 

of other a nd lesser hero1:;s ~ al though thtJr'I.: is no in­

dication why the traditions came to be gathered a round 

the name of an otherwise obscure chieftain of the name 

of Arthur . 

His apotheos is into the great king, the cen­

tral figure of the ercat body of roma11tic tales of the 

1/liddle Ages , came only after, with the elaboration of 

tne native British tradition by the French romancers , 

who seized upon the original materi a l of the 'matter of 

Britain ' , and built that edifice of sophisticated and 

highly cultured Romance upon it, each tale- teller in 

turn taking the work of his predecessors as the nucleus 

for his ovm expanded composition. ( 2) 

The original matter is Celtic - - of tha t 

there can be no doubt, as will be shown more fully in 

the next two chapters . At some time of which we can-

not be certain, (from t he fourth to the sixth century), 

some of the WE:ilsh migrated to the mainland of Lu.rope 

(1) T~is sl~eping of heroes (or period of suspension 
in some oth0r worlu.) is a. feature of the ' survival 
myth ' tc b0 fou,~u in most mythological systems . 
When th~ tradition of Arthur ' s return came to be 
addGd to the rest of the legendary stock there was 
the Christianized precedent of the ' Seven Sleepers 
o-f .i:;phesus I to suggest it . Ogier th<.:. Da.ne, and 
Siegfried also still s l eep thus. This belief r e­
presents the natural reluctance to admit that a 
great hero has pass~d once and for all to that 
"undiscovered country from whose bourn . . . '' 

(2) J.D. Bruce, .Arthuri an Romance, Vol I, Prefa ce, 
p . i v, shows how the materi a l s of Romance were 
common property in the Middle Ages~ 11 

• •• • when the 
sens£ of litarary property was virtually non­
existent11 . 
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from their mountain fastnesses in South- western 

England , (l) whither they had been driven by the inroads 

of the Picts and Scots, and the invasions of the Danes , 

the Saxons and the Angles , and landed on the coast of 

France at a spot immedia tely south of Southern England. 

Here they established themselves in what was called 

after them ' lesser Britain ' (later known as 1 Armorica 1 ), 

and they became the Breton people . The story of the 

settlement in Britanny under Conan Meriadoc (Kynan 

Mer iadawr) is told in The Dream of Macsen Wledig in the 
a 

Mabinogion. Macsen himself was the Roman %eneral 

Maximus who commanded England in the fourth century, 

and who mutinied and in 383 A. D. crossed into Gaul with 

an army and went thence into Rome where he made pre­

tentions to the emperorship of Rome itsel f . 

In his train K~.~an fought and was rewarded 

with the land where arosa Brittany. With them the 

emigrants would have taken their traditions concerning 

Arthur , and many other folk- tales of a much more primi­

tive nature , in which the central characters were still 

the half-gods 9 half- men of Celtic mythology , and whose 

exploits a l so partake of the superhuman tasks accom­

plished in a world that was not yet that of ordi nary 

men . 

In Brittany the primi tive tales would have 

developed and changed naturally but the basic elements 

remained to supply, many centuries later , the source 

for the Breton ' lais ' of ~aric of France . And then , 

i n good time, these old tales returned to their native 

soil via France, and would contribute elements that 

(1) Under their leader Conan Meriadoc - Chambers , 
Arthur of Britain, p . 93. 
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werr:: in turn t akon up by the native Welsh stories, 

which so lost some of their puri ty an~ became contami­

nated by fo r eign spirit and s~ntimcnt . Examples of 

such stories that a r e C~ltic i n origin, but travelled 

back to Wales via Nor·manuy, acquiring a polite veneer 

of Norman- French ser-·~imcnt in the process , are The Lady 

of the Fountajn, Perc~ur and Geraint of Lady Charlotte 

Guest ' s famous translation of l.'labinogion. (See Ch . II 

i nfra) . 

To sum up : there ~ an Arthur, and he pro­

babl y did fi ght successf ully against the Saxons. What 

his mythological Celtic origins were, and what romance 

made of his memory will be exami ned and set out in the 

ensuing page s . 
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CHAPTER II : The Mythological Arthur . 

"It mi ght , I think, be shCl'QD. • ••• that 
the Cymric notion •••• has str ong cla ims 
to be considered tho cradle of European 
Romance" . 

Lndy Chnrlotte Guest: Intr oduction 
t o the Mn•inegion. 

ARLY Welsh literature also tells 

of Arthur, in verse and prose . 

The portrait that is there given 

of him is also that of the great 

war leader, and i t conforms to the 

picture gained of him from the 

chronicles; but he is also more than that . He ac-

quires a vaster stature in these early Welsh tales that 

seem to recount exploits of a remote antiquity , and in 

them we are transported to mythical regions, in which 

Arthur ' s followers are giants of the Celtic pantheon. 

Indeed, the perfunctory and often obscure re ­

ferences in these early poems reveal the vista of a 

mythological cosmos that stretches back to the very 

beginning of Celtic religious thought, the prehistoric 

Celtic heathendom, and we learn to know Arthur as a 

primitive culture god, conferring on the men of Earth 

the blessings of divine gifts: a very different being , 

thus, from the polished and urbane ruler of a Norman 

court portrayed in the mediaeva l romances. 

The references to Arthur in these poems ar e 

also very suggestive but give the same vagu.e and incom-

plete picture of him. They are t antal izingly b~tef, 

and provide the source for infinite speculation q~ to 

his real nature, rather than any solid evidence of ~is 

place in Celtic history. 
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He is referred to, more or less fully , in 

three separ ate kinds of compos itions : these are a f ew 

poems , the prose tales, and t he Tri ads . 

The poems which ar e attributed to the oldest 

Welsh Bards have come to us in MSS . dating from the 

twelfth to t he fourteenth centuries . They a re con­

tained in t he "Four .Ancient Books of Wales" (l) -- namc·­

ly, The El ac~ Book of Caer marthen, The Red Book of 

Hergest, The Book of Aneiri n (or Anuerin) and The Book 

of Talicss i n . 

Al though many of the poems contained in these 

books are probably not much older than the MSS . in 

which they are found, some of them would s eem to refer 

to historical event s and personages of the sixth and 

seventh centuries~ and some con t a in mythological ma tter 

derived from a much remoter age. 

In three of these poems we learn s omething 

more of Arthur . Two of them are in The Black Book of 

Caermarthen . The first is Gereint filius Erbin, ( 2 ) 

which bears out what has been deduced above concerning 

.Arthur 1 s ,historical position. In a battle described 

as being fought at Llongborth, Gereint is the poet's 

hero , but Arthur is i ntroduced as the l atter ' s emperor 

and lord: -

En llogporth y gueleisc y arthm 
guir deur kymynint ~ dur 
amer audur llywiaudir llawur . 

(1) Edited and t ranslated by Dr . W.F. Skene , 1868 . 

(2 ) This is a l so the title of a prose t ale, Gereint 
the son of Erbin, from The Red Book of Horgest; 
it is the Welsh par allel to the Erec et Enia.e of 
Chretien de Troyes . 
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En llogporth y llas y gereint 
gu.ir deur o odir diwneint 
a chin rillethid ve llatysseint. 

"At Llongborth saw I of Arthur 's 
Brave men hewing with steel , 
(Men of the) emperor, director of toil. 

At Llongborth there fell of Gereint•s 
Brave men from the border of Devon'(l) 
And ere they were slain they slew". 

In these lines the position of Arthur seems 

to be quite clearly indicated: the men fighting on his 

side are Gereint •s men from Devon; that is, Arthur is 

Gereint •s suparior - he fills, in fact, the role 

assigned to him in the Historia Brittonum.: that of 

' Dux Bello rum' . 

I n this association of Gereint (Geraint) with 

Arthur we meet for the f i rst time with one of the fam­

ous knights of the (later) goodly company of the Round 

Table. 

In the second poem to be noted we meet two 

other impor t ant members of the fellowship: Kei - 11 Kay 

the Seneschal", of the Idylls of the King, and Bedwyr , 

the Bedevere of Malory ' s Morte D1 Arthur. This poem 

consists of a dialogue between Arthur and one Glewlwyd 

Gavaelvawr (Glewlwyd of the Mighty Grasp), who appears 

in the Welsh stories as one of Arthur ' s chief ' porters' . 

The latter here is in no hurry to open the gate of the 

castle to which Arthur seeks admission, until he has 

satisfied himself as to the number and credentials of 

Arthur ' s followers . As a result we get a wonderful -catalogue of warriors , who bear strange names reaching 

back to the remotest region of primitive Welsh myth. 

(1) This and other quotations are from the Introduction 
to tho "Everyman" edition of Malory's Morte 
D'Arthur, by John Rhys . The translations are his . 
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This str ange poem has many interesting refer ­

ences , but it is unfortunately too long to be quoted 

here in full . It mentions contests with monsters, 

hags and witches, and we meet many great heroes , 

Among them are "Mabon, son of M.odron, Uther Pendragon's 

man", a nd "Manawyddan , son of Llyr~ profound in counsel" , 

who "brought home a pier ced buckler from Tryvrwyd" . ( l ) 

The two doughtiest of th0 champions Arthur 

has a round him are Bedwyr and Kei. When Bedwyr fought 

a t Tryvrwyd the champions fell before him by the hun­

drea. ; "nine hundred t o watch, six hundred to attack 

was his onslaught worth" . 

Even a greater warrior was "the worthy Kei": -

Oet guaget bragad 
vrth kei ig kad . 
Oet cletyw ighad 
oe lav diguistlad 

rac ricu emreis 
gueleise kei a r uris 
Preitev gorthowis 
oet gur hir in ewnis 
Oet trum y dial. 
Oet tost y cynial. 
Pan yuei o wual 
yuei urth pedual 
ygka d pan delhei 
vrth cant id l a thei 
Ny bei duv ae di gonhei 
Oet diheit aghev kei . 

kei a guant nav guiton 
kei win aaeth von 
y dilein lleuon 
y iscuid oet mynud 
erbin cath paluc . 

It were vain to boast 
Against Kei in battle . 
His sword in battle was 
Not to be pledged from his hand. .... ....... .. ................... 
Before the kings of I!in.rys 
Have I s een Kei in haste . 
Leader of the Harryings, 
Long would he be in hi s wrath ; 
Heavy was he in his vengeance; 
Terrible in his fighting . 
When from a horn he dr a nk 
He drank as much as four men; 
When he came into battle 
He slew as would a hundred . 
U~less it should be God ' s act 
Kei ' s death would be unachieved. 
. ...... .. ... ...... ....... . " ... . 
K0i slew nine ~itchec . 
Worthy Kei went to Mona 
To destroy lions. 
His shield was small( 2) 
Against Palug ' s Cat . 

It is interesting in the light of the above 

(1) 

( 2) 

Tryvrwyd in the form Tribruit is one of the 
" twelve battles of Arthur" recorded by Nennius . 

An example of the transf&rence of exploits . In 
one French Mort Artu it wa s Arthur who fought the 
monstrous cat , and so me t h i s death . Chambers, 
op . cit., p . 214; Bruce, op . cit . , pp . 41 and 42 , 
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to note the diminution which the figure of Kay under -

went in the cours e of time . From being the mighty 

warrior of the Welsh poems he suffers continual detrac­

tion at the hands of later writers to appear finally 

in the pages of Malory and Tennyson as the surly, ill­

tempered butler, who was anything but a great fighter . 

He is already discourteous to Kulhwch in the early 

Welsh story of that name . 

The third poem about Arthur, the most impor­

tant and most remarkable of the three , is found in The 

Book of Taliessin, under the title of Preiddeu Annwn, 

"The Harryings (or Spoils) of Hades" . It is a - most 

obscure po~Ll referring to various expeditions of Arthur 

to the r ealms of twilight beyond the seas . Definite 

names are given to the places visited, but they cannot 

be identified(l), and all six th~ castles are represen-

tations of the Celtic Hades . On each of the six ven-

tures, as the bard sings, " .... Three freights of 

Pridwen( 2)went we with Arthur; seven alone returned", -­

"Tri lloneit prytwen yd aethcm nu gan arthur 
Namyn seith ny dyrreith" . 

Is it only a curious coincidence that in the 

tale of Branwen Daughter of Llyr only seven Britons 

escape from Ireland after the invasion of that island 

by Bran? His head is cut off and in some mysterious 

way feeds his men for seven years (cf . the Magic 

Cauldron - see below) . 

(1) For cxu~pl~ 7 Cacr Sidi , ' The Revolving Castle ' and 
Caer Wydyr, ' The Glass Castle '. These two ideas 
were, according to authorities, general among the 
Celts in connection with the Otherworld. In one 
version of the enchantment of MGrlin he was impri­
soned in a strong glass fortress . The Celtic 
Elysium was also visualised as "an isle of glass". 
(Ynyswytryn - Isle de Voirre) . 

(2) Arthur ' s ship. 
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One of the quests achieved was the seizing of 

the magic cauldron of the King of Hades. Two men re-

ferred to in the Preiddeu Annwn are Pwyll and his son 

Pryderi . Now Pwyll appears again in the tale of Pwyll, 

Prince of Dyfed, (from the Mabinogion to be noted below) 

as the Head of Annwn (the Celtic Hades), and the owner 

of a magic cauldron in that region. He has been iden-

tified with King Pelles of Malory, owner of the castV 

where so many sacred and mystical relics were preserved, 

such as the Holy Grail, the ' Spear of the Dolorous 
\ 

Stroke ' (with which Balin wounded King Pellam), and 

even the body of Joseph of Arimathea . (l) 

The last two poems referred to here have 

several features in common with what is probably one of 

the oldest prose tales in Welsh, the story of Kulhwch 

and Olwen, also from The Red Book of Hergest . That 

story also tells , among other things, of the rape of a 

cauldron ( 2), not that of the King of Hades, but one 

belonging to Diwrnach the Goidel , who lived in Ireland. 

Arthur went in quest of it with a small retinue in his 

ship Pridwen, and returned with it "full of Irish · 

money". 

Again, the Preiddeu Annwn refers to the 

speckled ox, ' Yr Yeh Brych ', and the acquisition of a 

' speckled ox ' also figures as one of the tasks Kulhwch 

(1 ) Morte D' Arthur, Everyman edit ion, London, 1928, 
Vol. I, p . 61, or any edition, Bk. II , Chs . 15 
and 16. 

(2) Rhys, Arthurian Legend, advances the view that 
this magic cauldron (of inspiration, plenty and 
fertility) that figures so largely in Celtic myth, 
was the origin of the Grail legend. He is sup­
ported by other scholars, see below. 
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has to accomplish in order to obtain Olwen's hand.(l) 

Moreover, nearly all the heroes mentioned in the Black 

Book dialogue between Arthur and the porter, besides 

many others ~ appear also in Kulhwch and Olwen. 

This story is one of the prose tales from the 

Llyfr Coch o Hergest , ' The Red Book of Hergest ' , a 

fourteenth century MS., consisting of verse and prose 

tales, which was the source for the famous Mabinogion( 2) 

of Lady Charlotte E. Guest. This work she published 

originally in 1 849 in three volumes, comprising t~xt, 

translation and notes, so making accessible to the 

general r0ading public the rare old tales that would 

otherwise have remained the study of scholars only. 

Her famous rendering has only recently been superseded 

by the translation of Gwyn Jones and Thomas Jones in 

1948. ( 3) 

It is a truer and more exact rendering. 

(Lady Guest had originally intended her translation as 

a book for children, and she edited and censored the 

more indelicate phrases and expressions) . 

The collection contains twelve tales. Six 

of them are obviously very ancient, but they are non-

Arthurian. They nre quasi- mythological, but the 

(1) For both incidents see Lady Guest 's Mabinogion, 
Everyman edition, London, 1913, pp . 115 and 113 , 

(2) Some definitions a r e necessary here, for the sake 
of clarity. 1 . Mabinog: an apprentice bard . 
2 . Mabin6fi : the things which formed the 
mubinog ' siterary training and stock- i n- trade, 
i.e. his course of study, and the tales he was 
allowed by custom to recite for pay. 3. Mabin6gion: 
plural form of Mabin6gi (meaning stories ) . Strict­
ly speaking the only Iour mabinofion in Lady 
Guests collection a re the firstour tales, 'the 
four bra nches of the mabinogi ' . (Authority: Rhys: 
Arthurian Legend) . 

(3) My copy is the Ev~ryman edition, Dent, London,1949. 
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action of time and change has softened down the primi-

tive mythological elements . The gods have ceased to 

be gods, but they have not become ordinary men. The 

substance is so much older than the form that it seems 

as if the original story-teller who first wrote down 

the oral tale did not quite know how to handle and ana-

lyse his obscure ma terial . As Matthew Arnold says(l): 

"The very first thing that strikes one 1 in 
readine the Mabinofion, is how evidently the 
mediaeval story- te7.er is pillaging an antiquity 
of which he does not fully possess the secret; 
he is like a peasant building his hut on the 
site of Halicarnassus or Ephesus; he builds but 
what he builds is full of materials of whi ch he 
knows not the history , or knows by glimmering 
tradition merely; - - stones •not of this buil d­
ing' but of an older a rchitecture, greater, 
cunninger, more majestical" . 

Vhth two of the tales, The Dream of Macsen 

Wledig, and Llud and Llevellys( 2 )we are not concerned 

here. The first is a vague farrago of legend and 

pseudo- history, while the latter is an old- world echo 

of a primitive myth whose significance has been lost . 

Another group of four tales is the following: 

Pwyll, Prince of Dyved, Branwen, the daughter of Llyr, 

Manawyddan, the son of Llyr, and Math, the son of 

Mathonwy. 

These are all names famous in the Celtic pan­

theon, and i~hfour tales we get the clearest, most 

complete and most consistent account of the genealogy 

(1) The Stud! of Celtic Literature: 
~urray, 929, p . 51. 

London, John 

(2) Llud, the British sky- god, becomes in the pages 
of Geoffrey of Monmouth the e~onymous founder 
of London. (Seep. 66 below) . 
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and history of the early British gods. (l) 

Althourh Arthur is never named in any of the 

four tales, many of the protagonists in these semi­

divine dramas are, in one connection or anothGrj named 

among the followers of Arthur in l ater tales. And, 

later still, in the Anglo- French romances based on the 

native British traditions, they have become Gall iciZed 

knights of Arthur ' s medi aeval court, under names that 

clearly show their relationship to the Celtic originals. 

Thus Pwyll becomes Pelles; Peredur, Perceval; Drystan, 

Tristan or Tristram; and Gwalchmei, Gawain. ( 2 ) 

A third group of the tales from the .Mabinogion 

contains stories a bout, or including, Arthur . They are 

of two kinds : (a) those entirely indigenous which are 

much earlier than, and therefore unaffected by, French 

romances, namely, Kulhwch and Olwen , and Rhonabwy' s 

Dream, and (b) t he Normanized tales - The Lady of the 

Fountain (or Owein and Lunctte), Peredur , the son of 

Evraw c~ and Gereint , the son of Erbin. Judging from 

the 'matiere ' and the ' san ' (the matter and treatment) 

of these tales, they are early Welsh legends that 

passed into the hands of the French trouveres (either 

in England after the Conquest, or earlier in Normandy 

via the Br~tons), were given a dressing of chivalry, 

(1) 

(2) 

Geoffrey of Monmouth, 'pillaging ' Celtic sources 
for his apocryphal history of the British Kings, 
made of thG sea- god Llyr a human king, ' Leir ', 
and credited him with a daughter (Creudylad or 
Kreiddylat, a ctually the daughter of the sky- god 
Llud), and made of her ' Cordeilla '. And so 
through Geoffrey Celtic mythology provided 
Shakespeare with two of his most poignantly tragic 
figures. 

See John Rhys.: Studies in the Arthurian Legend, 
and J . C. Squire : Celti c Mtth and Le~end , and cpm­
pare the Morte D' Arthur Malory) t roughout . 
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and passed back into Welsh in the twelfth to fourteenth 

centuries. Peredur is the earliest Grail story in 

English literature, and Geroint is the original of 

Tennyson's Enid and Geraint and The Marriage of Geraint . 

The last t ale of the collection, that of 

Taliessin, is from a late sixteenth century MS . and 

therefore not of the same value as the others . It mere­

ly mentions that its events took pl~ce when Arthur was 

king. In how f ar it is a version of an a ctual antique 

tale by the famous semi- historical Celtic bard Taliessin 

mentioned in the very earliest Welsh poetic fragments, 

can perhaps never be determined. The translation of 

Gwyn and Thomas Jones omits this tale . 

For its intensely interesting revelations of 

early Britis h mythological matter, and the light that 

it throws upon Arthur and the divine origin of some 

members of his entour age, the story of Kulhwch and 

Olwen must be noted a +ittle more fully here . 

11Almost ev6ry :pag0 of this t a le" , says 

Matthew Arnold(l), "points to the traditions and person­

ages of the most remote antiquity and is instinct with 

the very breath of the primitive world". 
' 

The story deals with the series of superhuman 

tasks laid upon Kulhwch by the giant Yspaddaden Penkawr, 

which he must perform in order to win the hand of the 

giant ' s daughter Olwen; the consummation of Kulhwch ' s 

desire will entail the death of the giant . 

Kulhwch knows that the tasks will be easy for 

(1) The Study of Celtic Literature, p . 46. 
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he will enlist the aid of his ' uncle ' , the mighty chief-

tain Arthur . He goes to Arthur ' s court for the cere-

mony of ' hair- cutting' which appears to have been an 

initiation rite, the Celtic equivalent of being dubbed 

knight(l), and by performing which Arthur becomes the 

godparent of the young hero . 

At the gate of Arthur ' s palace he meets with 

the porter Glewlwyd of the Mighty Grasp, whom we met 

in the Black Book dialogue poem. When Kulhwch comes 

to ask his boon Arthur in the usual grandiose manner 

grants it - even before he has heard what it is -

whatever it may be , 11 
• • • • save only my ship( 2 ); and 

my mantle( 3); and Caledvwlch, my sword( 4 ); and Rhon­

gomyant, my lance; and Wynebgwrthucher, my shield, and 

Carwenhau, my dagger; and Gwenhwyvar, my wife" . 

Kulhwch then names his boon, namely the re­

quest for aid to gain Olwen ' s hand, and he also asks 

help personally from all Arthur's train assembled there. 

Now follows a truly amazing list of great ones: six­

and- a - half pages of the book( 5 )are necessary to catalo­

gue them all. 

The attainments of some of the heroes are 

marvellous enough. So for example, 

"Drem the son of IJremi dyd (when 
· the gnat rose in the morning with the sun, 

(1) Chambers: Arthur of Britain: pp. 72 and 215 . 

(2) ' Pridwen ' , named in Preiddeu Annwn. 

(3) ' Gwenn ' : The Dream of Rhonabwy . 

(4) Romance made of it Caliburn - Excalibur. 

(5) Mabinogion, ' Everyman ' edition, pp . 100 to 106 . 
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he could see it from Gelli Wic in Cornwall, 
as far off as Pen Blathaon in North Britain); 
Medyr the son of Methredydd (from Gelli Wic 
he could, in a twinkling, shoot the wren 
through the two l egs upon Esgeir 0erval in 
Ireland); Gilla Coes Hydd (he would clear 
three hundred acre s at one bound: the chief 
leaper of Ireland was he); Clust the son 
of Clustveinad (though he were buried seven 
cubits beneath the earth? he would hear the 
ant fifty miles off rise from her nest in 
the morning); 01 the son of 0lwydd (seven 
years before he was born his father ' s swine 
were carried off, and when he grew up a man 
he tracked the swine, and brought them back 
in seven herds); and 0sla Gyllellvawr , 
whose dagger served as a bridge over the 
torrents for Arthur ' s armies" . (l) 

But many of the train are simply grotesque. 

What must one make of such weird characters as the 

following: 

11 Sol, who could stand all day upon one 
foot; SUgyn the son of Sugnedydd (who could 
suck up the sea on which were three hundred 
ships so as to leave nothing but a dry strand. 
He was broad- chested); Gwevyl the son of 
Gwestad (on the day that he was sad , he would 
let one of his lips drop below his waist , 
while he turned up the other like a cap upon 
his head); Uchtryd Varyf Draws (who spread 
his red untrimmed beard over the eight- and­
forty r aft ers which were in Arthur ' s court); 
and Huarwr, whose boon of Arthur was a re­
quest for a meal so prodigious tha t it was 
the third great pl ague of Cornwall when he 
received it; and Gwallgoyc who would a l low 
no one to sleep if he wanted anything, even 
when he ca.me to a town of three hundr ed 
houses" . (2) 

The element of parody in t he tale makes one 

suspect a tale- teller with a twisted sense of humour. 

It is typical of the Celtic love of exaggeration. In 

my opinion the carica ture- like figures are an accretion 

to the tale . Arthur being the popular hero , the 

story- teller sought to swell his train by dragging in 

(1) and ( 2 ) Mabinogion , pp . 100 to 106. 
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all the vague legendary figures of which he knew, in 

order to preserve the faint memory of their epic feats , 

and to accentuate the importance of Arthur in having 

at his command such Gar gantuan figures . Of most of 

these eccentrics there i s no trace in other or later 

l egends or folk-lore. 

The central theme of the tale is the hunting 

of the boar Twrch Trwyth, (l)in order to gain the comb 

and scissors it wears between its ears . In fact two 

boars ara hunted, the other for the sake of a tusk 

which must serve as a razor for the giant . But many 

other tasks have to be compl eted as preliminar ies to 

to the main one . So there i s a mountain to be levelled, 

ploughed and sown over, and the crop to be reaped with­

in a day; also many other related agricultural tasks 

are to be undertaken. These and the attainment of t he 

comb and s cissors (gifts of civilization) all point to 

Arthur ' s posi tion as a culture god . 

In all mythology the culture hero i s a demi­

god , a semi- divine human being who invades the Other­

world to seize the divine gifts which he bestows on 

the children of men . ( 2 ) 

The epic boar- hunt begins in Ireland, crosses 

the sea , is prosecuted right through Wales, proceeds to 

Cornwall, and ends in the sea with the drowni ng of the 

boar, but with the main object achieved. The passage 

through Wales is remarkable for its topographical 

(1) 

J ( 2 ) 

See Ch. I, p . 18, footnote 2 a bove . 

The classic example iS Prometheus , who stole the 
heavenly fire for the benefit of the human race . I 
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exactitude, and the course of the wild chase can be 

exactly followed on a map - the stor y thus, en passant, 

serving an aetiologica l purpose . In this hunt Arthur ' s 

hound Cavall (noted in the Mirabili~( l )) plays an im­

portant part . 

The battle of Camlan is repeatedly mentioned 

in the Kulhwch , a nd among the motley crew in Arthur ' s 

court, (besides ~ome 11 who came forth from the confines 

of hell"), and "Creiddylad , daughter of Llud Llaw 

Ereint 11
(

2 )) we also meet two Essylts (Iseults) : Essylt 

Vinwen ("Essylt of the White Visage ") , and Essylt 

Vingul ( 11Essylt of the Narrow Visage " ) . (J) Further, 

the introduction of a number of characters who have 

strayed from Irish legend serve to s how the close re­

lationship of the myths . 

In The Dream of Rhonabwy some other of 

Arthur ' s retainers are named , who have an important 

place in later Romance: March (Mark) the son of Mer­

chion, Tristan the son of Tallwch,and Peredur of the 

Long Lanc,o.. 

The other three mabinogion, so called, in 

which Arthur figures - The Lady of the Fountain, 

Gereint, and Peredur, - will be noted under Chapter VI 

as they properly belong to the romances which have 

come down through the French. 

(1) Chapter I, page 18 , above . 

(2) Seep. 41, footnote (1) . 

(3) We need look no farther for the originals of the 
later and better- known Iseults: the Iseult of 
Cornwall - 11 La Beale Isoud" , and Iseult of Brit­
tany - "Isoud as Bl anches Mains", who were to 
become associated with Tristan in one of the few 
great love- s tories of the world . 
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The last sources of Arthurian matter from the 

Red Book of Hergest to be noted here are those curious 

short poems which group various remarkable traditions 

of people, or things, or events in threes, the Triads . 

They come from the Llyfr Coch o Hergest "The Red Book 

of Hergest", and have been pri nted in the Myvyrian 

Archaiology. We see such an arrangement in the Kulhwch 

list of Arthur ' s men, as for example, the three who 

came away alive from the battle of Camlan: 

11Morvran the son of Tegid (no one struck 
him in the battle of Camlan by reason of his 
ugliness; all thought he was an auxiliary 
devil . Hair had he upon him like the hair of 
a stag ). And Sandde Bryd Angel (no one 
touched him with u spear in the battle of 
Camlan because of his beauty; all thought he 
was a ministering angel) . And Kynwyl Sant 
(the third that esca ped from the battle of 
Carolan, and he was the last who parted from 
Arthur on Hcngroen hi s b.orse)" . 

But the majority of the Triads are short in-

dependent pieces . They became a characteristic 

feature of mediaeval Welsh litera ture . From them we 

get a few gleanings which serve to fill out the pi cture 

of Arthur . 

So in one triad Arthur is made responsible 

f or one of the "Three Wicked Uncoverings ' of the Isle 

of Britain. The mabinogi of Branwen, daughter of Llyr 

relates how the head of Bran the Blessed had been 

buried , by his own command , on the White Mount (Tower 

Hill) in London, with its face towards France . Whi le 

it remained undisturbed Britain would be secure from 

invasion. But Arthur, s corning to hold England ot her-

wise than by his own might, wickedly disinterred it . 

Another of the triads speaks of Arthur as 

having three wives, each called Guenever (Gwenhwyvar, 

the daughter of Ogyrva n the Gi an t - Leodegrance in 
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Malory, Leodogran in Tennyson is usually consider ed 

to be the Queen Guenever) . In another triad Arthur 

and Modred in turn made such a ruinous visitation upon 

each other that the legend of the ' Three Costly 

Pil lagings ' arose: 

11Modred went to Arthur ' s court at Kelliwic 
in Cornwall : he left neither food nor drink in 
the court; he-consumed everything; he drew 
Guenever from her royal chair and buffeted her . 
The second was when Arthur went to Modred ' s 
court; he left neither food nor drink in that 
court nor in the district" . 

Huarwr ' s boon that was the ' third great pla­

gue of Cornwall' has been noted above (p . 44) . Another 

triad tells that Arthur had three mistresses, Indec(l) , 

Gar wen and Gwyl . 

Frivolous Bards . 

Arthur himself was one of the Thre e 

The Three Stou..t Swineherds of 

Britain were Pryderi , Drystan (Tristan) and Koll; but 

while Pryderi allowed himself to be robbed of some of 

his charges by Gwydion, Drystan was a much better 

watcher . He kept the pigs of March, son of Merchion , 

· while the real swine- herd went on a message for him to 

Essylt (she, incidentally was one of the Three Unchaste 

Women of Britain); Arthur, March, Kei and Bedwyr came 

all four, but not one could get a single pigling out of 

Drystan by ruse, force or theft . Of one of Koll ' s 

sows again, it was prophesied that Britain would suf fer 

from her litter. Arthur pursued her with an army t o 

Cor nwall . Again we get the nature or culture myth, 

for the pig dropped grains and a bee at spots which 

were afterwa rds productive of corn and honey . The 

(1) Indech was one of the sons of the Fomorian matri­
arch Domnu (see Ch. III, p . 60 , and App . IV ) : 
Is the triad here not a confused and faint echo 
of ~n old lost myth (with change of sex) that gave 
Arthur a place as the contempor ar y and consort of 
one of those dark goddesses? 
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important part played by pigs and boars throughout 

early Welsh literature indicates their importance as 

the chief domest ic animal of the Celts . (l) 

Some of the triads have an epigrammatic terse• 

ness that is neat and pungent, for example: "There 

are three things which are not often heard: The song 

of the birds of Rhiannon, a song of wisdom from the 

mouth of a Saxon, and an invitation to a feast from a 

miser" . (Rhiannon was Pryderi ' s mother) . 

It is clear how these triads( 2), each of 

which is the crystallization and concentration in popu­

l ar form of three separate legends, indicate the great 

field of Arthurian matter which had been handed down 

orally before it was committed to writing (so that much 

may have been lost before, or after, having been written 

down) . They refer to persons and events hidden in the 

mists of antiquity . They numb~r about a hundred and 

fifty , but many of them are late inventions, and are 

based on statements from Geoffrey( 3)or the romancers; 

but '1otherwise 11
, says Rhys , "the Triads give us the 

oldest accounts of Arthur, and this now and then in a 

form which the story- tellers and Romance- writers found 

thoroughly untractable and best ignored" . (4 ) And Jones: 

"In the Triads . .. we come upon traditions handed down 

from a very remote age, which were all but incomprehen­

sible to the mediaeval scribes who gar nered them, and 

are therefore preserved in a bewilderingly confused and 

(1) Chambers, op . cit . , p . 215 . 

(2) All authorities quoted, passim. 

(3) Or, conversely, may they not rather be part of the 
old oral traditio~s garnered by Geoffrey from 
native sources? 

(4) Arthurian Legend, p . 6 . 
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disconnected form. They are the disjecta membra of a 

lost mythology, t he l eeacy of prehistoric Celtic 

heathendom . .. impossible to restore into a coherent 

and intelligible whole 11
• (l) 

G11 of the foregoing) especially the referen­

ces to such characters as Gwydion, Pwyll, Pcyderi, 

Rhi annon 9 Bran, Mabon, Llyr and Gwyn who all clear-

ly belong t o the company of the original British gods -

and their relationship , in one way or another to Arthur, 

would seem to point to a far greater divinity of Arthur 

himself. For, a lthough themselves originally great 

and powerful , they ha ve become grouped around one who 

is represented as their superior . In his person and 

exploits Arthur i s a far greater being than a mere 

earthly lead.Gr . He of whom it was so often told in 

legends that he invaded the netherworld, and success­

fully carried off i ts treasures , not once or twice, but 

many times ; he who strove with such dark powers as the 

fateful Medraut; he who gathered around him such an 

illustrious host - he could not be among the l east of 

the mighty children of D6n, the All- Mother . Yet we 

are faced by the inexplicable fact that nowhere in the 

Celtic pantheon is there any record of a god Arthur, or 

of any nam8 approximati ng to his . 

Of the other s there are myths, legends and 

traditions enough to give them an unassailable posit ion , 

but Arthur has no l ocus standi either in s pace or the 

elements . Was he , then, merely the obscure ' dux bel-

lorum ' of whom l i ttle is recorded historically? How 

(1) King Arthur in History and Legend , p . 55 . 
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must one account for his supreme importance? Gods 
I 

would not rally round a mere human being, and allow 

their fame and repute to be outshone by one who should 

be among their servants and worshippers . 

The matter requires deeper examination, and 

the unravelling of the tangled skein of mythological 

threads, in order to assign to him his proper place . 

But in order to do that we must know something of the 

background of the British gods, and to understand the 

gods we must know something of the people who worshipped 

these gods, and of their religious notions . Facts 

there are very few, and we must t rust to the interpre­

tation of slight clues for the building of a more or 

less adequate theory . 

This certain scholars, notably Professor Rhys 

and others have done, and we must examine their findings 

and draw our own conclusions . 

Here is the place then, for a rapid survey 

of Celtic religion, after which we may be better able 

to understand Arthur ' s real nature and position. Only 

when we have pieced together the scattered shards of 

pottery will we be able to discern the design on the 

reconstructed vessel. 
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CHAPT:Z,R III Excursus: The Gods of the 
Goidels and the Brythons . 

"Tho. t gray king, riho so n.nmo , n ghost 
Strol".Ills like~ cloud , mnn-shnped from mountnin ponk 
And cleaves to cairn nnd cromJ.ech still". 

Tennyson: Idylls • f the King. 

H~ inhabitants of the British 
I 

.Loles prior to the Roman inva-

sion are usually described as 

Celts; yet it is generally 

accepted that there were two 

disti nct human stocks in Britain 

nt the time of the Roman con­

quest . (l) 

The earliest of the two were the Iberians. 

Physiologically they were short, swarthy, dark-haired , 

dark- eyed and long- skulled -- a Mediterranean type . 

They were the builders of those burial mounds called 

the ' long barrows ', and even at the beginning of histo­

tic times, were proba bly still in the stone- age stage 

of development . The ' Ancient Britons ' , of whom we 

read in our old school history books, who painted their 

half-naked bodies with woad , and paddled their coracles 

about in th8 rivers and lakes, were probably these Ibe­

rians, for the Celts were a much more civilized people, 

whose elaborately coloured gar ments were the precursors 

of the Gaelic tartans of to- day . 

Then from Gaul came the Celts who di spossess­

ed, subjugated, and even amalgamated with the Iberians, 

(1) Charles Squire: Celtic Myth and Legend , Gresham 
Publishi ng Co . Ltd., London, p . 19, (to which work 
I am indebted for the greater part of the facts in 
this chapter) . 
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1but did not entirely extirpate them. The Celts were 

tal~ fair, light-haired, blue- or grey- eyed, and with 

broad heads. They built the 'round barrows ' in which 

to bury their dead . They were in a higher stage of 

culture than the Iberians, and introduced the use of 

bronze and silver. 

These Celts cons isted of two main tribes which 

were already separated in Gaul b~fore they invaded Bri­

tain. The s e t wo br&nches of the Celtic stock went 

over to Britain at different times(l): the earlier 

immigrants were the Goidels , or Gaels, the l ater ones 

were the Brythons or Britons . 

The Romans, as we know, found Gaul divided 

into three parts, inhabit ed by (a) the Aquitani , with 

whom we are not concerned ; (b) the Belgae, and 

(c) the people whom the Romans called the Galli, but 

who called themselves Celtae . The Belgae would be the 

Brythons, the Celtae the Goidels . 

The Goidels first went over to the white 

island across the narrow sea channel, and their Goidelic 

dialects of Celtic survive to- day in the Gaelic lan­

guages of Ireland, Scotland and the Isle of Man. 

Then came the second Celtic race, the Brythons, 

who drove the Goidels before them as the latter had 

done with the Iberians . The result was that during 

the Roman domination the British isles were pr obably 

roughly divided as in the map , (See Appendix II) . 

(1) The seventh and the third centuries B.C . have been 
tentatively advanced as app~oximate dates of a 
first, a nd an assumed second immigration. 
Magnus Maclean: The Literature of the Celts - Its 
History and Romance, Blackie , London, 1906, p . 3-
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The Brythonic s tock survive s to-day in the 

Welsh, the people of Cornwall and the Bretons of Brit­

tany in north-western Fr unce, of which the first and 

the l a st have retained their Celtic speech, but the 

Cornish dialect is extinct . 

In the further discussion of these two races 

who peopled the Britis h isles we will refer to them by 

their more generally known names of Gaels and Britons, 

remembering tha t by Gaels we mean the people of Ireland 

as well as of Scotland . 

Our knowledge of the Gaels is derived only 

from native writers (in the old Irish and Scottish MS . 

tales), for the Romans did not come into contact with 

them outs ide Gaul; our ~hief information of the Britons 

we obtain from the Romans . We need not pause to con-

sider their social life, but must glance at their reli­

gion. 

Our authorit ies are Caesar (in his commenta­

ries - chiefly certain chapters of the De Bello Gallico), 

and to a less er extent, Tacitus , Pliny, the Greek trav­

eller and writer Posidonius, the geographer Strabo, and 

the historian Diodorus . The chief contact of the 

Romans with the Celts was through the inhabitants of 

central and western Gaul, but what the Roman writers 

have to say about the religion of the Celts of Gaul 

applies equally to the Cc:i..ts of Britain (both Gaels 

and Britons); for it would seem that -Britain was the 

purest fount(l) if not the original source of the 

(1) Cacser: Gall ic War, Bk. VI, Ch. XIII: "Disciplina 
in Britannia reperta atque inde in Galliam trans­
lata csse existimatur, et nunc, qui diligentius 
eam rem cogr.oscere volunt , plerumque illo disce.ndi 
causa proficiscuntur" . 
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Druidism that was the central feature of Celtic 

religion. 

The Celts had a religion and a mythology. 

We must di$tinguish between the two . Under religion 

we may understand the currently active form of worship 

of a people, with its attendant ritual and sacrifice . 

Mythology , on the other hand, consists of the stories 

of a much more ancient form of religion to explain the 

cosmos; it is the history of the birth and adventures 

of the gods, and the stories serve to account for the 

various natura l phenomena which the people strove to 

understand and explain. 

natural science . (l) 

Mythol0gy is thus primitive 

The religion of the Celts in its broad out­

lines was like that of the other Indo- Eu.ropean races, 

notably the Greeks -- a belief, namely, in elemental 

gods and goddesses who ruled over the sky, the sun, the 

moon, the earth, the sea, the dark underworld. It is 

chiefly an account of the eternal s truggle between 

Light and the powers of Darkness . Besides this, in 

their religion, every pass ion, and every art too, had 

its divine founder, tea cher and exponent, and around 

these deities grew up the body of myth and legend. <2 ) 

The priests who interpreted, taught and 

(1) Lewis Spence : An Introduction to Mythology , 
Harrap, London, 1931, pp. 11 - 39. 

(2) When we come to stories of more mundane heroes 
who still, however, partake of semi-divine powers , 
we m~y discard the term 'myth ' and speak rather 
of ' legend ', or legendary tradition. Closely 
allied to myths and legends, but applied more to 
tales dealing with topographical features, are 
folk- tales _and folk-lore generally. 
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/ carried into visible practice the r~ligious views of 

the Celtic tribes were the Druids; the word is derived 

from a root DR -- which signifies a tree, and especial­

ly the oak , and the centres of their worship were oak 

groves . (l) That parasit~ of the oak, the mistletoe , 

also played an important part in the sacred rites 

practised in connection with seasonal festivities. ( 2). 

The Ce+tic worphip was what is called ' solar ' , 

for its chief festivals were related to points in the 

sun ' s progress . Thus thGir most important feast was 

that of Midsummer or 'Beltaine ' 

sacrifices were made at Samhain 

the first of May ; 

' Summer ' s End ' , when 

the sun ' s power waned, and the strength of the gods of 

dar kness, winter and the underworld (who had to be 

appeased), grew great . 

The Druids were the priests, prophets , magi-

cians , doctors and educators of the people . They 

jealously guarded their secrets, handing down their 

mystic lore orally, and consistently refusing to commit 

anything to writing. 

The two chief aspects of Celtic religion 

which struck the classic writers were 

\ (a) 

f r ation) 

I 

the belief in the immortality (and transmi­

of souls , and 

(1 ) 

(3) 

It is therefore wrong to ascribe to Druidical wor­
ship, as is so often done, the various prehistor­
ic arrangements of large stones which, under the 
names of circles, dolmens, cromlechs etc., exist 
in various parts of England -- the best- known 
being Stonehenge . These must belong to a far 
earlier age and more barbarous state of society -­
probably even pre- Iberian. 

Julius Caesar: The Gallic War , Bk. VI . Edited by 
Professor John Brown, B. A. , Blackie, London, 1896~ 
App . I, pp. 70 to 72 , 
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(b) the extremely barbarous mode of human sacri-

fice to placate the gods -- "Upon a scale which would 

seem to have been unsurpassed in horror even by the 

most savage tribes of West Africa or Polynesia". (l) 

Caesar gives an account of these human sacri­

fices, and describes how the victims were shut up in 

gigantic wickerwork cages of human shape, and, thus 

imprisoned, were burnt alive. <2) Such sacrifices were 

still made by the Irish Gaels at the beginning of the 

Christian era to the stone idol Or omm Cruaich, at a 

spot 'Mag Slecht ' the Plain of Adoration, in County 

Cavan. This god was of t he Moloch type, for he 

appeared to be satisfied by no less than the sacrifice 

of one - third of the healthy issue of his worshippers 

every year. It is a memory of this sacrifice which 

is preserved in the story of Tristan and Iseult where 

a tribute of youths and maidens was claimed for the 

King of Ireland from the Cornish people in the time of 

King Mark. The Morholt came from Ireland and demanded 

one of every three children born in Cornwall during the 

last fifteen years: it was Tr istan who fought against 

and slew the dread emissary of the King of Ireland and 

so brought deliverance -- compare the legend of Theseus 

and the Minotaur. ( 3) 

But it is not of this savage religion that 

(1) Squire: Op . cit . , P. 37 . 

(2) De Bello Gallico: Bok VI, Ch. xvi: "Alii immani 
magnitudine simulacra habent, quorum viminibus 
membra vivis hominibus complent; quibus succensis 
circumventi flamma exanimantur homines 11 • 

Cf. Sir J. G. Fraze1:_: .. The Golden Bough, Macmillan, 
New York, 1947, p . 651 . 

(3) Gertrude Schoepperle: Tristan and Isolt, Vol . II, 
pp. 327 to 330 . 
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we read in the earliest Celtic writings . In them we 

get stories of a mythology as poetical as that of the 

Greeks. 

When the Romans stamped out Druidism in 

Britain -- the last stand being made in the Isle of 

Anglesey about 61 A. D. - - the Drui ds were driven into 

\ Ireland . Here they were later to be vigorously op-

posed by Saint Patrick, and their influence waned till 

they later be came subordinate even to the class of 

bage s or file, the writers of the earliest Irish l e-

gends thus the ances t ors of the Bards . By the 

third century the Druids - Who were then chiefly a few 

women - were no more than ineffectual soothsayers, while 

the bards had become a much more important class . About 

the fourth century A.D. t hey composed and shaped the 

stories of the gods and the heroes, which were then 

sung and recited for centuries, until , like the Wel s h 

tales , they came to be written down from about the 

eleventh to the sixteenth centuries . 

The stories of the Gaelic gods have come down 

t o us i n a great body of old Irish, and a lesser col­

lection of Scottish MSS . The Irish documents are 

chiefly the following! the great collection of tales , 

The Book of the Dun Cow, The Book of Leinster, The Book 

of Ballymote , The Yellow Book of Lecan, The Books of 

Lecan and Lismore , and many other MSS, which were com­

piled and transcribed about the beginning of the 

twelfth century. Most of these are preserved in t he 

Royal Irish Academy in Dublin. So there is also a 

Scottish collection of MSS. preserved in the Advocates ' 

Library i n Edi nburgh . (l ) While the latter collection 

(1) Maclean: Op . cit . , pp. 96 - 134 . 
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is not so great or so important as the Irish, the 

relevant tales serve to corroborate and supplement 

the Irish stories. 

These writings contain the great cycles of 

Gaelic legend: t hose, namely, of the Tuatba De Danann, 

the Heroes of Ulster and Finn and the Fenians (Fianna). 

Maclean classifies these as the Mythological , the 

Heroic, and the Ossianic Cycles . In this connection 

note again the footnote on page 55: the Mythol ogical 

Cycle deals with the myths of the gods proper -- the 

Tuatha De Danann -- ' The Children of Danu ', while the 

Heroic Cycle deals with the legends of the semi - divine 

heroes - such as Cuchulainn - of tradition. The 

Mythological Cycle (found in the Books of Leinster and 

Ballymote) deals with stories of events dating from 

the dim past to the beginning of the Christian era. 

In the stories of the Ossianic Cycle we come down to 

the immediately pre - Christian times (about 400 A. D. -

the dawn of written history) and they deal with semi­

historical kings of Ireland such as Eochaid Airem. 

These Gaelic myths are of supreme importance 

as giving the oldest account of the Gaelic gods . The 

latter are the originals of the corresponding deities 

in the British cycles, and it is when we know something 

about the Gaelic gods that v,e can assess more clearly 

Arthur ' s divine position. For the Gaels and Britons 

were two branches of one race, and they had a common 

religious heritage . Though the names of their gods 

may differ we note the superficial and the essential 

resemblances . 

In the Irish (or Gaelic) mythology we find 
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the division common to all the Aryan religions: t he 

eternal warfare between two supreme hosts . On one 

side are ranged the gods of day , light, life, fertility, --wisdom and good; on the other t he demons of night, 

darkness, death, barrenness and ev i l . The first sym-

bolized the beneficial aspects of Natur e , a nd the art s 
'---.... 

of man;-- tho ~econd ~&re the hostile powers thought t o 

be behind such baneful manifestations as storm and fog, 

drought and disease . The f i rst are ranged as a divi ne 

family round a goddess call ed Danu , from whom they-took 

their collective name of Tuatha De Danann - ' People ' 

or ' Children of Danu ' , and they inhabited the world of 

light . Opposed to them are the huge and deformed 

monsters springing f r om the depths of the sea and the 

abysses, the Fomors , the children of Domnu. The re-

lationships of these two groups of gods to each ot her 

can be clearly seen from the attempted genealogies 

given in Appendices I II and IV. 

Danu was the Universal Mother, and her hus­

band, the Celtic Dis Pater from whom sprang all gods 

and men, was Bile, the god of Death (honoured at the 

festival of Beltaine) . 

The greatest of Danu ' s children was Nuada 

Argetlam, ' Nuada of the Silver Hand ' : he was the 

Celtic Zeus , and god of war . He had five consorts 

(the Badb) , chief of whom was M.orrigu, who presided 

over battle and slaughter. 

Next greatest was the beneficent Dagda, the 

Celtic Herakles . His magic cauldron 'the Undry • , 

could feed the whole world. He was married to Boann, 

from whom the river Boyne gets its name . 
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Diancecht was the divine heal~r. Goibniu, 

Luchtaine and Credne were respectively the smith, the 

carpenter and the brasier of the Tuatha De Danann, 

Ler was a god of the sea, who is less famous, 

however, than his son Manannan, the three-legged eponym 

of the Isle of Man. 

The Dagda ' s children were first Brigit , who 

married the handsome Fomorian Bress (for a while king 

of the Tuatha De Danann), and who was much later 

canonized as a Christian saint. Then came Angus , a 

Celtic Eros, who a t one time carried off Etain, the 

bride of his brother Mid&r . This Etain in a later in-

carnation became the wife of Eochaid, high king of 

Ireland, and the strife of Eochaid and Mider for her 

person, foreshadows the stri fe of Arthur and Modred for 

Gue never . ( 1 ) 

Next comes Ogma, the professional strong man 

of the Gaelic gods , and the reputed inventor of the 

famous Ogmic (or Ogam) script . This indigenous Irish 

form of writing spread afterwards to Great Britain and 

inscriptions in Ogmic chara cters have been found all 

over the island. ( 2 ) 

The last of the Dagda ' s children was his son 

Bodb the Red, who later became king of the gods . 

Diancecht had ~everal important children. 

His son Miach, and daughter Airmid, followed their 

(1) John Rhys: Studies in the Arthurian Leger.d, pp. 
25 to 70 . 

(2) See Appendix II for example of Ogam script . 
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father's profession. A second daughter, Etan, married 

Ogma. Their five sons were Tuirenn , Cairpr~ and Mac 

Cuill, Mac Cechtt and Mac Greine . The latter three 

were kings of the Tuatha De Danann when the Milesians , 

the first mortal settlers of Ireland, arrived. Dian­

cecht ' s fourth child was Cian who married Ethniu, 

daughter of the Fomor , Balor . Their son was the in-

vinc i ble Lugh, the Celtic Apollo . When the three 

sons of Tuirenn, owing to a fued, murdered Cian, Lugh 

extracted from them the greatest eric or blood- fine in 

all history for the death of his f a ther . 

A grand- daughter of Angus, Dechtire, who was 

a half-sister of Conchobar Mac Nessa (king of the Red 

Branch of Ulster and contemporary vii th Eochaid Airem) , 

had a son by Lugh, named Cuchulainn, who became one of 

the greatest of the semi- divine I rish heroes of the 

l a ter Her oic cycles - the Siegfried of the Celts . 

Of the Fomors, the monsters of the deep~l)the 

most rema rkable was Balor, who had such a venomous eye 

that it was always kept shut, but when the eye-lid was 

lifted by means of a hook in battle, ranks of the 

enemy fell dead before its malignant glare . The giant 

Hawthorn - Yspaddaden Penkawr( 2 ) -- father of Olwen, too, 

ha d such ponderous eyebrows that they had to be lifted 

up by means of hooks . The name of Balor and the char-

acter i s tic of his terrible eye survive in such a 

(1) Grendel and his dam from Beowulf are similar under­
water monsters - gods of the abyss . It is quite 
possible that the Teutons and the Celts, with a 
common Aryan origi n and therefore religious notions 
from a common heritage - should have corresponding 
deities. 

(2) Kulhwch and Olwen, seep. 42 supr a . 
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phrase as ' a ba leful glare' . 

Another Fomorian giant was More - the original 

of March, son of Merchion, the dark underworld king, 

who became King Mark of Cornwall , the husband of the 

Fair Iseult and uncle of Tristan (Malory ' s Sir 

Tristram) . (l) 

features . 

Not all the Fomors , however , had monstrous 

One of them, Elathan, had dark, handsome, 

mephistophelian features , and his son Bress (who mar­

ried the Dagda ' s daughter Brigit) was proverbially 

beautiful. 

The Tuatha De Danann were not the first in-

habitants of Ireland . The Leabhar Gabhala (Book of 

Invasions) gives the chronology . First there were the 

"Race of Partholon", followed by the "Race of Nemed" . 

The Fomors, who had always been there from the begin­

ning of things easily disposed of the Partholons and 

the Nemedians . Then came the "Fir Bolg" (pr obably the 

aboriginal Iberians) , and after them the Tuatha De 

Danann , who defeated the Fir Bolg at the first Battle 

(1) Mark , March, Mearh = a horse, referring to the 
animal features of the Fomors, and the fact that 
Mark - not unlike King Midas of Greek legend, with 
his ass ' s ears - had a horse ' s ears . Squire , 
Op. cit . , p . 328 . Rhys Art hurian Legend, pp . 357, 
358 . 

And just as Midas ' s unfortunate servant who 
shared the secret was so oppressed by the scandal­
ous truth that he could not keep it to himself but 
must needs shout it out to the grass and the reeds 
(who further spread the tale) so , too, in B~roul ' s 
version of the Tristan story King Mark ' s dwarf 
tells the hawthorn tree of his master ' s unfortu­
nate affliction and so the barons come to hear of 
it. (Was this perhaps the lai Sir Dinadan made, 
"than which a worse lai was never heard" which 
so enraged King Mark? - M.W.S.). 

Schoepperle: Tristan and Isolt II, p . 269 . 
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of Moytura (South) and so obtained living space in 

Ireland, with their capital at Tara. Then the Tuatha 

De Danann were also attacked by the Fomors, whom they 

vanquished at the second Battle of Moytura (North), and 

banished for ever to the depths of the flood . 

But tho twilight of the gods was drawing on 

apace . The Milesians under their epony.mous leader 

Mile came from ~pa in and the East (they were the Scots 

and Gaels) . They landed in Ireland and fought against 

the Tuatha De Danann, were vietorious and now occupied 

the royal seat at Tara. At that time Mac Cuill, Mac 

Cecht and Mac Greine were kings of the gods . When the 

str angers arrived the three queens of these gods, Banba, 

Fotla and Eriu each in turn asked Amergin, the Druid 

of the Iberians, that in the event of the mortals ' vic­

tory the island should be named a fter her. This was 

promised, hence the three ancient names of Ireland -

Eriu giving the well- knovm Erin. (At this time 

England was still known a~ Alba - later Albion) . 

With the coming o~ the mortals the gods were 

driven into exile and their power decreased . Some 

sought an island far to the west, 1 Hy-Breasail 1
• Later 

pioneers in the Spanish seas thought they had found it 

and named the land they found ' Brazil ' . Manannan, son 

of Ler, went to the Isle of Man . The Dagda found 

sidhe - underground palaces - for the majority of the 

deposed gods , in barrows or hills to be seen in Ireland 

to- day . Once there, every god became a Fer- Sidhe 

(pronounced Farshee) -- ' Man of the Hill ' ; every god­

dess became a Bean- Sidhe, - - ' Woman of the Hill ' , and 

they live on as the fairies and banshees of Irish folk­

lore . 
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At this time Mider and Eochaid played chess 

for the possession of Etain until Eochaid was finally 

successful. From this time, too, dates the sorrowful 

tale of the swan- children of Ler. 

The scope of this work does not a llow dis­

cussion - however tempting the wis h - of the further 

cycles of legend~ the his tories of the grea t heroes 

Conchobar Mac Nessa , Cuchulainn and Ferdiad; the great 

war of Tain B6 Chuailgne, ' The Driving of the Cattle of 

Cooley ' ; nor yet of Finn Mac Cumhail~ the ' Fingal ' of 

Macpherson ' s Ossian -- for they are irrelevant to our 

study of Arthur . 

the British gods . 

We must turn, ins tead , to consider 

Many of the Gaelic gods have their counter -

par ts in British mythology. The_ descriptions and 

stories of the British gods have come down to us in a 

much l ess complete form than those of t he deities of 

the Gaels . Only i n the Four Branches of the. Mabinogion. 

do they have the character of supernatural beings . For 

the rest they have been transformed into kings in 
R~- . 

Geoffrey of Monmouth ' s HistoriaABriton~ or have been ,, 
adopted by the Norman- French romancers and turned into 

knights of Arthur ' s court . But, however disguised, 

their real nature can still be discerned . In many of 

the gods of the Britons we recognize , in the similar 

names and a ttribute9 the familia r fe a tures of the 

Gaelic Tua tha De Danann. 

The British gods a re a l s o divided into two 

families : the ch i l dren of Don , and the children of 

Llyr . These two families or tribes ar e usually re-

garded as i n opposition, a nd their struggles seem to 
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symbolize the same conflict between the powers of 

heaven , light and life, and those of the sea, darkness 

and death, which are reflected in Gaelic myth in the 

battles between the Tuatha De Danann and the Fomors . 

of Danu. 

Don is, of course, the British counterpart 

Her husband is Beli who conforms to the 

Gaelic Bile . The British Llyr is no other than the 

Gaelic sea- god Ler . Nudd or Llud (they are both real-

ly the same god who is variously called by both names) , 

as his cognomen 'Llaw Eraint ' - ' of the hand of silver ' , 

shows, is the same person~ge as Nuada Argetlam, ' Nuada 

of the Silver Hand' . He had a shrine overlooking the 

Thames . Tradition decl.ures that St . Paul ' s Cathedral 

occupies the site of an ancient pagan temple, while 

the spot on which it stands was called 1 Parth- Ll ud 1 by 

the Britons and ' Ludes Geat ' by the Saxons -- Ludgate 

(Hill) . (l) 

Even more important than Nudd was his son 

Gwyn, god of Death and the Underworld . A curious con-

fusion in the mythology makes Llud (who is also Nudd) 

the father of a fair daughter Creudylad( 2 ) , of whom 

Gwyn was the lover . An episode in the Kulhwch and 

Olwen describes the courtship. Gwyn had a rival in 

Gwyrthur . These two waged perpetual warfare for 

Creudylad , each in turn stealing her from the other, 

until the matter was referred to Arthur, who decide d 

that she should be sent back to her father, and that 

Gwyn and Gwyrthur s hould fight for her every f irst of 

May till the day of doom, and that whichever of them 

(1) Seep. 40, footnote (2) . 

(2) See page 41, footnote (1) . 
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should then be the conqueror should have the maiden. 

Don ' s brother Math, the son of Mathonwy, was 

also a benevolent ruler of the Underworld, who handed 

on hi s magical lore to his nephew and pupil Gwydion , 

the latter becoming the druid of the gods, and the 

friend and teacher of useful arts to man. Also bene-

ficial to men were .Amaethon, god of agriculture, and 

Govannan, the god of smithcraft who is identical with 

the Gaelic Goibniu . 

Gwydion married his own sister Arianrod. 

They had twin sons Dylan and Lleu. Dylan, the god of 

darkness, took at once to the sea and became synonymous 

with the waves and the sound of the waves . Lleu was 

the British sun- god, the exact counterpart of the 

Gaelic Lugh Lamhfada . 

Two sons of Beli and Don of whom little a r e 

known are Nynniaw and Peibaw who quarrelled and were 

turned into oxen for their s ins . 

Last of t he children of Don was Penardun, who 

wedded Llyr, their son being Manawyddan , the Gaelic 

Manannan. Llyr also had another wife, Iweridd, and 

their children were a daughter Branwen, and a son Bran. 

(The history of Branwen is told in the second tale of 

Lady Charlotte Guest ' s Mabinogion) . Bran is , even 

more than Manawyddan, a dark deity of Hades . He was 

of colossal size, and he delighted in battle and car­

nage like the hoodie- crow from which he took his name . 

The hoodie- crow was always supposed to accompany Morrigu 

to the battle-field too . Bran ' s son was Caradawc , who 

later became confounded with the hi storical Caratacus . 

That Bran wa s a ssociated with Gower in the 
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Swansea Peninsula may be proved from the Morte D' Arthur, 

"in which storehouse of forgotten and misunderstood 
(1) 

mythology Bran of Gower survives as 'King Brandegore " '. 

Pwyll, Prince of Dyfed, once exchanged places 

with Arawn and ruled for a space in Annwn, the Hades 

of the Britons. His wife was Rhiannon( 2 ), and their 

son was Pryderi . In a poem of Taliessin's we find 

Manawyddan and Pryderi joint rulers of Hades (Annwn), 

and warders of the magic cauldron -of inspiration, which 

the gods of light (including Art hur) attempted to steal 

or capt ure, and which became famous afterwards as the 

' Holy Grail '. When Pwyll died , Pryderi gave his 

mother's hand in marriage to Manawyddan the son of Llyr . 

Besides many minor gods of foreign importation 

we find, too, in the British pantheon, some of Gaulish 

origin . Thus the warlike heaven- god Camulus appears 

in Gaelic myth as Cum.hail, the father of Finn, and in 

British mythical history as Coll, (duke of Caer Colvin , 

known earlier as Camulodu.num, and now as Colchester); 

it is believed that ' Old King Cole ' of the nursery 

rhyme represents the last faint tradition of the Celti c 

god -- how are the mighty fallen! 

The name of the sun- god Maponos is found upon 

altars in Gaul and Britain, and in Welsh literature 

(Kul hwch and Olwen) as Mabon, son of Modron - a follower 

of Art hur . Another Gaulish sun- god , Belinus , must 

have been connected with Bran, for we find in Geoffr ey 

of Monmouth ' s History ' King Belinus ' as brother of 

(1) Squire: op . cit . p . 272 . 

(2) Seep. 49 for mention of her in a triad . 
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' King Brennius ' (l), and in the Morte D' Arthur 'Balin ' 

as brother of 'Balan ' (whom RhYs al~o identifies with 

Bran). 

Another god worshi pped in Gaul, Ogmios, god 

of eloquence, and equipped like Herakles, exactly cor-

responds to the conccpt icn of the Gaelic Ogma. Also 

the war- goddess Nemetona, worshipped at Bath, was pro­

bably the same as Nemon, one of the Badb -- Nuada ' s 

Valkyr- wives. Finally Lugh , or Lleu, was widely known 

on the continent as Lugus, and three towns, Laon, Leyden 

and Lyons, are named after him (Lugudunum, Lugus ' town) . 

Now in the myths and legends dealing with 

these deities one remarkable fact emerges very clearly: 

by far the great majority of these divine personages 

have some sort of connection or relationship, directly 

or indirectly, with 'King ' Arthur, and always in a 

minor capacity. They are either followers of Arthur, 

or serve him in one way or another, or come at his 

summons to carry out his behests . Arthur is, in f act, 

greater than any of the gods: they are nearly all his 

willing vassals. 

Yet he is never mentioned as a god of t he 

Britons, although in all but name he is the head of 

the gods . Let us enumerate some of the points of con-

tact of Arthur wi th the British gods: 

1 . Manawyddan constructed the terrifying bone-

fortress of Oeth and Anoeth to imprison all mortal s who 

dared to invade Hades . A triad tells that Arthur was 

(1) Geoffrey of Monmouth: History of the British 
Kings, Bk. III , Ch . i . 
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one of his prisoners . 

2 . In the courtship of Creudylad by Gwyn and 

Gwyrthur it was Arthur who had to pronounce judgment. 

3. Another triad tells that Llud was one of 

Arthur ' s Three Chief War Knights; yet another that 

Arawn, King of Hades, was one of his Chief Counselling 

Knights . 

4 . In Kulhwch and Olwen we read how Nynniaw 

and Peibaw toiled at the yoke for Arthur; how Manawyd­

dan, Gwyn and Pryderi helped Arthur in his search for 

the Treasures of Britain (e . g. the comb and scissors of 

Twrch Trwyth); and Amaethon and Govannan also helped 

him to perform the superhuman tasks for the benefit of 

Kulhwch . 

How is it that Arthur, if he was a mere mor­

tal king, could command the services of these mighty 

ones? The question is the central, and as yet not 

satisfactorily solved, problem concerning Arthur , which 

has exercised the minds of scholars and caused much 

discussion and theorising. 

The greatest English scholar who has devoted 

his study and learning to the attempted solution of 

this question is Professor John Rhys . He has given 

his conclusion - adequate according to his reasoning -

and no one else has attempted to give another evaluation 

of Arthur's position, although there are many who dis­

agree with Rhys, without advancing an own theory in 

the place of the one they reject . 

Professor Rhys ' s argument in short is the 

following: He assumes that there must have been two 
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Arthurs whose f ames became confused, to the exceeding 

renown of a composite half - real, half- mythical person-

age into whom the two blended. One was the human 

Arthur, the Comes Britanniae, whose historical exist-

ence we have examined in Chapter I . The other he 

boldly states to have been a divine Arthur, a god more 

or less widely worshipped among the Britons . 

"How then did Art hur become famous, and 
how came he to be the subject of so much 
story and romance? The answer, in short, 
which one ha s to give to this hard question 
must be to the effect , that besides a histor­
i c Arthur there was a Brythonic divinity 

named .Arthur, after whom the man may have 
been called , or with whose name his , in case 
it was of different origin, may have become 
identical in sound owing to an accident of 
speech, for both ex~:anations are possible . 
Leaving aside for a while the man Arthur, 
and assuming the existence of a god of that 
name, let u s sec what could be made of him. 
Mythologically speaking he would probably 
have to be regarded as a Culture Hero; for, 
a model king and the i nstituter of the 
Knighthood of the Round Table, he is repre­
sented as the leader of expeditions to the 
isles of Hades , and as one who s tood in 
somewhat the same kind of relation to 
Gwalchmei a s Gwydion did to Lleu" . (1) 

He then goes on to draw a parallel between 

Gwydion and Arthur. For while many of the gods of the 

older dynasties, such as Llud and Gwyn 1 Arawn, Pryderi, 

Manawyddan, Amaet hon and Govannan a r e found side by 

side with Arthur, there is one notable omission in the 

persons of Gwydion and his family . Rhys accordingly 

assumes that Gwydion must later have dropped out of the 

British pantheon, and his place been taken by Arthur -­

a comparison of the Gwydion- myth and the Arthur- myths 

s hows an almost exact correspondence in everything but 

name : 

(1) Studies in the Arthurian Legend, pp. 8 and 9. 
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1 . Both Gwydion and Arthur are exponents of 

culture and the arts . 

2. Both invaded the underworld, at first unsuc-

cessfully (compare Arthur ' s imprisonment in the fortress 

of Oeth and Anoeth, p . 69 ) • 

3. Both partook in boar-hunting exploits (e . g. 

note the triad Chapter II, page 48 ) , Arthur with less 

success than Gwydion. 

4. Chief similar ity of the two myths is the 

family relationship of the two gods . Gwydion, we 

noted (page 67) , was married to his own sister Arianrod 

and they had two sons Dylan, a god of darkness, and 

Lleu, the sun- god . 

Arthur ' s sister, called ' Margawse ' by Malory, 

was the wife of Lot, king of Lothian and Orkney(l), and 

she had a son called Gwalchmei in Welsh, Walganus in 

Geoffrey's Latin , and Gawain in English. 1 Gwalchmei' 

means the ' falcon of May ', a suitable name for a Solar 

Hero who corresponds to Lleu. His dark brother 

Medrawt (Medrod -- Modred) is the son of Arthur and 

Margawse( 2 ), and Rhys supposes that both brothers were 

the sons of Arthur and his sister in some form of the 

original myth, but that later romancers ignored this 

incest motif in order to cleanse Arthur and Gawain of 

this blot . When Mal ory recounted the incestuous union 

the stain could still attach to the traitorous Modred 

(1) Loth - another name of Llud (Nudd) the British sky­
god. Loth (Llud- Nudd)· and Ma rgawse equate with 
Nuada and his consort Morrigu , of Gaelic myth; 
'Margawse ' means ' shed blood '. She is called 
'Gwyar ' in the Kulhwch and Olwen. Morrigu was 
the war- goddess . 

( 2 )_ See ·chapter I , p . 19 , footnote . 



- 73 -

(the represent ative of darkness corresponding to Dylan) . 

Another point : Geoffrey calls Lot ' s wife 

' Anna ' , (Malory 1 Margawse 1 ) . We know from Malory 

that Arthur had another sister, the enchantress Morgan 

le Fay(l) . Possibly this is· a typical confusion (in 

the confused mass of myth, legend and romance dealing 

with Arthur) , and Morgan and Margawse may really have 

been one. The well-known f-ted between Arthur and 

Morgan (never very intelligible in Malory , cf. Bk. IV, 

ch. 6 - 14 ), becomes clear when we equate it with the 

similar fued existing between Gwydion and Arianrod as 

a result of their peculiar, intimate relationship. 

In the second chapter of the Arthurian 

Studies, Rhys follows the correspondence of the Arthur­

ian legend to British myth still :further in his compar-

ison of Arthur with Eochaid Airem. The latter has 

his fued with Mider for the possession of Etain. 
( 2) 

Arthur had his strif e with Modred who abducted Guenever . 

The correspondence of Modred, Medrod, with Mider is 

apparent . And so Rhys finally comes to his conclusion, 

after a philological discussion of nearly four ,!)ages 

on the original root whence came Airem and Arthur (par­

tially to s how the origin of the name Arthur, and par­

tially to expound Arthur' s status as culture god . ) He 

sums up:-

(1) 

(2) 

Her various names, Morgen in the Vita Merlini; 
Morgain la Fee in French Romance; Argante of 
Layamon, Margawse of Malory, are all sufficiently 
similar to represent different forms of one and 
tho same name, and are near enough to Muirgen and 
Morrigu. 

Etain means ' shining one ' ; Geunever, ' white 
apparition ' . Both represent the dawn, claimed 
in turn by light and darkness . 
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"It may be granted that there was a histo­
rical Arthur , who may have held the office , 
which under the Roma n administration was known 
as that of Comes Britanniae; that he may , like 
Aurelius Ambrosius(lJ, have been partly of 
Roman descent ; that Maelgwn (2) was his nephew, 
whom Gildas accuses of slaying his uncle; that 
his name Arthur was either the Latin Artorius, 
or else a Coltic name belonging to a god Arthur; 
for tho Latin Artorius and the god ' s name , 
which we have tr~ated as early Brythonic Art or, 
genitive Artoros, would equally yield in Welsh the 
familiar form Arthur . In either case , the 
name would have to be regarded as an important 
factor in the identification or confusion of 
the man with the divinity . The latter, called 
Arthur by the Brythons , was called Airem by the 
Goidels, and he was probably the Artaean Mercury 
of the Allobroges of ancient Gaul . His role 
was that of Culture Hero , and his name allows 
one to suppose t hat he was associated, in some 
special manner, with agriculture (3) over the 
entire Celtic world of antiquity. On the one 
hand we have the man Arthur, whose position we 
have tried to define , and on the other a 
greater Arthur, a more col ossal figure, of which 
we have, s o to speak , but a torso rescued from 
the wreck of the Celtic Pantheon" . (4) 

We have already indicated (page 70) that the 

scholars are found who criticize Rhys ' hypothesis con­

cerning Arthur ' s divinity . 

Jones (5 ) speaks guardedly of the "ingenious 

hypothesis" . Bruce ( 6 ) dismisses Rhys ' mythological 

theory in a few sentences : 

~l) See above Chapter I, pp. 20 and 24. 

( 2.) See above Chapter I, page 25. 

(3 ) See Chapter II, p . 45 supra. 

(4) The rest of his Arthurian Studies - 14 chapters -
is a further exposition - very erudite - of the 
main thesis of the godhead of Arthur, and the 
divine nature of nearly all his knights and other 
associates, for each of whom he finds a parallel 
in Celtic myth. The whole wor k is a storehouse 
of mythological information, and a monument of 
scholarship . 

(5) King Arthur in History and Legend, p . 25 . 

(6) Evolution of Arthurian Romance , Vol . I, p . 4 . 
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"It seems wiser to accept this statement", 

(referring to Arthur's victory at Badon Hill), 

"as authentic and to recognize in him a man of 
Roman descent or a Romamized Celt, who in 
these times of stress, attained the leadership 
of the British hosts . There is no need , 
therefore, of r egarding him simply as a creature 
of the popular imagination or of vaporizing him 
into a hypothetical culture-divinity, as various 
scholars have done -- so John Rhys ... . ..• . . . he 
acknowledges that the derivation of Arthur from 
Arter , Artorius , is phonetically unobjectionable ; 
nevertheless with his customary weakness for the 
fanciful mythological interpretations of Max 
MUller and his school -- once so popular , but 
now gener ally discredited - - he endeavours to 
connect the name with the Aryan root ar -- (=to 
plough) , and hence conjectures that Arthur was 
by origin a culture- divi nity" . (1) 

E.K. Chambers( 2 ) delivers the most formidable 

criticism: he is an example of the sober objective 

writer who has no particular mythological axe to grind, 

and examines tho subject in a thoroughly disinterested 

manner . While admitting that many mythological ele-

ments attach to Arthur ' s exploits he shows clearly tha t 

Rhys pushes his comparisons and analogies too far a nd 

he demolishes all Rhys ' s elaborate parallels that attemp 

to reconstruct or create a Celtic culture- hero, Artor. 

For he states the incontrovertible ~act that in spite 

of the theorizing evidence is unfortunately l a cking for 

the existence of an early Celtic Artor . It is true 

that no such god is mentioned by name among the Children 

of Don in British mythology, nor is there a Gaelic 

counterpart among the Tuatha De Danann, or even among 

the semi- divine heroes of the Ultonians or the Fenians . 

(1) It is only i'air to both Bruce and Rhys to say 
that Bruce ob j ects only to the godhead theory; 
otherwise he makes full, and grateful, use of 
Rhys ' s excell ent learning, and pays tribute to it. 

(2) Arthur of Britain, pp. 205 to 232 . 
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With regard to the mythological status of 

Arthur he says (page 206) : -

11 1 do not think that these theories are 
worth serious pursuit, since they rest upon the 
uncritical assumption that details, such as 
Arthur ' s relationship to Uther and Modred, which 
we find for the first time in Geoffrey of Mon­
mouth, can safely be treated as derived from 
earlier Celtic legend ..... A similar uncrit­
ical use (of sources) renders valueless much 
of the work of the late Professor Rhys . He 
is even cap~ble c~ ~~oti ng the fifteenth cen­
tury Malory a s an authority for mythological 
data ... . . He is a philologist, and compara­
tive mythology is never more dangerous than 
when it calls i n the aid of philology" . 

When Rhys equates Guenever and h"'tain, from 

the original meanings of their names, and consequently 

sees in the Arthur - Airem versus Modred- Mider strife 

a nature myth -- the gods of light and darkness strug­

gling for the dawn, Chambers says 

"This is only a flicker of the old ' solar ' 
theory of mythological interpretation, to 
which Professor Rhys remains sentimentally 
attached" . 

Concerning such stor ies he says : 

"There is nothing to suggest that they are 
telling anything but an ordinary tale of human 
violencG. A mcdi·1eva l chieftain, and in partic­
ular a Celtic mediaeval chieftain, might 
reasonably expeet to be a llowed to take his 
neighbour ' s wife without incurrin~ the suspi­
cion of Otherworld tendencies" . ( 1) 

Chambers himself would seem to lean to the 

purely historica l view: to accept the existence, once , 

of the man Arthur. In t ime he would become euhemeri -

zed - exalted to godhead - owing to the accumulation and 

accretion of legends as the memory of his actual deeds 

faded into the romantic mists of the dim past . 

(l) Chambers : Op. cit . , page 214 . 
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J . C. Squire is entirely a disciplcl of Rhys, 

and echoes the theories of this scholar , piling on the 

evidence with proofs of e whole pantheon of gods in 

Arthur's following. (l) 

Yet, in spite of the monuments of research, 

the painstaking studies 9 the hypotheses and theories 

with their a ttendant critics , the controversy still 

rages and Arthur ' s true nature has not yet been decided 

upon . 

What can be said to sum up? 

I think the answer is the following: I lean 

to the 'mythological sys tem' of buhemerus (philosopher 

of the fourth century B. C. ), namely, the view that myth 

is history in disguise . The gods were men, and the 

mists of time and l ater fantasy had so magnified and 

distorted their figures as to make them appear divine. 

In short, they were great. men deified by later gene­

rations . 

Primitive religion, thus, has its roots in 

ancestor- worship, and primitive nations build up a pan­

theon and a mythology from the traditions of the dis-

tant past . The ranks of the gods a re later swelled 

by the addition of a host of semi- divine mortal heroes, 

and the reverse process of l a ter great heroes becoming 

endowed with divine attributes to form new gods, also 

takes pl ace. 

The very first beginnings of the hagiography 

lie in the inherent love (a) either of listening to, or 

(1) Celtic Myth and Legend, Chapter XXIII . 
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else recount ing , inter esting anecdotes of people, 

pl aces and things, especially of wonderful exploits of 

popul ar characters or heroes, and (b) the natural ten-

dency to exaggerate f or the sake of effect two things 

that a re common even to modern civilized men, and much 

more so to barbari ans in a childlike state of mental 

development, who a r e more eager to accept as true the 

most startling exploits . 

In a t ime of oral tra dition, when nothing 

was yet crys tal lized into permanent form by being writ­

ten down, di fferent versions of t he life of hero -­

a ltered and supplemented, embellished and embroidered 

by generations of s t ory-tellers, camp- fire r a conteurs 

would a t l ength becor:ie a!'-1.nixture of the factual and 

f ant astic, the historical and the imagina r y, and the 

ordinary deeds of arms of a petty chief or war leader 

would assume gigantic proportions and become super­

human feats a chieved against monsters or underworld 

powers i n the company of the divine inhabitant s of the 

heavens . The most practica l and matter - of- f a ct man 

loves a spice of the marvellous and easily a ccepts the 

incredibl e as at least possible . 

Some of t he great elemental and natural phe­

nomena such as the sun, the moon , the star s, earth, 

sky, fire , water and s torm would, of course, a lso - in 

a pri mitive society - be productive of certain myths, 

and the expl anation of the occurence of manifestations 

of these phenomena would a l so produce their crop of 

legends dealing with the divine beings or powers re­

sponsible for thes e mysteries . The primitive man, 

gropi ng for the explanation of things he does not under­

stand i s, inevitably forced to explain them i n t erms 
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of the things that he knows. For example, the gods are 

much like he ahd his fellows; they must also fight, 

consequently they must have weapons: what more natural 

than that the smoking Etna must represent the chimney 

of the divine smithy of the divine smith Hephaestus 1 

Vulcan? 

But, on the whole, most gods would have been 

originally only t he outstanding figures in the remote 

history of the tribe, transformed by the aura of wonder 

and awe and ignorance and superstitution, and the en­

chantment tha t distance lends to the view, into colos­

sal and all- powerful figures: imagine the presti ge­

value of such ancestors . Primitive fancy in conjunc­

tion with dawning and gradually developing intelligence 

would account for the confusions and the contradictions 

of the divergent versions . 

In my opinion it is wholly unnecessary to 

formulate more recondite t heories for what is a per­

fectly tlatural process in primitive story- telling; and 

I believe that the figure of Arthur is nothing more 

than an example of such a process . 

He must have been a historical person, not 

necessarily a gr eat war-leader of Saxon times (other­

wise the old chronicles would have been more explicit 

and deta iled), but possibly a minor though popular 

leader dating from the dawn of Celtic history; one who 

so early achieved fame that he could be considered as 

a contemporary and compeer of the divine fami lies them- · 

selves. About the time the first chronicles were 

being compiled, when traditions ceased to be oral and 

were being committed to writing, all the legends con-
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cerning the original Arthur (who may or may not have 

been known by that particular name, but probably was 

so known) were accredited also to a great British war­

rior (not a king) of the name of Arthur . And as the 

fame of this later Arthur grew be became the composite 

figure of the original Celtic Arthur, the later histo­

rical Arthur of the fjfth or sixth century, and the 

magnified and expanded Arthur of romance . No doubt 

the exploits of many another ancestral hero whose name 

had become lost, but whose fame lived on, also in time 

became attached to the one figure who had caught the 

popular imagination; so that Arthur, as we have him 

to- day, is the personified accumulation of two millenia 

of fire- side tales of hero-worship. 

Arthur probably lived in ancient Gaul or 

somewhere in central or south- eastern Europe at the 

very dawn of the human era, or at the latest when the 

Britons first made a home for themselves in Britain, 

but, at any rate, so long ago that he was a lready a tra­

dition when the heathen British gods held sway and were 

still being worshipped; he became ' historical ' a bout 

the fifth century, his deeds, legendary or real, being 

then for the first time enshrined on the written page; 

and thence he developed rapidly in the literature of 

the highly civilized mediaeval Norman society to the 

chivalrous Arthur of romance we have learned to know 

and to love in the pages of Malory and Tennyson. 

The thoughts expressed in the foregoing few 

pages can hardly claim the title of hypothesis or 

theory; they may hardly bb entirely new; neither is 

it claimed that they will form a substantial contribu­

tion to the knowledge of Arthurian problems when 
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compared with the brilliant work of the great Arthurian 

scholars. They are adv~nced for what they are worth, 

as an attempt to expl ain a problem that has taxed many 

great minds . It will perhaps not be taken as pre­

sumption on the part of the present writer to say that 

wide reading, and much pondering ~ on the problems of thE 

origins of Arthur have served only to bear out the 

theories of John Rhys, the great champion of the 'Celtic 

school '. I cannot agree with that indefatigable re-

searcher, J. D. Bruce, who holds the opposite view that 

we owe the Arthurian legend almost wholly to the inven­

tions of the Norman- French romancers, and that the 

Celtic elements a re so faint that they can be discarded 

as negligible . 

E. K. Cham·oers has given finality to the 

question of the historicity of Arthur as a one- time 

Celtic chieftain. Rhys has laboriously analysed the 

body of Arthurian matter in old Welsh literature as 

well as in Malor y , and linked it up with the matter of 

Celtic mythology . Bruce ' s criticism of Rhys ' pene­

trating arguments and analyses and comparisons which 

are based on a profound knowledge of the mythology, 

folk- lore and linguistics of Celtic matter, must of 

necessity come from a preconceived unwillingness to ad­

mit the truth. Bruce , who is purely a litterateur, 

bri ngs to bear his encyclopedic knowledge of French 

mediaeval romance in order t o prove that all the themes, 

nomenclature and motifs which can be traced to Cel tic 

sources can by another process of reasoning be shown to 

be of Central European or of Oriental origin. He over­

emphasises the contribution of the Norman- French trou­

v~res and troubadours as the original shapers of the 
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Arthurian legend, and obstinately refuses to accept 

the mass of internal evidence - even of such an essen­

tially Celtic story as that of Tristan and Iseult -

which is to be found in most Arthurian Romance . That 

the later development of Romance at the hands of the 

troubadours in the direction of a courtly love- romance 

is due to Norman-French ideals, practi ces and usages , 

with the addition of much matter in the episodes of 

the tales garnered from Classic and Eastern sources can­

not be denied, but that all the original crude mytho­

logical matter which forms the basis of Romance is 

Celtic is no less obvious . 

Arthur was not born and made mature in the 

twelfth century Anglo-French society romances based on 

Geoffrey of Monmouth . His origins are much more an­

cient, and can only be traced back to the wonderful 

mythology of the races who inhabited Ireland , Scotland 

and Wales long before the Roman invasion, and at least 

a millenium before t h e Frankish nation took shape. 

That the Norman- French singers were the ones 

to seize the crude British materials to refine it and 

to build up on its shah7 base a firm literary stru.cture 

is only another of those strange phenomena in the his­

tory of the human race, which proves, once more, the 

essential spiritual kinship of nation with nation. 

More, it is proof of the greatness and promise of the 

original matter which was fit material to grow to 

great heights in t he hands of a highly- civilized and 

refined society, who had the time and the leisure and 

the refinement necessary to produce a beautiful lite­

rature from it, r a ther than in the hands of wild, iso­

late d, almost primitive folk who wrested a hard living 
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from the bleak and desolate mountains where they had 

been driven by fire and war, but who were blessed with 

a rich and genial native imagination of a highly poetic 

order . 

Mediaeval Arthuri an Romance, as it developed 

in the t welfth and thirt~enth centuries, is a combin­

ation of the wild, fay-ridden, native semi- history~~ 

of-the Celts, to which wa s wedded the sophisticated 

, romance of a gay, highly- refined courtly French society. 

If the legend had continued to develop in its native 

Welsh fastnesses, it wouid have remained crude, primi­

tive and with elements so ancient that it would in 

parts have been harsh and incomprehensible, although 

with a wild and imaginative beauty of its own. Had 

it been purely French in origin it would have missed 

the glow of fantasy and imagination, and would have had 

a sleek, J uxurious a nd r~thor decadent beauty, calcu­

lated in Eipirit rather than spontaneous, effeminate 

rather than virile . 

Instead of either it was thus both: the way 

in which the original Celtic parent s tock was added to 

by the Norman- French poets will be set out in Chapter 

VI on "The Romantic Arthur" . 

This, then, was the origin of Arthur and of 

the '1 .Arthurian Legend 11 
• On this blend of myth and 

quasi- history the romancers were to work for three 

cent uries to produce the Arthur and the Arthurian 

legend of mediaeval ro.man ce and... Courtly Love . In 
---

order to undexstand how and why they thus handled the 

original matter, and to understand the spiri t and mean­

ing of this nev" literature - - ir ... other words, in order 
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to try and understand something of the mediaeval mind 

we must know somethi ng of the h i storical and socio­

logical background of the times that produced the liter-

ature . This enquiry we shall make in the next two 

chapters. 
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CHAPTER IV: The Mediaeval Scene . 

"He (i . e . WilliAID) crone , on the f i rst dny of 11.ugust 
t e Sali sbury, and ther e crone t , him his wiao men, end 
all the land-o~ning men of property there were over all 
Englnnd, ~h• soever men they Per e , And all ••wed d• wi. t e 
him and became his men ruid imoro oaths of fealty t • him 
thnt they uou.ld • e fni thfUl t o him agai nst nll other men". 

Angl_• - Saxon Chronicle, yenr 1086. 

11..1 Knyght ther was i:-.nd that a t1or thy mnn, 
That fr• the tyme that he f irst bigan 
To riden out , he loved chivalri e , 
Tr "uthe nnd honour, fredem and curteisi e. 
And though th~t he ~er e worthy, he was eys, 
.And of his port as meeke ns i s n mayde. 
He never yet no vileynye ne snyde , 
In nl hi s lyf , unto no maner ~i ght. 
He ~ns ~ verrny parfit , gentil knyght . 

Chaucer : Prologue to The Cnnterbury Tales . 
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HE period of highest develop­

ment of the liter a ture of 

courtly a nd chiva lrous romance 

s tretches over the hundred­

and- f i fty years from about the 

middle of the twelfth to the 

end of the t hirteenth centu-

ries . Not that r omance began 

to decline after this time - indeed, it was t o flourish 

for at least a hundred years mor e - but within thi s 

first time- l imi t we see it in its gr eat est glory. 

For those who would know what manner of 

peopl e and what conditions of life produced this liter­

ature r esearcher s have pieced together a clear, 

detailed, and probably fairly a ccur a te picture of the 

Norman- Franch society of that time, or r a ther, of the 

Anglo- Norman- French nation which developed i n England 

from the end of the eleventh century . 

The successors of Wi l liam of Normandy had 
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inherited the empire of the Conqueror but, with the 

exception of Henry II, they had not the ability to hol d 

their wide domains , and after the death of the first 

Plantagenet king in 1189 their continental empire 

crumbled under the pressure exer ted by their suzer a in, 

Philip Augus tus of France . As their power thus de ­

creased in France, and the centre of gr avity of the 

influence of the later Plantagenets shifted to England , 

s o in that country there developed now a new Anglo ­

French race with a new language . 

It was t hus in the courts of English and not 

of French rulers that mediaeval romance flourished and 

developed, a lthough i n the beginning the l anguage of 

romance was French, a nd the spirit and ideals permeating 

it too were wholly French. 

The romance of which we want to treat had its 

origins about the end of the twelft h and beginning of 

the thirteenth centuries in the highly refined and 

pleasure-loving court of the Countess Marie of Champagne, 

the daughter of Eleanor of Aquit aine and Poitou who was 

the wife of Henry I I . The l atter ( ' Henry Beauclerc 1 ) 

had been in England no less a patron of the fine arts 

than the Countess Marie herself, in whose court the 

leading Provencal trouv~res , such as Chr~tien de Troyes , 

Renaud de Beaujeu, Raoul de Houdenc and others com­

posed poems which were to serve as model and inspiration 

for the romance literature of the whole of Eur ope . 

In so far as the socia l and cul tural histor y 

of a nation is refl ected in its literature, to that 

extent may we also conclude something of the puls ing 

life of the Middle Ages from its popular romance tales, 
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more clearly, perhaps than when it is revealed to us in 

the dry bones of ordinary history. 

The period we have indicated above as the 

limits for the heyday of romance may be taken to repre­

sent typically t hat vague epoch which we call the 

(later) Middle Ages . It was the time when the ' Feudal 

system ' still held sway; when crusading armies were 

marching to the East on a holy mission to free the Holy 

Land from its unholy occupiers, with the prospect of 

some rich plunder as an incidental rew_ard for their 

Christian virtue; when young men were supposed to be 

trained in the usages of the chivalrous code; when 

noblesse oblige meant exactly what the words connote: 

the time , in short, of the incurable romanticists such 

as Sir Walter Scott , -- of which some less idealistic 

and more realistic aspects are reflected in our history 

books . 

The crude feudalism which had sprung from 

the collection of customs of the composite Romano­

Germanic society of the first centuries of the Christian 

era , and had developed .during Charlemagne ' s time, had 

by the time of Henry II (i.e . round the sixth decade 

of t he twelfth century) been welded into a regular sys­

tem of land tenure and social order which was esta­

blished by custom and verbal agreement as if enshrined 

in written law. It was now a complex thing which 

shaped the whole structure of ·society from the sovereign 

down to the humblest peasant in one great contract of 

service and loyalty. Reduced to its simplest terms 

it was a contract of exchange -- land tenure in return 

for loyalty and service , and may be expressed in the 

four words: ~' vassal, fealty and fief. It was , 
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as far as the ruler was concerned, a very loose system 

of control over his kingdom. All land belonged , in 

theory, to the sovereign. In rewa rd for ser vice he 

distributed certain landholdings to his highest nobles, 

the counts and dukes . These in turn sub- divided 

their land in return for the homage and service and 

payments in kind of their lesser tenants in the follow­

ing ranks of nobility, and the system pyramided down 

to the simple knight whose bit of land , cultivated by 

peasants or serfs, might perhaps be barely sufficient 

to enable him to support himself and provide the horse, 

armour and weapons with which he rode out to perform 

his military service to his over- lord. Feudum, or 

fee , or fief, is therefore land (or office or revenue) 

held in dependence upon any person. All landholders 

depend upon the sovereign, either directly or indirect­

ly through some lord. Every man owes homage and ser­

vice to the man from whom he holds land. Thus the 

relationship is not only that of tenant to landlord, 

but also of vassal to lord. 

The system, however, did not originate only 

from above downwa~ds: it also started from below. 

Feudali sm grew u~ through the loss of the ordinary 

man ' s independence . When the barbarian i~vasion came, 

and the complex Roman legal system that had protected 

the common man within its framework broke down, life 

very suddenly became a struggle for survival in which 

the smaller man had no chance without the protection 

of someone greater and more powerful than himself . 

In such a case he surrendered what land he had to the 

stronger, rendered him homage, and received back the 

tenancy of his land as a fee, or in fief. In return 
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for the lord ' s protection and the right to till his 

former possession, he owed his lord service, especiall y 

military service -- the military service and ass istance 

tha t the overlord in his turn demanded from his vassals 

in order to provide the a rmy requirements of the sove­

reign. 

Such a vassal at the bottom of the s cale 

o~ed to his immediate lord a fealty which was stronger 

than his loyalty even to his sovereign. And though 

the right of appeal to the sovereign in legal matters 

exis ted even for the lowliest peasant , yet, in practice, 

every tenant was subject to the immediate jurisdiction 

of the l andlord ' s court -- the manor~al court - for the · 

royal law- courts were distant and probably weak, per­

haps in some cases non-existent . 

The peasant held his little plot on condition 

of three days • work for his lord and three for himsel f . 

As, in addition, he owed zp.ilitary service, and the no ­

bility of mediaeva l times were almost constantly in­

volved in warfare , the peasant had often to neglect his 

fields and march under his lord ' s banner. Higher up 

in the social scale the richer or more powerful vassal 

could redeem his service or the obliga tions upon which 

hi s fief had been granted by paying a sum of money to 

his lord. In the l ater s tages of feudalism it became 

the general rule for nearly all vassals to pay cash in 

lieu of rendering service, or of yielding up in kind 

t he l ord's ,share in t he revenue of -their holdings. 

There were a few other obl igations on t he 

part of the vassal . Thus he had to be prepared to con­

tribute hands omely when his lord had any extra expense , 
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as when the eldest son assumed knighthood, when a dowry 

had to be provided for the lord ' s daughter, or, as so 

often happened, the lord had to be ransomed when cap-

tu.red . And when the holder of the fief was a woman 

her lord had the right to approve her marriage or with­

hold his sanction, in order to ensur e his getting good 

vassals. 

The feudal system, which at first sight, would 

seem to have had great cohesion, and by its scale of 

dependence downwards to provide control over the loyal­

ty of every man in the king ' s dominions, so that all 

/ fealty finally converged in the central authority of the 

king, held in itself the seeds of its own final dis­

ruption in the fifteenth to sixteenth centuries . In 

the first place the greater nobles, as soon as they 

acquired more wea lth and power by private warfare or 

marriage, finally assumed a measure of independence to­

wards the sovereign, and became petty rulers on their 

own account, strong enough even to defy the authority 

of their liege lord, as did William of Normandy. In 

the second place, owing to the terms whereon fiefs were 

granted, the vassal in time also came to have a measure 

of independence and legal power in connection with his 

tenancy . The tenancy, namely, was not for a certain 

number of years only, or simply for life, to revert 

again at the tenant ' s death to the original owner of the 

fief . It became hereditary tenancy: so long as the 

tenant (vassal) remained faithful to his lord and per­

formed the stipulated services , and his successors did 

homage and continued to meet the conditions upon which 

the fief had originally been granted, neither the lord 

nor his heirs could rightfully regain possession of the 

land . 
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As the great vassals- in-chief who held l and 

directly from the king soon became almost independent 

of him According as their own holdings and power . in­

creased, and they built up great armies from the r ank:3 

of their own vassals, and ensconced themselves in 

powerfully fortified strongholds; and as the sub­

vassals owed their greatest loyalty to their immediate 

lords, and often had not done homage to the king per­

sonally, it is easy to s ee how loosely the central 

authority was vested in the per son of the king. The 

break- up of the whole system, accordingly, although it 

did not come for some centuries, was only a matter of 

time in a changing world- order , especially after the 

social and economic changes which followed the Renais­

sance . (l) 

(1) Feudalism was not confined to the Frankish empire 
or to the Middle Ages only . In Roman times al­
ready we have something of a similar kind in the 
client- patron relationship : the system whereby 
the small man formally placed himself under the 
protection of a great man was ca lled patrocinium. 
There was also the system called precarium, which 
is a financial relation of dependence. Originally 
i t signified a tenancy by fri eTI;dship or favour , 
from precare: one man prays another, as a favour, 
to let hi m have the use of a plot of land which 
the other does not need . Later a poor man, in 
time of trouble, might beseech a great man to pro­
tect his farm. The great man could make the sur­
r ender of the l and a condi tion of his protection. 
He would then give it back as a precarium. Bank­
rupt s and all who were compelled to abandon re­
sponsibilities and ownership to some great land­
holder t hus protected themselves personally by 
patrocinium, or financial l y by precarium, or by 
t aking advantage of both customs . Thus we have 
a rudimentary feudo-vassa l age system. 

The Germans i n the ea rliest year s had s ome­
thing similar. TaGitus describes how distin­
guished warriors gathered round them a whole fel­
lowship of satellites: this companionship he 
calls comitatus, and he describes this fellowship 
tie as being stronger than that which bound the 
man to his State . On tte other hand the Ger mans 
had no financial arrangement resembling the 
precarium. 

After the barbarian invasions the conquerors 

(footnote continued on next page) •.. 
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The other great characteristic ·feature of 

the middle ages, Chivalry, was a ' system ' or concept 

as undefinable as, and much more abstract than, feuda-

lism itself. Opinion on the real nature of chivalry 

as a code is sharpl y divided, and one wonders how far 

it came to realizing its ideals . While some histo-

rians see in it a wonderfully ideal code of honour 

based on the highest Christian teachings, others are 

frankly sceptical . 

On the one ha~d Professor J.J . C. Hearnshaw, 

in his Chivalry and its Place in History becomes almost 

lyrical i n his eulogy 

"Above all, it inculcated an ideal of 
social service; service without remunera­
tion; service, however humble its nature, 
free from degradation or disparagement ; 
service of the weak by the strong; service 
of the poor by the wealthy; service of the 
lowly by the high11

• (1) 

Mediaeval chivalry , thus, according to Professor 

Hearnshaw, "in England . . . . . set the tone which has 

been perpetuated in the great Public School tradition" . 

(footnote continued from previous page) 

(1) 

easily adopted the Roman system, and the precarium 
developed rapidly among the Franks, only changing 
its name to beneficiu.m. Under the Merovingian 
kings even great men adopted the precarium tenure, 
and 1recarium and pa trocinium were fused i nto one 
sing e system -·- a nd this was the birth of the 
feudal system. 

In England the Saxons first and the Danes 
later, too, had their own peculiar class system 
and system of holding and working the land, so 
that a feudal state of an early kind existed in 
England at the time of the Conquest . 

G. G. Coulton: Mediaeval Panorama: The English 
Scene from Conquest to Reformation. Cambridge 
University Press, 1938, p . 234 . 
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On the other hand <r .R. Green calls chivalry 

"A picture::sque mimicry of high sentiment 11
• Bishop 

Stubbs wrote : "What is the meaning of Chivalry? I s 

it not the gloss put by fine manners on vice and sel f -

ishness and contempt for tho rights of man?" (1 ) 

Again, by way of contrast, we may refer to 

Chaucer' s more than v,ell--known description of the per-

feet knight. And Malory, too , defines the ideal to 

which all knights of the Round Table wer e swor n . Yet 

of the knights whose function it was "to protect the 

Church , to fight against treachery , to reverence the 

priesthood, to fend off injusti ce from the poor11 a 

chur chman could write s cornfully, but probably with 

some measure of justice, that they outraged every rule 

of knighthood . Peter of Blois, Archdeacon of Bath, 

writes to a friend : 

"I cannot bear the vaunting and vainglory 
of the knights your nephews • .. . • The Order of 
Knighthood, in these days of ours , is mere 
disorder . For he whose mouth is defile d with 
the foulest words, whose oaths are most detest­
able, who least fears God , who vilifies God ' s 
mini sters, who feareth not the Church - - t hat 
man nowa days is reputed bravest and most re­
nowned of the knightly band-- -- Even nowadays, 
aspirants receive their swords from the a ltar 
in order that they may pr ofess t hemselves sons 
of the Church, a cknowledging themselves t o 
have received their weapons for the honour of 
the pri esthood, the defence of the poor, the 
avenging of wrongs and the freedom of their 
country. Yet in practice they do the con­
trary • . • If these knights of ours are some­
times constra ined to ta.lee the field, t hen 
their sumpter- bucsts a re l aden not with stoel 
but with wine , not with spears but with 
cheeses, not with swords but with wine- skins, 
not with j avel ins but with spi ts . You would 

think they were on their way to feast and not 
to fight" . (2) 

(1) Coulton: Op . cit ., P . 235 . 

(2) I dem, p . 243 . 
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Caxton was to make a bitter complaint on the 

debasement of the ideals of knighthood and chivalry 

later( l ), and we shall ~ttempt to assess the real 

state of chivalry - by the end of the fifteenth centu­

ry at least - in the pro 0er place below(~) 

ideal . 

Chivalry was less an institution than an 

Schofield says: 

"Chivalry was the golden dream of poss i ­
bilities which hovered above the eyes of 
mediaeval men and women, ennobling their as­
pirations but finding its truest expression 
less i n actual existence than in legend and 
literature" . (3) 

Just as feudalism was never systematiz&d and 

put to writing, so , too, there probably never was any 

official ~Titten code of chivalry. It was a lso ·a 

matter of usage, custom and tradition. The Church i t -

self had great influence in moul ding it, as can be seen 

from the development of the ritual accompanying the 

assumption of the status of knighthood. 

different ways o~ conferring knighthood. 

There were 

I n the sim-

pl eat the king or great noble simply dubbed the wor thy 

recipient on the field of battle or in his hall . In 

the second or more usual method there was a good deal 

of religious ceremony and ritual , although the actual 

i nvestiture was still done by a lay person. The can-

didate kept vigil throughout the previous night, pr ay­

ing before the altar on which his arms were laid. 

(1) See below, Chapter IX, .p .. 243. 

(2) 

(3) 

See below, Chapter IX, pp. 243 - 247. 

W. H. Schofield: Chivalry in Enfish Liter ature : 
Chaucer, Malory, Spenser and hakespear e . 

Harvard Studies i n Comparat ive Literature TI, 
Harv. Univ. Press, 1925, p . 3. 
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The next morning he took a ceremonial bath to symbolize 

his purification. (The Order of the Bath still bears 

testimony to this part of the ritual) . Then he made 

confession and heard Mass, after which his spurs and 

sword were buckled on, usually by some high- born maid(~) 

Then he was dubbed with the sword by the sovereign, and 

exhorted in a formal sermon. A third and rarer cere-

mony was purely clerical, and was performed by a bishop. 

The true - born knight was supposed to be as 

gentle as he was courageous . He had to be courteous 

to all , even -- and especially to the weak and poor . 

He had to be pure in his character, modest and chaste , 

and moderate in all things . He vowed to devote his 

life to service, not only of his lord, but of all 

people . He had to fight injustice and protect the 

weak . In its ideal form, therefore, chivalry repre­

sented the complete expression of the Biblical doctrine 

of serving first God and next to God one ' s fellow- men. 

Now in the pages of truthful history we see little of 

this ideal chivalry ref lected, although some contempo­

r ary historians such as Froissart (who was no mere ro­

mancer) have given us the fairer pages from those times . 

But , on t he whole , the Middle Ages was a 

hard time when selfishness and· cruelty were almost 

necessary co~ditions to prevail in the struggle for 

existence. Most dependable historical records of the 
l 

times suggest little of the chiva lry which is imparted 

in contemporary romance . That chivalry was the ideal 

(1 ) Cf . Malory: Morte D' Arthur, Bk . XVII, Chs. 2 - 7, 
and Don Quixote, Bk. 1, Ch. III, and even the 
arming of Christian in the Pilgrim ' s Progress. 
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which the trouv~res held up to the court ladies of 

their times and such of the men as would heed it. But 

the real Middle Ages was not a period of chivalry in 

the sense of courtesy, generosity and strength dedicated 

to the cause of the weak. For the questing knights 

o~ romance (riding to succour helpless ladies, and ge n­

erally righting the wrong) we have foraging freebooter 

barons burning and pillaging castles and hamlets -- a no ­

bility who hanged 1 or at least cropped the ears of, the 

serfs whom they caught stealing an occasional deer or 
--otherwise encroaching on the divine prerogative s of the 

aris-tocracy. 

Instead of worshipptng the ladies as the love­

lorn, sighing and swooning knights of romance wer e re ­

presented as doing, the men of the times looked upon 

their womenfolk as chattels owned for their own grati-

fication. In the pl ace of the mystic religious fer-

v our of the Grail seekers we have in the Middle Age s 

actually an insincere piety and lip- service to the au­

thority of the Church in times of prosperity; and , 

conversely, a primitive, superstitious fear , and t r ust 

in the efficacy of naive charms, relics and talismans, 

as well as judicious and expedient candle- burning or 

endowment of some monastery, and purchased prayers, in 

warding off divine anger and retribution. It was a 

time when the jungle law of 'might is right!' could be 

practised with an impunity in proportion to the indivi­

dual ' s military strength or delegated authority . It 

was a time whose common events are more vividly por­

trayed by a single such sharply- drawn vignette as the 

neo - mediaevalist William Morris ' s Haystack. in the 

Floods than by the broad canvas of the other earlier 
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mediaevalist and depictor of the twilight of chivalry, 

Jean Froissart . 

Especially by the end of the fifteenth centu­

ry, when the ideals of chivalry were still theoretical ­

ly observed, the practice had sadly deteriorated. 

"NevC;r has England had an aristocracy more 
proud and privileged, ·nor, it would seem, more 
corrupt than in the fifteenth century. Unless 
all contemporary records deceive, some of the 
most conspicuous nobles then were reckless, dis­
honest, sensual 1 and brutal, to a degree that 
we nowadays find hard to believe. Unbridled 
selfishness and insolence had a natural issue 
in riot and disorder. Robbery and rape, 
sacrilege, murder - every sort of foul crime 
by so- called gentlemen - is openly chronicled. (l) 
Suspicion and uncertainty afflicted the nation" . 

These remarks apply, not only to the end of 

the Middle Ages, but also, and as much, to the whole 

period in which the ideals of Chivalry and noblesse 

oblige are supposed to have reflected the lives and 

actions of men of noble birth. 

The Fr~nch romancers, however, reflect the 

chivalry we like to imagine was the general social rule 

throughout civilized Eu.rope. After all, e~en the 

rude ideals of those brutal times , especially as re­

flected in the earlier heroic epics of the Carolingian 

cycles, are such as can be admir ed at any timG, and in 

any society. They were: the worship of physical 

courage, and the manly qualities of strength and daring; 

the quick defence of honour - - tarnished though it may 

be by custom and training in selfish usages; faithful ­

ness to the person of the king or other feudal over­

lord, as exemplified in Charlemagne and his peers of 

(1) Schofield, op. cit . , p . 95 . 
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the early French heroic epics, the Chansons de Geste; 

and the eagerness to embark on adventurous and despe-

rate quests . All these helped to create the age even 

as we know it in authentic history. 

Of course, the later French romances with 

their exposition of the minds and souls of stricken 

lovers, of ridiculous ventures undertaken for the sake 

of impressing a loved one, represent a more emasculated 

chivalry than that of the earlier and ruder heroic 

epics . In them the chevaliers very often exchange the 

battlefield for the lady ' s bower and achieve their con­

quests with the lute rather than the lance . 

But leaving for a moment the world of romance ~ 

and returning to the real life of the Middle Ages, we 

may suppose that the code of chivalry was not an en­

tirely dead letter , and tha t some, if not all , of those 

who professed to nobility of birth and behaviour c9n-

formed to much of the usages of chivalry. It was a 

civilizing and refining influence in the barbarous 

t imes. 

For one thing, it did much, in the long run, 

towards raising woman ' s s t atus . Among the most impor-

tant articles of the teachings of chivalry were those 

that inculcated respect for womanhood, and that had 

their origin, partly, in the worship of the Virgin Mar y, 

which received definite impetus from the Church teach-

ings of the eleventh century . Progre ss in this di-

rection was slow, in truth, and did not prevent univer­

sal wife-beating in the Middle Ages(l) , but in romance, 

(1 ) ,, . Coulton, op. cit. , P. 614: and cf . R. J . Mitchell 
arid M .. D :R. -I.'.iey.s-: .A -H-is:t-or~ 0-f the- .Engl.i sh -E.e.o..~ 
London, Longmanl? , Green & o. , 1950, pp . 38,_ap. 
178 · to 180. · · · . 
• I • ', 
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again, which reflects ~he finer and more refined 

aspects of mediaeval life, we find womanhood elevated 

to a pedestal, and the service of women considered as 

the supreme duty of knighthood . 

By Chaucer's time - that is, by the latter 

half of the fourteenth century - chivalry was in decay . 

Froissart cannot hide its decadence from the discerning 

reader . Much more had chivalry declined by the end of 

the fifteenth century when Malory wrote his great prose 

epic of chivalry, perhaps as a last desperate effort to 

preserve some of the finer things of the past . Yet 

this decadence was not due entirely to internal causes. 

Other influences were operating to bring an 

epoch and its way of life to an end . Feudalism as 

such was disintegrating, the Renaissance teachings con­

tributed to the break- up, and finally, as the towns 

grew , and , with them, the wealth of their merchants, a 

new class of society - that of the merchant and crafts-

man - was being born. Against these influences knight-

hood could not maintain its position, and chivalry de­

clined accordingly . (l) 

Nevertheless, wG may assume that in the 

eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth centuries chivalry 

as a code was still an influence of power, that could 

not be entirely neglected by any powerful noble who 

would retain some measure of honour and claim to gen-

tility and courtesy. Here we cannot stress suffi-

ciently the influence of the troubadours and trouveres, 

(1 ) See below Chapter IX , p •. 246 . 
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who by their songs and romances did much to strengthen 

and spread, indirectly yet very subtly, the more re­

fining and civilizing rules and lessons of chivalry. 

In this respect mediaeval romance was a textbook of 

courteous and gentle practice and convention, which 

through its wide currency exerted a powerful influence 

for good . 

Some sort of r efining or ennobling was 

necessary, in all conscience , in those rude times . 

Life in the average Norman- English castle, for example, 

was crude enough. The domestic economy of castle life 

was simple, hard and even austerti . The hall was, as 

in Anglo- Saxon times, the centre of family life . There 

the lord and his lady ate, managing their food with 

fingers and dagger, even as their r etainers did , because 

such simple tools as forks and spoons were not yet 

standard equipment at meals . Even plates were hardly 

in use, and meat was eaten on trenchers of bread that 

were laid on the bare boards of the trestle tables, 

and that were , after use, simply flung to the floor , to 

mingle there with the bones and other table refuse . 

Such of these morsels as were not eaten by the mastiffs 

and hounds remained lying, with the droppings of hawks 

and the mud from men ' s feet, under the rotting mat of 

rushes until the latter might be renewed some months 

later. (l) 

When the time came to retire the lord and 

his lady might possibly make their beds in the very 

hall, close to where their followers rolled themselves 

(1) Mitchell and Leys, op . cit . , pp . 34 to 37; 
Coulton, op . cit . , pp . 228 , 305 . 
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in their cloaks and made themselves comfortable on the 

benches or the floor . Such primitive sleeping arrange­

ments would make it possible for Tristan to visit the 

queen ' s couch, as in the romance, while the presence of 

the many knights a round provided a good alibi . At 

best the lord and lady might withdraw to their rooms in 

that part of the dark and cold castle which had been 

made habitable for the household, but the servants and 

fighting men made shift as best they could with the 

amenities of the hall . ThG torches and rushlights in 

brackets on the wall burnt dimly through the woodsmoke 

which, coming from the fire on the open hearth in the 

centre of the floor space, curled upwards and found 

its way out through louvres in the roof. 

When there was peace and the castle not 

threatened by battle or siege, life went on in a calm 

and almost monotonous way . The lord and his men 

hunted the deer or the wild boar in the forests (even 

as had Kulhwch in the old Welsh tale); the lady super ­

vised such little of the work as the seneschal , ste­

wards or bailiffs did not oversee, and further raised 

her children, worked at her embroidery, or whiled away 

the hours , if she were musical , with lute or rote . 

It was a life in which the little variety that the 

wandering minstrel or poet brought with his tales of 

adventure and love, was truly welcome . 

And when the lords were away at one of the 

almost incessant wars which engaged the nobility of 

the time, or possibly on a crusade, it was not to be 

wondered at that the ladies of the castle should not 

only turn to the stories of undying love, but even to 
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welcome such an amorous adventure on their own account 
' in order to relieve the boredom of their drab and cir-

cumscribed lives . 

Such an illicit love- affair and the conse­

quent domestic triangles were more a ma tter of rule in 

the middle ages than is generally realized. In the 

ballads to which we will refer below (page 259 ) , and in 

the romance tales of the gentle-folk no less than in 

the coarse fabliaux of lewd folk, there were enough 

cases of satirio~l and scornful references to the 

' sacrament ' of the marital state . 

Besides, it is a historical fact that most 

marriages of the time among the higher levels of so-

ciety were loveless arr angements of convenience . Here 

the marriages were arranged according to the dictates 

of policy, often to unite two powerful families, or to 

patch up an uncertain truce . Even down to the ranks 

of the peasants the mariage de convenance was the nor­

mal arrangement . (l) 

Although the human being is an adaptabl e 

creature and many such marriages worked out fairly wel l 

in the end, it is to be expected that the tie was not 

very strong in most cases , and marital litigation and 

divorce were common in thG Middle Ages . In fact it 

was comparatively easy to dissolve an unwished marriage 

(for the man , that is); in spite of the strict 

(1) Mitchell and Leys , op . cit . , p . 180: 11 The case of 
a marriageable girl who was unmarried and without 
a sufficient dower to attract a husband, and who 
had no vocation as a nun, could be very wretched , 
and it is not surprising that she would be ready 
to accept any suitor her family could provide for 
her, whatever her personal feelings might be" . 
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canonical rules of the mediaeval Catholic Church, or 

perhaps, as a result of them, a divorce could very 

easily be obtained on the common ground of consan­

guinity. The complicated system of reckoning this 

consanguinity made it more than likely that any parti­

cular marriage should fall within the forbidden degrees, 

and such a relationship could r eadily be discovered, if 

convenient , for the termination of marriage . So , for 

example, if the parties were related in the fourth 

degree the marriage was null and void unless a papal 

dispensation could be procured. 

Where such relief was not possible or practic­

abl e there was estrangement at least, and the tcmpta-

tion to seek happiness outside the union. Even more 

must this have been the ca se as a result of the very 

common practice of child marri age, and especially ward­

ships which was so common in mediaeval England . The 

guardianship of orphaned wards by the overlord was a 

matter of considerable profit since the guardian 

handled the endowment unti+ the child ' s coming of age , 

and was able to dispose of him or her in marriage 

almost as he chose . 

Parents also often a rranged the marriage of 

their children to others of their choice at a very 

early age . Where the bride and groom were betrothed 

in extreme youth. or a maid of tender years espoused 

to some mature husbandj so that one at least of the con­

tracting parties had little to say in the matter of cbojce, 

it is not surprising that in the course of time there 

should be unfaithfulness on the part of the wife . The 

male partner to such a marriage could at any rate re­

concile himself to the condition of his wedded life as 
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he, being lord or seigneur, could often exercise his 

' feudal rights ' promiscuously among the more comely 

wenches of the yill, or tho womenfolk of bis lesser vas-

sals generally . Indeed, th~ jus primae noctis (or 

' Droit du Seigneur ' ), in which the lord cla imed the pat­

riarchal right of first approving the young bride ' s 

fitness for the married state, was a much- honoured prin-

ciple of mediaeval law. Tho wife on her part would 

not be slow to seize any opportunity that offered for 

similar freedom to seek love where she could find it . 

That the subject of the mal marie~ should , therefore , 

be a stock theme of mediaeval stories is accordingly no 

matter for wo~der. 

The mediaeval husband \-,ould, of course, stri v0 

to ensure the sanctity of the marriage pact on the part 

of his wife with thG utmost rigour and jealousy. 

Opportunity would, however, not be lacking for the 

determined and desperate l ady t o find means of evading 

his vigilance, and of arranging meetings with the 

favoured lover when she had succumbed to Lhe power of 

Love ' s sweet constraint . For , after all , according 

to mediaeval raasoning, Love was all- powerful, and the 

unhappily- married bride could not always resist love ' s 

dictates, merely to pr13servc a fidelity which wns not 

owed where no love was - that is, towards her husband . 

And so, what a t first vm.s an expedient or 

occasional lapse becrune a t length a convention, and 

this deception of the husband which. nl8 inl~r ::i.nd simply . 

was nothing less than ~olit 0 ndultery, became looked 

upon as a virtue . 
') 

Owing to the suspiciops and pre-

cautions of the husband , and the consequent difficulties 
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laid in the way of the guilty pair (not to say the 

positive danger i nvolved in their rela tionship), and 

their fidelity towards each other in the f a ce of great 

obsta cles , thE:! lovers could always depend upon the 

sympathy of all who might know of the liaison, while 

the injured husband who sought to keep them apart was 

nothing but the villain of the piece . He was always 

considered to be well served when the true lovers 

through persevGrance at length overcame all difficul­

ties nnd were abl e to consummate their love in each 

other ' s a rms . 

Such intrigues must have been of sufficiently 

common occurrence to provide, at length, the source of 

i nspiration for mediaeva: poets . Love, and especially 

guilty love, is probably t he world ' s oldest theme of 

popula r story and song. Sex was then, a s it is now, 

the one subject of •univ&rsal curiosity and interest. 

Thus the very condition of the mediaeval conjuga l re­

lationship gave birth to the amour courtois which meets 

us on every page of romance . 
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CHAPTER V : Courtly Love . 

''Diu mines horzen ein wunne und ein k:r'3n 1st ,.. ,.. 
vor ~.llen frouwen, diech nocb ho.n gesen, 
Schone unde schone unda schone, aller schonist 
1st si , min frouwe:" 

•Heinrich van Morungen: Liebeslied. 

HE background for infidelity 

and deception having been estab­

lished, it only remained for 

society to set the seal of ap­

proval of polite minds on it 

and for poets to sing its 

praises. 

The Provencal poets / 

were much concerned with love in all its aspects, and~ 

the s~rvice demanded by Love of its votaries, In 

their romances they built up a whole complex structure 

of custom and etiquette , laws and conventions governing 

the behaviour of true lovers . There were sup1;>osed to 

be Courts of Love tha t had to decide upon all matters 

of love between the knight and his 1 amie 1 • 

This queer literary convention, the amour 

courtois , •courtly love ' - - the code which ruled the 

cond~ct of the knight towards the lady he had vowed to 

love and sorve -- is an interesting and curious pheno-

menon of the mediaeval mind . It is the one aspect of 

polite society life in the Middle Ages which strikes u s 

most forcibly in reading mediaeval romance. 

Every knight worthy the name bad a lady as 

the object of his affection and loyalty whom he vowed 

to love and serve . To her he devoted his life and in 

her honour he performed great feats of arms . Even in 
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the smallest matter he had to obey her every wish and 

behest, no matter how insignificant, with an unquestion­

ing obedience that in some instances in the most popular 

romances amounted almost to a grovelling servility. 

Lancelot, for example, unhesitatingly acts the craven 

when Guenever bids him play a cowardly part in order 

that she may test the strength and quality of his de ­

votion for her. 

In the conventional ruling of the ' Courts of 

Love ' (that were supposed to have decided on all matter s 

of l ove, courtesy and etiquette) the. knight ought by 

preference to love and serve as his lady his 'amie ' 
(P 

-- a married lady of higher station than himself . The 

process by which the lovers me4 and the many steps in 

which their love blossomed and progressed, and the way 

(1) Writing later than the trouv~res sang - in the 
fourteenth century, when knighthood was sti+l in 
flower - Boccaccio , with riotous fancy, gave us 
numerous examples of amorous :adies of gentle 
birth being attracted to ·the persons of well- set­
up pages and even lusty grooms and other such 
humble but satisfactory Don Juans . In the impu­
dent pages of the Decameron this a rch- satirist is 
not merely mocking the sanctity of marriage as an 
institution. We must conclude that his stories 
were also a picture of the decadent Italian so­
ciety of his times . 

And it is just here that the value of the 
Decameron is to be f : und . Boccaccio did not 
writ e to praise or recommend the licentiousness 
ne portrays . The broadness of his humour repre­
sents the broad humanity with which he satirises 
the immorality of h~~ t~mes in polite society no 
less than among the common.folk. 

This is support, then , for our contention 
that the theory of courtly love is, to a certain 
ext ent, a reflection ·of ' the actual practice of 
mediaeval socie~y,in Eu.rope . (See below Ch. VI II, 
IlI> • 231 - 234 . 

Many centuries later de Balzac ''!Ould lay 
claim to the title of spinner of such "droll 
stories " dealing with the more piquant aspects of 
illicit passion, although his master is Rabelais 
.rather than Boccaccio, and he sutfers by compar­
ison with either of his more gifted predecessors 
in this genre . 
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in which, through a great series of trials and tests 

the lover was eventually found worthy of receiving, 

first, slight tokens of regard and, finally, the com­

plete surrender of the loved one - all this formed the 

subject for the popular literature of the day . 

The lovers in court~y romances did not merely 

meet and fall in love at sight . So rapid a courtship 

did not ~rovide material for a tale that had to be spun 

out to provide many nights ' entertainment. The course 

of true love was supposed to develop according to a 

regular system, or s cheme, or series of steps; at 

ever y stage the behaviour of the lovers was closely 

governed and prescribed by th& laws. 

In theory the cavalier could a lways be made per­

fectly happy by slight tokens of favour such as his 

lady ' s expressed approval, or a scarf or glove to wear 

on his helm at the tournament . (l) In such robust 

times as the middle ages however, with its broader 

standards of morality, the matter did not quite work 

out like that in practice. Such relationships would 

and could not be confined to langorous looks and an 

occasional passionate kiss imprinted upon a slim white 

hand graciously extended through the window bars . The 

two f8Jl].ous liaisons of Lancelot and Guenever and 

Tris tan and Iseult are the classic example of how 

I • I , 

(1) Such festishistic charms must have symbolised more 
material and satisfactory favours to be conferred 
later. Much of th~ business of 'Courtly Love ' seems 
to me to be a pathetic attempt at compensation, an 
attempt to sublimate or lift to a higher and more 
ideali stic plane the rea l state of affairs to 
which the pale ladies of the castl~ had to resign 
themselves, and so sought to idealise in an arti­
ficial manner with the aid of their minstrels . 
The whole matter ought to yield a fruitful f i eld 
of study to a literary student with a psycho­
analytical bias. 
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Nature has a way of upsetting the rigid code even of a 

Court of Love when such a dangerous game is played. 

"Naturam expellas furca, tamen usque r ecurret 11
• Depart-

ing Crusaders knew well that it was no n oedless pre­

caution they took when they p0rsonally fitted ' chastity 

belts• to their wives and then hung the key a round their 

own necks pending their return . (l ) 

The literary asp~ct, however, of this •amour 

courtois · ~as a more idsalistic and ethereal manifesta­

tion of the genuine passion of reality, a lthough ro­

mance &ade no effort to hide the obvious fact tha t the 

physical union of the love~s was the desired end of the 
-long p~ricd of devaloping iove . The ladies a t court 

who were entertained by tlns artificia l and convention­

al r epresentation 0f axaggera~ed sentiment were pleased 

by the devotion and f aithfulness displ ayed by the 

heroes of their favc•J.r ·_tA . 'omanc.,es, heroes who adored 

at a distance and blancr_'9d and heaved deep s ighs and 

t rembled at sight of the J.o·red one, di d everything, in 

fact, but declare ~nei~ lovP . Pleasant indeed must 

have been to them the lo~g monologues by the a fflicted 

lovers , the minute analysc.:s of their feelings by the 

lovers, the:ir en:lJr .. c:c:, ~m•"'..,.."'ll"" '"'!:lflUistry (cf. Cliges, 

vv . 575 - 1046 - sc:e below) . 

This ' amour cou..i:-tois 1 , with i, t s ' courts of 

love ', codes of etiquett1::: and behaviour and other 

appendages , and its reflection i n the popular romances 

of the time, seems to have been a game invented partly 

by Marib of Champagne , and under her inspira tion given 

(1) But - love l aughs at locksmiths? 
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literary form and further impetus by the trouveres who 

invented elaborations of the story themes . Chief por-

trayer of the literary side of the ' amour courtois ' was 

Chretien de Troyes . From the conditions governing the 

marital relation in the middle ages , as indicated on pa­

ges 101-105 above, there grew at length the conclusion 

that the marriage must a lways and of necessity be merely 

a social practice - if not an evil - to be borne for 

the sake of custom a nd considerations of expediency, 

and to continue the race, but of love within the r ela-

tionship there could be no question. True love could 

only exist extra-maritally, where the man was not the 

spouse of the woman, although she might be married to 

another . Nor even do the romances, except by way of 

exception, celebrate the innocent and legitimate love 

of two young ~eople both unwedded, where love r an its 

course to be blessed at the final and happy conclus ion 

with the sanction of a legal union and lasting connu­

bial bli ss thereafter , as in an ordinary modern senti­

mental novel . 

The very idea of marriage precluded all thought 

of true love, as in the curiously twisted ethics of 

mediaeval romance, which expounds the nature of the 

amour courtois, wedded love was a contradictio in 

t erminis -- no such thing could be . Legalized love in 

which there were no barriers to be overcome, no pursuit, 

no flight, no conquest, no trials and tTibulations, no 

furtiveness , no intrigue - - that was not ~ove wor t hy of 

being recounted and cxt9lled in a romance . ..__ I n a true 

romance there must be difficulties in the way of the 

lovers, for opposition to the attainment of the desired 

end would make the desire greater , would nourish it and 
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strengthen it, make the lovers mor e constant and faith­

ful to each other, enable them to endure greater trials, 

and stimulate them to overcome greater obstacles . A 

married woman of necessity ow~d her husband love and 

ob~dience: there was in v1edlock 9 therefore, no question 

of choice for her to confer her favour . 

The whole question hinges, to a certain extent , 

on the attitude of the mediaeval Church towards mar­

riag~ and carnal love in particular , of which more below. 

In trying to trace the immediate fens et origo 

of the concept of courtly love, besides the conditions 

of mediaeval society which, as we have seen above, gave 

rise to such a perverse valuation 0£ the sanctity of 

the marriage tie as to make it something to be contemp­

tuously and ev~n cynically transgressed , the student 

has very few pointers bes i des such knowledge as may be 

concluded from the romanc~s themselves, and for the 

rest , two or thrue modern studies on the subject . 

There is still a fruitful field of research for the ser­

ious student in the whole question of this literary 

curiosity. The following three writers cast some 

light on the matter - th& last- named is the most im­

portant: William A. Neilson, Sar ah F. Barrow and 

C S L . (1) . . ewis . 

(1) 

Neilson ' s work is a critical textual study of 

W. A. Neilson: The Origins and Sources of the 
"Court of Love" . Harvard Studies and Notes in 
Phil ology and Literature, No . VII, Boston, Ginn & 
Co . , 1899 . 
Sarah F. Barrow: The Medieval Society Romances , 
New York, Columbia University Press , 1924 . 
C. S. Lewis: Th~ Allegory of Love , A Study in 
Medi eval Tradition, O:U.P ., 1948 
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the mediaeval English poem The Court of Love and other 

similar allegorical poems . In this work he shows that 

though the literature of courtly love found its impetus 

through the work produced under the patronage of 

Eleanor of Aquitaine and the Countess Marie of Champagne, 

' Courts of Love ' never existed as a serious, organized 

institution in the court of either of these patrons of 

letters . 

There was a well- established tradition and con­

vention which expounded and taught the theory and laws 

of the deportment of courtly lovers , but no regular 

' Courts' were ever held to decide on matters of love . 

The origin of the ' laws and customs ' of courtly 

love is to be found, in the first place, in the lyrical 

verse of the Provencal troubadours who produced a new 

philosophical and reflective type of love poetry in 

which there were great digressions in ordar to analyse 

the motives and doubts of the lovers . So , in his 

romances , Chr6tien, for example, ha lts the narrative in 

order to show by intr ospective soliloquies how the hero 

and heroine are torn between th~ir emotions . An ela­

borate debate follows with much hair- splitting; often 

the debate takes an allegorical form: Reason may 

debate with Love as to the best cours~ to be followed 

needless to say, Love always wins . 

The debates as a literary form in mediaeval 

literatur~ were a favourite exercise: they were writ­

ten in Latin, and were chiefly didactic in content . 

They are represented in England by such poems as The 

Debate of the Body and the Soul and The Owl and the 

Nightingale . The introduction of lovs into the 
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debates was only a matter of time - - we find debats 

d ' amour among the very earliest specimens of mediaeval 

amatory poetry. (l) 

Another factor that contributed to the birth of 

amour courtois was the existence in France of a large 

body of writers of amorous verse of a n allegorical 

nature - - chief being the Roman de l a Rose - - in which 

Love is represented as holding court where questions of 

love and disputes between lovers a re brought for trial 

and decisions . In some of these poems th~ cult and 

worship of Love i s repres0nted as being almost a kind 

of mock religion, which burlesques divine worship . 

Neilson examines a great number of these poems and dis­

cusses them in all their aspects a s a genre in support 

of his main discussion of the English Court of Love . 

His conclusion, however , i s that this body of poetry 

does not justify the conclusion that there ever in the 

Middle Ages, existed a serious institution ca lled the 

Court of Love in which a ctual cases of disagreeraent 

between lovers were submitted to formal tribunals, triad 

by formal l aws , and settled by decisions which derived 

their force from the sanction of public opinion. For 

such a belief , besides the body of poetry hG quotes and 

discusses, three other documents have been adduced: 

The Lives of the Provencal Poets by Johannes Nostradamus, 

the famous book of Andreas Cappelanus, (De Arte Honeste 

Amandi (circa 1200) and a fra gmentary record of a Cour 

Amoureuse held a bout 1400. These have, however, been 

discredited because the idea of such a Court of Love 

was formed upon a misunderstanding of the passages in 

.,!l) Neilson., op_ • . ci..t . , .P• -- 2.4.l . 
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the writings of the troubadours which referred to the 

poetical amusements described . 

Andreas , for example, in his book quoted cer­

tain decisions stated by him to have been made by the 

Countess Marie of Champagne herself . M. Gaston Paris 

(quoted by Neilson) objects that the conception is in­

consis tent with the very conditions in which it is re-

presented. The one essential requirement in the con-

duct of all affairs of chivalrous love in the middle 

ages was the nec~ssity for secrecy . Yet the only way 

of enforcing the decisions of the supposed tribunals 

that has been suggested by the u pholders of the belief 

in the insti tution, is public opinion. How to bring 

public opinion to bear upon unknown persons is a problem 

not explained. Lovers ' quarrels were probably some-

times settled by the intervention of others, and such 

decisions found their way into litera ture but there was 

no evidence of a forma l institution. (l) 

It is clear , therefor e , that there existe~ as a 

widespread fashionable amusement , the custom of disputing 

on subtle points of love in connection with the poetical 

contests where there might be judges with decisions and 

prizes or not. There is no proof of the name ' Court 

of Love ' having been used of this amusement in the time 

of the troubadours . The phrase belongs only to the 

type of allegory whose history forms the matter of 

Neilson ' ~ treatise, and was applied to the supposed in­

stitution only after 1400. 

(1) Neilson, op . cit. , p . 250 . 
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Neilson says ; -

"I do not mean to say 1 however, that these 
love discussions -- whether conducted in tenses 
by troubadours, i n j aux partis by trouv~res , as 
dubbii, gues tioni, or giochi by Italian court­
iers, or ns mock pl~adings in the courts of 
those ladies of whose deciGions Andreas has 
handed down so misleading a tradition -- were 
without their influence upon the conduct and 
ideals of courtly l ifG in the middle ages . . .. 
the ques~ion of the existence of Courts of 
Love comes down too. question of jest and 
earnest , and the line between these is not 
easy to draw'' . (1) 

He shows how i n modern life many a game , played 

in deadly earnest, many a business, i s carried on as a 

' game ' , a nd goes on: -

"There is no reason to believe tha t business 
and play were any more clea rly divided in the 
middle ages , and we may grant the love dis­
cussions of Elaanor of Aquitaine Rnd her daugh­
ter an immense influence upon knightly conduct 
without in any way invalidating the contention 
that these l adies and their c ourtiers were only 
pl aying a game" . ( 2 ) 

.. .•. a game, therefore , but one tha t had some r e fining 

and ennobling effect upon chivalrous c onduct in a rude 

age . 

Miss Barrow ' s study is a critica l examination 

of some twe nty- seven romance s (only about six of them 

Arthurian) in order to demonstrate how a certain t ype 

of mediaeval romance in spirit and literary technique 

"is the prototype of the modern psychological novel of 

manners" . From these romances she demonstrates how 

the ver y element of courtly love portrayed therein 

tran sformed the episodic romances, whose main ingr e­

dients were a ction , into well-constructed novels that 

(1) Neilson, op . cit . , p . 248 . 

( 2 ) Idem, p . 250 . 
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have psychological truth, with motivated act ion, so 

that they gain in a rtistic va lue. She feels that 

these courtly romances of the twelfth and thirteenth 

centuries, although they s eem at first reading so re ­

mote from modern fiction , yet foreshadow the modern 

novels, both in huma n interest and narrative art , owing 

to the presence and influence in them of the ingredient 

of courtly love . She sa ys : -

" .. . They too r eflect contemporary life in 
s tories sha ped a nd made real by the psychologi-
cal a nd social themes . . . ... the roma nces of 
Chretien de Troyes and his school of courtly 
poets, with their subordination of action to 
motive, their analys is of thought and feeling, 
and their a ttention to social background, 
clearly point the way to the work of such 
novelis ts a s Bourget and Ga lsworthy" . (1) 

She discusses fully thos~ romances which, instead of 

action, portray thought and sentiment, and s o she differ ­

entiat~s between the two kinds of romances and classi­

fies them as "the society roma nce" and the "romance of 

adventure 11
• 

Emphas i s of the on& or the other of the two 

great themes of romance , love and adventure , has a very 

significant effect . In the rambling romance of adven-

ture there is no unity of plot: the knight errant 

mov0s and acts without the i nner s timulus of thought 

and feeling which the love theme ensures . Love is 

i ncidental and not the goal of the knight ' s ambition. 

In the romances of sentiment, <?n the ·other 

hand, where adventure i s subordinated to love, there 

is seen a unity of plot but, even more importa nt , in 

view of the subsequent development of fiction, is the 

(1) Barrow, op. cit ., p. 1. 
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shift of interust from deed to motive and consequent 

elaboration of the psychological element . 

In these romances the trouveres purpose, 

ostensibly at least, to teach ~he doctrines of the fine 

amor . They want to show how refined people of high 

birth and gentle manners think and a ct when in love , 

or rath~r, how they ought to think and act . The so­

ciety romance is a "problem'' story, trying to answer 

psychological and ethical questions raised by sentimen­

tal theories and social conditions . The problem was 

limited by convention and some phase of courtly lov e, 

and two ends were to be attained : the correct demon­

stration of the psychology of love, and the safe- conduct 

of love beset by hostile forces . 

The course of true love, in the system of the 

amour courtois , according to Miss Barrow, had five 

stages :- (1) Incipiency; (2) Development; 

(3) Betrothal; (4) Ordeal ; and (5) Union . In 

varying measure the majority of the: "society11 romances 

reflect these five stages, and is the story built on 

this plan, with change of names, plac~s, situation and 

episodic details . 

In his manual for lo¥ers, the De Amore (as it 

may be termed under its short title), Andre the Chaplain 

has set out sciGntifically the rules for, or stages of, 

tne process and growth of love . He based his text­

book on the A:rs Amatoria of Ovid, in which the Latin 

author wrote on love with the humorous and satirical 

tongue- in- chee k style usual to him, and which the 

students of love in the Middle Agas with thei r earnest­

ness and lack of humour chos~ to accept in a:.1 eaFnest 



- 118 -

as s&rious precepts . 

Miss Barrow analyses nearly thirty such so­

ciety romances that ar& constructed in conformity with 

tho Andrean principles, in ord~r to trace th8r&in 

various stages of the growth and development of love 

and how it motivat8s and a ctuates the further ser ies 

of eve:nts . The lovers b~have ~ntir~ly accordi ng to 

accepted convcntiony and in the mtasurc in which they 

reflect the rules of cortoisie in their behaviour, to 

that extent are they to b& praised as exponents and 

upholders of the ideals of courtly love. 

The hero and heroine do not lack constancy -­

especially on th~ part of th~ hero is thG willing sub­

mission of the will to love faithfully portrayed. 

11 The poets tried to do a r tistically 
what Andr8as tried to do scientifically. 
They aimed to show the true nature and the 
natural phenomena of fine amor, that irr~­
sistible, compelling, inexorable affection of 
the heart , which enslaves the mind and body , 
subdues the will , refines the manners , in­
flic t s agonies of doubt , fear, and despair, 
works havoc with physical health, but repairs 
its r a vages with i~s joys , and rewards d~­
voted l oyalty with lasting happiness . For 
their purpose the trouveres of the twtlfth 
century fashioned the machinery of fine - spun 
analysis, reflection, complaints, pleas, 
sympt oms , and stereotyped subt leties of 
thought and imagery, which marks the medieval 
romance . " (1) 

In the romances He S(:;c thus all th& well­

known and well- worn instances which go to show what is 

expected of the ideal lover - - the exaggerated senti­

ment , the grotesque demands and services, the furtive ­

ness, intrigue and deceit, ~he superhuman achievements 

(1 ) Barrow, op . cit . , p . 9. 
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under the spur of love, the whole procession of end­

less debates and ratiocination and amorous conceits 

whi ch are repeated with little originality or change of 

presentation in the different romances . 

In the furthe:c chapters of her exposition of 

the am.our cou.rtoi s or the fine amor (as· she calls it) 

Miss Barrow makes an able job of her task to show the 

fairer aspects of this exaggerated s entiment, its en­

nobl ing effect upon knightly endeavour, and its contri-

bution to plot and structure in romance . The details 

of this superrefined and almost pathological love need 

not , however, concern us much further here . The curi-

ous phenomenon of this artifici al sentiment with all 

its swooni ng and frenzies and other pu~rilities may be 
,, 

fully examined in the romances woven around its theme . 

We must rather pause a moment to consider some aspects 

of the matter which Miss :Sarrow cannot avoid mentioning 

but does not pursue to a satisfactory conclusion. And 

this is the great and al.nest irreconcilable aspect of 

the clash of moral and ethical considerations brought 

about by the demands of the fine amor. (l) 

In Chapter III of her book she sets out to 

depict the effect of the impact of courtly love on 

(1) Under normal circumstances, I suppose , literary 
criticism is not concerned with the moral aspect 
of l i terature , except in so far as an obviously 
prurient piece of work, or children ' s reading mat­
ter , comes under review. In my personal ' theory 
of poetry ' (or the discussion of the lasting val ­
ue of l i terature as a whole) , however, I cannot 
see how the discussion of a literature ' s mor al 
or ethical tone can be ignored. The theme of a 
story can, of course, be wholly immoral, like 
that of Tristan and Iseult, but still be redeemed 
by its beauty or the moral lesson to be drawn from 
it. But, on the whole , literature must teach -
even if only by horribJ:e examples . -iTT'he function 
of poetry is to make rirr,n better 11

• 
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society. She says (pagos 32 - 33) :-

11!-Ie (the poet ) not only sets forth the 
s cience of love , but as a rule, endeavours 
a lso to define its rolation to social i deal s . 
His eye is on soci ety as well as on his 
lovers . Nor is this altogether the result of 
his a im to make his tale convincing through 
realistic setting and motivction. I n most 
cases he is distinctly interes ted in the so­
cial significance of his sentimental theme". 

As members of soci ety the lovE":rs are subject 

to conventi ons that are often inimical to love . The 

careGr of the model lover, then, must be studied in 

connection with general standards of conduct . Courtly 

romances may bG grouped in two kinds according to the 

r eaction of the l overs to the circu..~stances of their 

amour . 

The romancds of the first gr oup very often 

deal with s ituations havi:1g no distinctly moral barrier 

to love but offeri ng social obstacles such as discrep­

ancy in r ank and fortune, parental opposition or other 

prejudices . The goal of these romances is a happy 

marriage, in a uni on sanctioned by chu.rch and society. 

Yet even in such decorous a ffairs the tone of the story 

may be unmoral, and the lovers unite before the Church 

sanctions the union , as in the Partonopeus . In the 

prel iminary stages of the developing passion there j_s 

much to- do about the heroine preserving her chastity 

from her lover, yet circumstances of the tale soon de­

mand and condone a precipi t ate consu.rnn€..tionj which is 

then entirely in order (so long as scand~l has been 

avoided) as the ideal end of romance , and because it is 

not illicit and so violates none of the more conserva-

tive conventions of socio~y. The we dding is but the 

publ ic evidence of love ' s victory over hostile fortune , 
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a victory without moral aid. 

In other romances, again, such asCliges, the 

love- affair is illicit, where the heroine i s a lready 

tied by the bonds of marriage, genera lly a loveless 

one . Now the r easoning of the fine am.or gener~lly 

runs thus: in most cases the l ove of the hero and the 

heroine is justified by the lovers concerned in that 

their passion antedated the hateful marriage, which is 

therefore unhallowed and cannot bo considered morally 

binding. Such a situation immediately, in the ethical 

code of courtly love, justifies unf a ithfulness and in­

trigue; the unhappy marriage is the obstacle to be 

overcome without any moral scruples: the union of the 

lovers is - - as a lways -- the proper end approved by all. 

Bound by l aw to husbands not of their own 

choosing the heroines of such r omances find themselves 

in a situation demanding a compromise more or less mo­

r a l between the social and the sentiment a l conscience . 

Fidelity is owed only to t he lover , and the casui s try, 

quibbling and confused l ogic of the clash between two 

fai ths -- the moral or legal and the sentimental - - is 

most entertaining and a r evelation of mediaeval dia­

lectics . Intrigue and deception of the husband and 

the maintenance of chastity for the sake of the lover 

are all considered perfectly justified and na tura l a nd 

these ends are sought and attained by any means in­

cluding drugs, spells and witchcraft generally. The 

lovers eagerly seek the desired end, yet shrink from 

the frank adultery of the Tristan and Iseult relation­

ship on the lines set forth by the de Amore . 

Now this is all very well and interesting as 
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far as it goes. AftGr a. promising beginning, however , 

Miss Barr ow ' s exa.minati0~ of the subject does not ge t 

anywhere, and t ails off disappointingly. She conf i nes 

her enquiry to the shadowy society portrayed in the 

romance t ales . It would have been of mor e i nterest 

and value , surely, to pursue ·r;ho enquiry further to a 

study of the r0conciliation between the ideals and 

ethics of courtly lov~ - - in so far as they may be pre­

sumed to be a reflection of mediaeval thought and the 

actual practice of the times - - and the real people who 

a ctually lived i n the MiJdle Ages . 

Of course , one realizes that Miss Bar row i s 

engaged on a purely l iterar y study of n genre and not 

a h i storico- sociological tr~atisc. Nevertheless, the 

whol e question r a ises i ntrigui ng moral issues from the 

apparentl y irreconcilablP 0lash that aris e s between two 

sets of moral values that arP r1inrni:>-t:ri.cally opposed , 

namely, the interest of the 10~.,,·ers ci.nd that of the rest 

of society, or r a ther , the ~tcics of courtly love and 

the moral basis on which society must necessarily be 

establi shed. 

In the romanc t::s of courtly love the only 

moral law is that which serves true love . Fa ith t o­

wards the loved one clai ms prior plac0 to all other 

fai ths . The ordinary v-nlues and mor al standards on 

which an ordered society based en mutual faith a nd 

trust depends s i mply do not apply . What is moral a c­

cording to modern s t andRrds and the ordinary rules of 

logical thinking is, in the ethical code of courtly 

romance, immora l in proport ion as it milita tes agai nst 

the interests of the lovers. 
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Now one must assume that evan in the Middle 

Ages all other r elationshi~s must havG depended for 

their continued existence on the ordinary stc~ndards of 

f aith and integrity held by all reasonable men who re­

spect a contract . Yet judging :from the curiously .,,arp­

cd logic of courtly roma:1cc, whore that is held as 

mor a l and right which benofitn one individua l at the 

cost of another or the group as a whole, and all the 

concepts of honour und faith mean exactly the opposite, 

we see the first contradiction in the working of t he 

mediaeval mind, namely , tha~ two contrasting moralities 

can exist s ide by side . The second contrast I want to 

note i s betwocn the refinement of courtly love , on the 

one hand, and its accent on sexuality on the other. 

That these two facets of a singl0 emotion, which, super ­

ficially seem to be mutu~lly destructive , can exist side 

by s ide is something which the less tortuous and more 

realistic modern thinking f1i: · to co-11.prehond r,nd to 

reconcile with what is just a.nd fitting. 

Miss Barrow analyses in c.etail a number of 

typical romances in ord0r to show tho triumph of the 

fine amor - - refined or courtly lov e - - in which there 

is in nearly every case not only complete justifica tion 

of i llicit love , but a lso the positive accentuation of 

the erotic element in love . 

this matter , however, which 

She avo:i_ds discussion of 

to my mind - - is the 

most obvious and cardinal ~s~3ct of c~~rtly love , and 

whose examination cannot -o& ignorc.:d . Her silence on 

thi s point, i n an otherwise pen1~ ;;r ..... ~inb '.lnd exhausti vc 

s tudy, is difficult to understand in a s~rious and ob­

jective studemt, for we must have cluri ty on the 
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e t hical value of romance of this kind . (l) 

After skirting delicately ~round the subject 

and avoiding a clear statement on the issues raised , 

she sums up, committing hers~lf only thus far: 

"In truth, courtly love is , in the final 
analysis, a lways of the world worldly . For 
all his exultation of his theme, for all his 
emphasis upon the delicacy 1 the swe:etness , the 
mysterious strength of the passion that he 
celebrates as the noblest that can animate a 
hero , the medi a eval romancer does not spiritu­
alize love . With him it is throughout erotic 
and social . However discipline:d and refined, 
however ennobled by Christian ideals it may 
be at its bes t , its ultimate level is material , 
not spiritual. The poet raises it through 
cortoisie, dignifying it through psychological 
sc~ence , and giving it the grace either of 
moral or sentimental virtue" . 

Now all this seems to mean something , yet i t 

is by no means clear. I fail t o see how Miss Barrow 

can arrive at the conclusion that courtly love has any 

grace, either moral or sentimental . To me its chief 

characteristic -- in spite of all cortoisie -- is the 

unmistakable and insistent crudity of the media6val 

concept of love . 

All the sighing and sobbing, all thG outpour­

ings of impassioned longi ng, all the worship of the 

memory of the absent l oved one, or of the visible sym­

bols of the loved one such as a fow stray s trands of 

hai r from a comb - all this is not the bE:- all and end-

all of the romances . The separations, trials and tri-

bulations are not undergone in order to ennoble and 

purify and sublimate the l ove of the lovers . It is as 

(1 ) Or does one nece~sarily become "subjective", and 
one •s judgment therefore invalid, when one carries 
an enquiry t o the logical end of praise or con­
demnation? 
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if everyone knows what all this is the prelude to . 

Sooner or later the co!1S11!1illlation comes as a reward for 

all that has gona before , and the actual, long- deferred 

carnal union which follows inevitably, takes place -­

wo r.iay assume -- with a freedom and aoandon in direct 

proportion to the period of hesitation and denial that 

went before . It is recounted by the poet/tr0u•r~re as 

the logical end of the adventure, and was seemingly 

accepted by o ediaeval audiences as the obvious happy 

conclusion. Wh<::re thE; v1hole theme of incipient love 

and its gradual growth is handled with so much subtlety 

and delicacy, it is sometimes a little disturbi ng and 

shocking to see how crudely and with what lack of fin-

esse the liaison comes to its point, Very often 

there is littl\; p:celiminary wooing or what we would con­

sider courtly love . 

Th~ union of tl.lo lovers has none of the puri­

ty of elemental passion. there is no freshness, no 

ideal mating as of two young lovers in the dawn of the 

world, innocent of all knowledge but their neBd for 

each other. The atmosphere of courtly love is oppres-

sive with a consta..~t and obtrusive urgency, a kind of 

furtive incontinence which belies the veneer of court­

liness that brightens the actions of the lovers . Such 

a purely fleshly urge , stripped of its trappings of 

"fine manners and gay courts , of tourneys and f6tes, of 

wealth and rank , of deE:ds conspicuous for their daring 

skill, of fair loyalty and gracious rewards -- the 

world of chivalry:' , (l) is only an ugly r~sidue, a sorry 

presentment of tht love which is man ' s greatest divine 

ift . 

(1) S . F . Barrow: The Modia\;;val Society Romances, 
p . 67 . 
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Let us recognize the fact at once honestly 

and sincerely: nearly all courtly romances are a glor­

ification of illicit and adulterous love -- they are 

in truth , as Roger Ascham was to say upon a time(l ) 

all compact of manslaughter and harlotry. 

Granted that the standards of mediaeval 

thought on certain social matters are greatly different 

from those of to- day, it is nevertheless s triking how 
-

the amour cou.rtois_ is, if not always and positively im-

moral, at least often amoral . 

The very nature of the amour courtois in its 

most praiseworthy manifestations is irreconcilable with, 

and inimical to , those very qualities which contribute 

to the structure and preservation of society. The 

stability of the married state founded upon matual 

faith and trust is not merely an ideal of Christian­

utopianism, but one of the corner- stones of civilized 

society. 

Now the medi aeval attitude towards the sanc­

titi es of marriage is quite callous, and cynical and 

destructive to the greatest degree . But more , the 

crudity as opposed to the supposed refinement and idea­

l ism of the passion portrayed in courtly love romances 

is something that i mmediately occurs to the modern 

reader. It is difficult to sGe how the mediaeval ro-

mancer or his audience could have failed to see this . 

incongruous element in the tales they told or enjoyed. 

Yet it may be that the consummation of the passion was 

the ver y thing the audience was waiting for to hear, 

(1) See below Ch. IX, p . 242 . 
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and so they enjoyed being baulked of the most piquant 

part of the story , with a sort of inverted bawdry, a l ­

lowing themselves to be charmed for the time.being with 

a sop of courtly innocuous amorousness in the tale of 

the preli minary and int~rninable stages of wooing and 

the development of l ove ; hence, then, the deliberate 

crudity of the climax. As for the condonation of the 

•unfaithful faithfulness • of the lovers towards husband 

and/or feudal lord, that we must attribute to a natural 

sympathy with and interest in the weal and woe of the 

lovers : anybody who stood in the way of the l overs ' 

r ealizing their love would naturally be considered mere­

ly an unpopular hindrance, even though normally a 

breach of faith towards the cavalier •s feudal lord 

would ar ouse only revulsion, as at treachery of the 

grossest kind. 

Yet the amour courtois necessitated the 

breaking of moral l aws that were valid even in the Mid­

dle Ages , if not among the wilder and less scrupulously­

minded privileged and leisured classes, then at least 

among the clergy who held narrower views of virtue and 

probity . The mediaeval Church did have great spirit­

ual influence, with its unlimited and very real powers 

of punishment, based - as it may have been - on super­

stiti ous fear rather than the deep religious zeal of 

those who stood under its rule . Thus it is difficult 

to understand how such lax concepts of the holiness of 

the married state could ha ve originated in the age when 

the Church, with its stern moral and ethical teachings 

and an uncompromising attitude towards the infrangi bil­

ity of the Ten Commandments, so completely controlled 

and affected men's thinking. (The golden age of 
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romance was before the advent of humanism and li1.ieral­

ism) . 

This attitude of indifference towards the 

views and teachings of the spiritual rulers, and gener ­

al antagonism to all tha t is right, argues a state of 

laxity in moral and ethical s tandards which is usually 

associated with a very decadent civilization and socie­

ty, comparable to that of ancient Babylon or of Rome , 

in its last stages, for i nstance, rather than of one 

in the vigour of its youth and growth, such as that of 

Europe in the twelfth to fourteenth centuri es; or else 

of a barbar ous and primitive society. A certain a -

mount of f r eedom in sexual matters in Celtic or Teuton-, 
i c myth does not seem at all out of place , but, then , 

one does not expect any •courtliness ' about the full ­

blooded wooing of old- world warrior s who fought and 

forni cated with honest zest . 

Nor is the love- making of romance lovers t he 

legitimate l ove of young unmarri ed lovers . It is a 

pr ime essential of the fine amor that it nearly al ways 

entails a furtive amour of an adulterous nature . No­

thing in romance can disguise the patent fact that t he 

love of the knight and his amie can come to fruition 

only at the cost of committing sin -- it is , in short, 

the glorifi cation of adultery, and the i njured husband 

is t he ha t ed r i val , or villai n , who never has the sym­

pathy of the teller or the hearer of the tales, and 

whose deception or discomfiture is the hi gh-light of 

the history. 

Courtly love succeeds - in a way possible 

only to the convolutions of mediaeval thought - i n 
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reconciling flagrant immorality with the highest gentil-

ity and courtesy. This is a feat of mediaeval mental 

agility which we cannot accomplish to- day. They saw 

nothing incongruous in such a recognition of opposites: 

to them it was not only possible but normal , and we 

must recognize this duality . 

We are driven to the conclusion that mediae­

val romance was to some extent a reaction against the 

stern probity, the feudal homage, faith and truth of 

the earlier chansons de geste of the Carolingian epic 

cycle . How otherwise can we account for the unspoken 

condonation of Lancelot ' s relation t owards the king? 

In courtly romance the faith of the cavalier towards 

his amie is of greater importance than his faith to his 

feudal lord. Where the two faiths come into direct 

collision the trouvere simply i gnores th~ issu0 raised , 

and we have the startling phenomenon of a dual Arthur 

who is at once the flower of knighthood and an inef­

fectual and derisory homme complaiscant . 

A more penetrating and expiicit handling of 

the question of determining the nature of the amour 

courtois is found in Lewis ' s lun inous exposition in 

the first chapter of his The 1\.llegory of Love . 

The aspect of Love in the troubadour poetry 

of the eleventh and twelfth centuries Lewis characte­

rizes thus : -

"The sentiment, of course , is love, 
but love of a highly specialized sort, 
whose characteristics may be enumerated 
as Humility, Courtesy~ Adultery and the 
Religion of Love " . {lJ 

(1) Lewis: op . cit., p . 2 . 
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And a little further on he expands : -

"There is a service of love closely mod­
elled on the service which a feudal vassal 
owes to his lord. The lover i s the lady ' s 
' man ' . He addresses her as midons, which 
etymologically represents not 'my l ady ' but 
'my lord ' . The whole attitude has been 
rightly described as ' a feudalisation of 
love ' . This solemn amatory ritual is felt 
to be part and parcel of courtly life" . (1) 

The mediaeval writers, Lewis says, based thei r 

theory of love on Ovid ' s Ar s Amatoria, but of this work 

he says : -

novid sa t down to compose for the amuse­
ment of a society which well understood him 
an ironically didactic poem on the art of 
seduction. The very design of his Art of 
Love presupposes an audience to whom love is 
oneof the mlnor peccadilloes of life , and 
the joke consists in treating it seriously 
-- in writing a treatise ) with rules and 
examples en regle for the nice conduct of 
illicit loves . It is funny as the ritual 
solemnity of old gentlemen over their wine 
is funny . Food? drink and sex are the 
oldest jokes in the world, and one familiar 
form of the joke is to be very serious 
about them. From this attribute the whole 
tone of the A.rs Amatoria flows". (2) 

But, it will be noted, he says, that the very 

same conduct which Ovid ironically recommends could be 

recommended serj n·•sly by the courtly tradition. He 

makes the same point, therefore, which we noted above, 

namely, that the ideal and practice of courtly love 

s t ems from a r oot of misconception of Ovid ' s purpose 

on the part of the mediaeval students of love . Fur-

ther, any idealization of sexual love, in a society 

such as that of the twelfth century Norman- French 

Englan~ where marriage is purely utilitarian, must 

(1 ) Lewis: op . cit . , p . 2 . 

(2) Idem: p . 6 . 
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begin by being an idealization of adultery. Also, 

the origin of courtly love must be sought in the cur­

iously warped conception of sexual love in the middle 

ages, and the arguments of clerical writers and other 

scholasts, (who surely could have been only theorists 

on the subject), on the question of whether sexual love 

and the sexual act are sinful or otherwise. 

The churchmen and scholasts of the Middle 

Ages had much philosophising to do . A great deal of 

it was barren and futile but much of it was an earnest 

searching after truth . So, too, human rela tionships -

including that of man towards woman - came under their 

review. At that time there was as yet no conception 

of romantic love as we know it . In classical times 

men had known certain forms of affection, but they wer e 

mostly between man and man. There had been: filial 

duiy of son to father; the am.icitia of two f riends for 

each other; dependence of the client upon his patron, 

and later loyalty of the vassal to his lord -- intense 

loyalty which could turn to hatred as intense, and 

deepest treachery. But of a deep- seated emotional 

basis for the relationship between a man and a woman 

there was no notion, nor even of love between husband 

and wife : duty, yes, and a comfortable domesticity , 

but not romantic passion built upon mutual physical 

and emotional attraction and regard . 

For this reason the new l ove of mediaeval ro­

mance is at first a pale shadow of the loyalty of a 

vassal for his lord -- the feudalisation of love thus . 

In Provence first, (from which the idea of courtly love 

originated) but elsewhere, too, later, we find 
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"landless knighthood" - - knighthood without a place in 

the territorial hierarchy of feudalism. The unattached 

knight as we find him in romances, owing loyalty to no 

lord, respectable only by his own va lour, amicable only 

by his own chivalry, predestined lover of other men ' s 

wives , was therefore a reality. The castle is a little 

oasis of luxury and therefore at least possible refine-

ment , in a barbarous countryside . There are many men 

in it, knights , men- at- arms, squires, pages, troubadours 

and other reta iners, but there a re few women. A normal 

outlet for the affection or passion of these men is rare. 

The lady of the castle is the object of the service and 

the worship , however artificial , of all this great body 

of men. She it is who determines the courtesy and 

refinement of atmosphere, affords the element of female 

charm. To the l ady then the great train of menfolk in 

the castle , for whom there is no question of marriage, 

pay court and do homag& . They are her ' men ' , ready 

and eager to serve, and adore at a distance . It is 

clear how these conditions will give rise to the first 

two marks of courtly love noted above, namely, Humility 

and Courtesy; how do the other two marks, Adultery and 

the Religion of Love connect up with this picture of 

the mediaeval castle? The association of love with 

adultery has been partly explained above and from what 

we saw in the previous chapter . But besides the ac -

tual practice of feudal society which we noted there, 

there is another point to be noted that would prevent 

the men of that time from connecting their ideal of 

romantic and passionate love with marriage . We saw 
, 

that love could normally not exist between husband and 
/ 

wife from the circumstances of the majority of marriages 
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of the time, so ideal love ' as it might be' was sought 

in the relationship which a married woman could only 

find in an idealized form as an intrigue with a young 

lover who was not her legal lord and master, and so 

could not demand from her the obedience and grudging 

a cquiescence which a husband could demand . 

We have noted, in the previous chapter, the 

state of subservience in which the mediaeval wife stood 

to her husband . Yet the high- spirited woman of those 

times longed as much for freedom to bestow her aff& c­

ti0ns where and how she wished as do wom8n of our own 

time . Especially did she long for a romantic passion 

(as a contrast to the 11apathetic acquiescence" that was 

her normal lot) in which she was the mistress of the 

situation for as long as she wished to prolong the sus­

pense and defer the final bestowal of her favours . She 

could not always be the coy and elusive unattainable . 

Even if her love were an entirely legitimate one , the 

woman, knowing the inevitable ending to the affair once 

she was wedded, could at least call the tune to which . 

it would be danced while her power lasted. And if re­

tribution were to follow for an illicit love then a t 

least it was worth making hay while the sun shone . In 

either case there could be no 11 wodded bliss". 

The other factor af~ecting the views and 

attitude of men towards marriage was the mediaeval 

theory of love, which, as we have mentioned above, was 

determined by the mediaeval church view of marriage 

and love . 

The men who wrote on this matter and sought 

to lay down the standards were much concerned with the 
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a ct of sexual union per se, and the desire or pass ion 

accompanying it. This was their natural reaction to -

wards scriptural dicta and the doctrine of Original Sin 

and the Fall of Man. Here the tortuous reasoning of 

these early divines reveals somt:: intE::resting conclusions. 

Some writers considered the act as innocent, but the 

desire sinful, while others held the opposite view . 

The passionate love even of a man for his own wife was 

also considered as adulterous . Lewis quotes theories 

of Pope Gregory (sixth century) and various other lesser 

known divines . Thomas Aquinas must have the last word: 

the evil in the sexual act is neither the desire nor the 

pleasure but the submergence of the rational faculty 

which accompanies them. 

Lewis says then: -

"The general impression left on the mediae­
val mind by its official teachers was that all 
love -- at least such passionate and exalted de­
votion as a courtly poet thought worthy of the 
name -- was more or less wicked . And this 
impression combining with the nature of feudal 
marriage ... , produced in the poets a certain 
wilfulness, a readiness to emphasize rather than 
to conceal the antagonism between their amatory 
and their religious ideals.. Thus i f the Church 
tells them that the ardent lover even of his own 
wife is in mortal sin, they presently reply with 
the rule that true love is impossible in mar­
r i age . If the Church says that the sexual act 
can be •excused ' only by the desire for off­
spring, then it becomes the mark of a true 
lover, like Chaunticleer, that he served Venus -

"More for delyt than world to multi plye". 
This cleavage between Church and court, or, in 
Professor Vinaver ' s fine phrase, between Carbo­
nek and Camelot •.. .. is the most striking 
feature of mediaeval sentiment" . (1) 

He goes on to treat of the fourth mark of 

courtly love - its love religion of the god Amor . This 

is partly an inheritance from Ovid, and partly due to 

(1) Lewis: op . cit . , pp. 17 and 18. 
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the transference of the emotion stored in the vassal ' s 

relation to hi s soi gneur to the new kind of love. But 

mainly this erotic r eligion arises as a rival or a 

parody of the real r eligion, and does it emphasize the 

antagoni sm of the two ideals. As an example of such 

quasi- religious poetry he cites t he twelfth century 

Concilium in Monte Romarici, with its humorous blasphemy 

in its impudent parodying of the pr actice s of the Church. 

The God of Love is equipped with a gospel, erotic heter­

odoxy and orthodoxy are distinguished, Love has his 

cardinals and exercises the power of excommunication 

against those who disobey hi~ dictates; in the treatise 

of Andreas even the divine power of reward and punish-

ment a ft E:Jr death is a ttributed to Love . "If you go on 

to add to the lover ' s ' heaven ' its natural accessories, 

a god and saints and a list of commandments , and if you 

picture the lover praying, sinning, repenting, a nd fin­

a lly admitted to bliss, you \/i ll find yourself in the 

pr e carious dream-world of medi aeval love- poetry. An 

extension of religion , an escape from religion, a rival 

religion -- Frauendicnst may be any of these, or any 

combination of them" . (l) Lewis denies the theory that 

courtly love to a certai n extent derives from mediaeval 

Christianity and mariolatry - th& cult of the Ble s sed 

Virgin - for, as we have seen, the love religion is 

often a parody of r eal religion, but in this respect I 

disagree with him . 

In its doctri ne of the worship of the Virgin 

as the epitome of exalted womanhood the mediaeval Roman 

Catholic Church can certainly be credited with some con-

(1) Lewis: op . cit . , pp . 21 and 22 . 
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tri bution to thG cult of Fr~u~ndibnst of thv troubadours 

and .Minnesinger that in its turn taught men that women 

should be appreciated for their own feminine qualities 

and so set the stage for the "emancipation" of women . 

Frauendienst, courtly love, amour courtois, 

fine amor this manifestation of a new kind of love 

that has its origin in the twelfth century courtly ro­

manc0 , and that ~as to become attached to Arthurian 

romance as the vehicle par excellence for the dissemin­

ation of its lorb , is thus a complex thing. It is 

derived in part from many sources: from ' Ovid misunder­

stood ' ; tho instruction of Andr~ the Chapl a in; a re ­

volt against the social practice of mediaeval marriage 

customs; the circumstances of the menfolk in the medi­

a~val castles with their limited opportunities for nor­

mal relationship wi th women, and the cons equent intri­

gues and amatory exchanges that sometimes inevitably 

arose therefrom. It is coloured by a new and more 

chiva lrous attitude towards women that we note in the 

comparatively polite and refined Anglo- French society 

of the middle ages . It was shaped by men ' s thought 

and attitude towards sex questions as determined for 

them by the moral teaching of Holy Church, and in the 

l ast instance it was affected by that pervers~ looseness 

and licence that charactcrizc:d the medi aeval attitude 

towards serious things - a subconscious rebellion, 

perhaps, against t he strictness and authority of the 

Church with its stern , uncompromising standards of mor­

ality . . But most of a l l is it due to the vigour and 

zest for life , and the pleasures of life , of a time 

when men were impati ent of restrictions, moral or 8thic­

al , religious or political; when they lived expansive-
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ly, fought bravely, took what they wanted freely and 

royally in a brave new world which we see being born 

about the eleventh to the fourteenth century, the pe­

riod of transition from classical to modern times . 

The Middle Ages was a :period of growth important in the 

development of western ~uropean civilization. We may 

describe it as the peri od of adolescence, and compare 

it with the correspondi ng period in the growth and de­

ve lopment, physica l and spiritual, of man . 

Just as th~ histor y of the individual r 8-

flects and repeats i n mini ature the history of the r a ce, 

so too, Society represents the composite pattern of the 

lives of its members, the sum of the thoughts, aspira­

tions , wishes and actions of all who make up society. 

As a man struggles through the period of doubts and 

problems, hesitation, vague fears, idealism, heroism -

the Sturm und Drang - of his puberty to adoles cence, 

and his spiritual life is the mirror of all these con­

flicts, so it was, t oo, v,i th the youthful adolescent 

mediaeval society ( of all nations) . The f!iddle Agt:s , 

too , and the life of the times, reflected similar con­

tradictions, clash of ideals, s ea rching , ignorance . 

Superstition existed side by side with the faith which 

took men on the Crusades; harshness and cruelty were 

co- existent with nobility and chivalry . Men felt a 

vague yearning, a pathetic longing for things to be 

better than they saw them to be. Chivalric ideals con­

tended with the barbarism and selfishness of an earlier 

age; the claims of the common rights of men as opposed 

to the might and right of the strong individual wer e 

beginning to clamour in men ' s consciousness . 
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The ladies of the castle pl aye d their littl e 

game of pretence, trying to make one of man ' s noblest 

emotional experiences, that of romantic love, a reality. 

It was the beginning of woman ' s fight for her right to 

be considered as an individual with an own dignity and 

worth, to be considered a finely- wrought being with a 

right and claim to be cherished and worshipped, loved 

and protected, rather than to be counted of little im-

portance, a mere instrwnent for t he gr atification of 

man ' s appetiteo and without a soul and a personality 1 
of her own. 

In spite of all i ts faults, incongruities 

and childishness , Courtly Love i s thus the reflection 

in literature of the beginnings of the spiritual en­

franchisement of women. 
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CHAPTER VI The Romant ic Arthur. 

''No work of imRgination , sove the Aeneid, hns done 
mpre t o shape the l egend of a people than the 
Historin Regum Bri tcmniae" . 

Sir E.K. Chambers: Arthur of Britain. 

ru:Qt.n::NT references have been 

made in the f oregoing pages to 

Geoffrey of Monmouth. The 

reason is not far to seek: he 

is undoubtedly the most import­

ant figure in the development 

of the Arthurian Legend . He 

has rightly b~en called ' the 

father of Arthurian Romance ' ? and at this stage a short 

examination must be made of his person and his contri­

bution to the subject, &swell as of his influence and 

the work of his successors . 

Geoffrey could not well be treated earlier , 

for his work on Arthur does not fall under the catalo­

gue of historical references given in Chapter I, nor 

does he describe the mythical Arthur of Chapters II 

and III . Geoffrey wrote of Arthur in what professes 

to be a History of the Kings of Britain, but his work 

contains so little sober history, and so much imagina­

tive creation, that he falls , properly, under the head 

of those who have written Arthurian romance . 

Biographical details of Geoffrey are very 

scanty. The year and the place of his birth are un­

known. The cognomen that he assumed may denote that 

he was born (probably about 1100 A. D. ) at the Norman 
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settlement of Monmouth in what was then the Welsh 

dis trict of Gwent, or merely that he had his education 

at the Benedictine priory of Monmouth: nothing else 

is clear from the fact tha t he signs himself Gaufridus 

Monumetensi s . Nor even do we know his origin and 

parentage: while he i s also known as Gaufridus Arthur, 

or Gryffud ab Arthur, nothing is known of a supposed 

father Arthur . Geoffr ey may even have been of Breton 

r a ther than Welsh descent . He was probably Canon of 

St . George's in Oxford, and l a ter Archdeacon of 

Llandaff . All that does seem certa in is that he must 

have been attached to the household of Robert, Earl of 

Gloucester; that he cherished ambitions of preferment 

in the Church, but was only rewarded r a ther late with 

the unimportant Bishopric of St . Asaph in 1152; and 

that he died at Llandaff in 1155. 

Even the da te of his great work, that would 

seem to deserve -- if ever book deserved it -- to be 

called by the much- abused name of ' epoch- making ', is 

uncertain, the nearest computation being about 1138 . 

Geoffrey tells us at the very outset of the 

Hi story that, having often wondered why no one had 

ever written about the Kings of Britain who ruled 

before the ' Incarna tion of Christ ' , and even about 

Arthur and others that had come after tha t event ( :· . be­

yond such mention as Gildas and Bede have made of 

them i n their luminous tractate 11
), he had thought of 

writing such a history himself . At that stage, hap­

pily, Walter, Archdeacon of Oxford offered him "acer­

tain most ancient book in the British l anguage that 

did set forth the doi ngs of them all in due succession .. " 
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·The •ancient book ' , a ccording to the general 

opinion of students and critics, i s a mere literary 

ruse. (l) Yet, apart from it, Geoffrey did have other 

sources. He a cknowledges the oral i nformation re-

ceived from Walter, as well as from t he 'liber '. He 

has mentioned Gildas and Bed8 (who was probably , how­

ever, Nennius) , and he also had the native Welsh tra ­

ditions as pr eserved i n the old Welsh litera ture· noted 

in Chapter II, to draw upon. He fre ely availed him-

self of the most reliable sources at his disposal, as 

any other chronicler of early British litera ture would 

have done . 

Yet in the gr ea ter part of the book he gives 

his i magination free play and expands and embellishes 

the matter of his sources where he does not a ctually 

supply his own fanciful inventions . The result is a 

f a nc iful psBudo- history tha t his r0ad~rs rea dily - &ven 

eagerly - ~CCJ~tc d ~.s fact , and it was an immediate 

success . It wa s something quite new to Anglo- Norman 

rea ders and it was eagerly read, enjoyed and accepted 

by the story- loving r eaders of the time. Geoffr ey 

was the prince of romancers, and he gave his readers 

(1 ) The arguments of those who reject Geoffrey ' s liber 
do not convince ma . How many old MSS have not 
fallen prey to battle , fire and flood : the wonder 
is that so many have been preserved. May not 
Geoffrey ' s written source have existed once but 
all trace of it lost (just like Sir Thomas 
Malory ' s Mort& D' Arthur manuscrip~), especially if 
there was only one-; fJl.::, . of it? According to the 
researches of Arthurian scholars the work of 
nearly every mediaeval romancer can be tra ced to 
some source in other earlier books, very often 
11 l ost 11

• Why, then, should only Geoffrey have 
been so original tha t he had no written source? 
If he had no extensive , factual source (either in 
an earlier "book" or a gr eat body of oral tra di­
tion) for his Arthurian s t ory, he woul d have t o 
be cl assified among the greatest inventive crea tors 
in l iterar y history. Why is there no other imag­
i na tivE: work like his pr eserved from mediaeval 
times? 
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a work that, coming at that particular time, and 

having that particular nature, could not fail to be a 

success . Its ingenious mixture of pseudo- history and 

romantic imagination was just the thing to appeal to a 

reading public that must have grown r ather tired of 

the sober monkish chronicles that had formed the stan­

dard and staple literary fare up to that time . 

Whenever his fabrications are most palpable 

(that is, cannot be traced to known chronicles) 

Geoffrey refers to his sourc~ , the ' liber ' of Walter of 

Oxford . In his epilogue, while handing over his task 

to others to complete, he warns the two eminent and 

reputable chroniclers, William of Malmesbury and Henry 

of Huntingdon, to stay out of the romantic enclosure 

that is his own particular preser ve, namely , the pre-

Christian :&.~gland . Thby mtly write of the Saxons, but 

he bids them be silent 11as to the kings of the Britons, 

seeing that they hav~ not that book in the British 

speech which Walter, Archdeacon of Oxford , did convey 

hither out of Britt any 11 ( 1) 

The work wus dedicated to his patron, Robert 

of Gloucester . ( 2 ) The beginning of Book VII , dealing 

with the Prophecies of Merlin, conta i ns another to 

Alexander , Bishop of Lincoln, ut whose requGst, 

Geoffrey says, he compiled the Prophecies . 

The pseudo- history begins with Brutus , the 

(1) Historia Regum Britanniae: Bk. XII , Ch. xx. 

(2) One MS. preserved at Berne contains a double de­
dication addressed to both Robert and King Stephen. 
It is this dedication which enables an approximate 
date of completion to ba determined. 
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gr andson of Ascanius, and the eponymou s founder of 

Britain . In its pages are to be found the stories of 

Cymbeline , King Lear, and Sabrina, ' daughter of 

Locri ne 1
1 together with many other tales made familiar 

to modern readers in th& works of later English poets 

who have used Gvoffrey as t heir source . Holinshed, 

the genial Elizabethan chronicler, also dipped deeply 

into the Gaufridian dish. 

Geoffrey writes with all the gravity of a 

pious monkish chronicler. In the early books he makes 

brief references to various pre- Christian personages 

and events of sacred and secul ar hi story , in order to 

date his a ccount of events i n British history. So for 

example, when Gwendolen handed over the throne to her 

son Madden, "at that time Samuel the prophet reigned 

in Judea . . . and Homer was held to be a famous teller 

of histories and poet" . (l) When Madden ' s son Mempr i -

cius di ed Saul was reigning in Judea . When Rudi bras 

founded Kaerguen ( ''which is Winchester 11
) , and the for­

tress of Mount Paladur ("which is now callc-d Shaftes­

bury"), Haggai , Amos and Joel "did prophesy" . ( 2 ) Some 

time after the reign of Cordelia "Isai ah and Hosea 

prophesied and Rome was founded the elev.enth of the 

Kalends of May , by the twin-brethern, Romulus and 

Remus". ( 3 ) 

(1) Historia, Bk. II, Ch. vi. 

( 2 ) 

( 3 ) 

Idem: 

Idem: 

Bk. II, Ch. ix; 

Bk. II 1 Ch . xv; 

(Histories of the Kings of 
(Brita in by Geoffrey of 
(Monmouth, Translated by 
(Sebastian Evans, Everyman 
(Edition, London, J . M. Dent . 
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years . 

The Historia covers a period of about 1500 

With his account of Arthur, which occupies 

about one- fifth of the book, Geoffrey launches forth 

into pure romance . He gives the first account of the 

union of Uther Pendragon and Igerne, the wife of 

Gorlois, Duke of Cornwall, which was brought about by 

Merlin and from which Arthur was born.(l) 

H8 t ells, then of Arthur ' s career as a great 

king, renowned for his valour and his bounty, who in 

his series of conquests ranges over, and subdues, near­

ly the whole continent of Europe, and finally all but 

knocks at the gates of Rome itself. But before that 

consummation of his imperialistic career he is recalled 

to Britain to avenge the treachery of his nephew Modr ed 

who has usurped the throne and taken into an unhallowed 

union Queen Guanhumara ( Guenever) herself. And Modred 

retreating into Cornwall, there now follows the great 

battle of Camlan on the river Camel. 

and Arthur 

Modred is slain 

"wounded deadly, was borne thence into 
the island of Avalon for the healing of his 
wounds, where he gave up the crown unto his 
kinsman 9 Constantine, in the year of the 
Incarnation of our Lord five hundred and 
forty- twott . (2) 

And here in Geoffrey ' s indeterminat e account 

of Arthur ' s exit lies the germ of the whole magica l end 

of Arthur, which was to become such a marvellous 

feature of the legend in later romances . 

The Arthur Geoffrey portrays, with his court 

(l) Historia: Bk. VI~Iy Ch . xix and xx . 

(2) Idem: Bok XI, Ch. ii. 
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of knights, is no Celtic chioftain who fights only 

against Saxon invaders. He is a later Arthur, a splen-

did mediaeval figure, whose court is full of the colour 

and pomp of a Norman court in the Age of Chivalry. 

There is , for example , a wealth of spl endour and pa­

geantry in Geoffrey ' s account of the ceremony of 

Arthur ' s coronation and its attendant banquets . (l) 

No other writer was ever so grea t an opportu­

nist as the suave and unctuous Canon of Oxford . He 

knew how to make use of his opportunity and take the 

tide in his affairs at the flood . The literary appe-

tite of the Norman- French society which had grown up in 

England after the Conquest , and had been nurtured on, 

and become rather jaded by , first, a limited diet of 

French heroic tales of early times , and later of the 

artificial remantic tales of the trouv~res, with their 

stock ingredients of courtly life, rather effeminate 

cavaliers and the ' amour courtois ', was now tired of the 

Gallic treatment of these old themes . New matter and 

new treatment of the old matter and themes of heroic 

deeds , as reflected in C9ltic folk- lore , were the ele­

ments which were to bring new life and new interest 

into the literary entertainment of the Anglo- Norman 

court. Geoffrey 's work with its pseudo- historical 

verisimilitude joined to all its new elements of magic 

and wonder was such a success as any complete novelty 

always succeeds in becoming. So adroitly did he handle 

the matter of Celtic mythology , superimposed on the 

more sophisticated matter of knight errantr y and ad­

venturous quests, that he composed a fare that was 

(1) Historia: Bk. IX, Ch. xii and xiii . 
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most grateful to contemporary palates, and tho Histor ia 

had a tremendous vogue as is proved by the great number 

of M.S . copies that wer~ made and circulated within 

the next few years . (l) 

time . 

Geoffrey ' s book appeared at just the right 

"He l ived at a peri od when England was 
responding to the intellectual stimulus that 
had come to her with the Norman Conquest, and 
when her literary life, which had been lying 
dormant, had begun to blossom afresh under 
the influence of the scholars, the chroniclers, 
and the minstrels brought by the Normans 
across the Channel . Hanry I . . .. . did not 
fail to show his appr~ciation of letters, and 
surrounded himself with a gay and song- loving 
court , where story- tellers and poets were 
welcome guests . The Normans after their 
half- century ' s occupation of England were be­
ginning to take a keen interest in the past 
history of their newly acquired domain, and 
to turn with zest to the traditions of early 
Britain. But the taste of the Norman noble 
demanded something less mysterious, less 
fantastic, and less remote from his own world 
than Celtic myth afforded him and also some­
thing more polished and entertaining than 
the bare chronicles a t his disposal •.. . . . . 
Geoffrey had a peculiarly facile nature, an 
eager intelligence, and a distinctly inventive 
turn of mind: he was a student , an accom­
plished Latin scholar, and a master of a fin­
ished Latin s tyle . Quickly he perceived the 
trend of men ' s thoughts, and saw an opportunity 
of winning disti nction for himself while cater ­
ing to the taste of the time . . . . . " (2) 

Following his predecessors Gildas, Bede and 

Nennius closely, he compiled his romantic history , 

dr awi ng fr0ely upon all such resources as an unusuall y 

well - informed man of his time would have at his command. 

(1) There are 200 extant copies in libraries and mu­
seums to - day. The British Museum has 37, Oxfor d 
26 and Cambridge 32 , 

(2) Lucy Allen Paton: Introduction to Dr . Sabastian 
Evans ' translation of the Histories of the Kings 
of Britain, Everyman edition. 
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His public was far too uncritical to question his 

sources closely. His work so far adhered to liter ary 

convention and had such a r vsemblance to an authentic 

chronicle, carried such an air of convincing truth, and 

was above all so interesting, that none of Geoffrey ' s 

readers questioned his facts but only devoured his book, 

and it (and its author) became famous almost overnight~ 

Geoffrey was therefore the right man at the 

right time, who had the imagination and the ability to 

create a romantic history that was practically bound to 

be in the popular taste . 

"He had a public and a theme that offered 
him a chance to do a brilliant piece of work 
that could not fail to be successful . He 
aimed to flatter the Norman conquerors by dis ­
playing the greatness of the race they had 
subdued, to satisfy their curiosity by trans­
mitting to them ostensibly authentic histor ic 
records of that race, to weave his facts to ­
gether in a narrative embellished by interest­
ing material in reality drawn from many sources , 
and to present the whole as sober history in 
grave and sonorous Latin. The acuteness with 
which he judged the taste of his contemporaries 
may be guaged by the success which the Historia 
at once achieved. It •... immediately won 
extraordinary popularity in England and on the 
Continent . An acquaintance with its contents 
soon became a necessary part of an equipment 
for polite society, a nd speedil y chroniclers 
began to treat it as one of the important 
authorities to be repeated in any serious ac­
count of British history 11

• (1) 

Dr. Sebastian Evans( 2 ) gives what Lewis Jones 

calls "a plausible and by no means improbably expl ana­

tion11 of the nature of Geoffrey ' s work and his purpose 

in writing it . 

"It i s the parent stock of Arthurian 
Romance . It is not a history although it 

(1) L.A . Paton: loc. cit . 

(2) In the Epilogue to his translation of the Histori a . 
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is in the form of a hi story. No history, nor 
even9 save accidentally and very partially , a 
historical romance, but a romance of a distinct 
and peculiar stamp, a romance in the sense in 
which the Iliad, the Odyssey and the Aeneid 
are romances, a romance in the sense of a na­
tional epos .. . . . A true national epos, I 
say, but of what nation? It is not English, 
not Norman, nor even Breton, nor Welsh" . 

He goes on to state the opinion that it was 

the national epos of the composite nation that consist­

ed of all the above nations, the empire of the time of 

Henry I, Stephen and Henry II, and he dr aws a parallel 

between Geoffrey as national singer, and Virgil , 

Virgil had by the publication of his Aeneid consoli­

dated and strengthened the empire of Augustus by claim­

ing for the founders of the Roman Empire the blood of 

the heroes of Troy . Geoffrey claimed for the British 

a descent no less exalted, through Brute, the great-

grandson of Aeneas . As Augustus 'inspired ' Virgil, so 

Henry Bauclerc ' i nspired ' Geoffrey . (Although Henry , 

indeed, was no Augustus, and Geoffrey was far enough 

from being a Virgil). 

"The true significance and bearing of Geof­

frey's book", says Evans, (was that) 

"it was an epic that failed, for it was 
to have been the national epic of an empire 
that failed (1 ) .. ... King Arthur, Geoffrey's 
creation as Aeneas was the creation of Virgil, 
the king who was to have been the traditional 
hero of the Anglo- Welsh- Norman- Breton nucleus 
of empire •. .. was left without any empire to 
hail him as the founder of its glories . He 
became a national hero unattached, a literary 
wonder and enigma to ages which had forgotten 
the existenc~ of the composite short- lived 
empire which was the justification of his own 
existence" . 

(1) When John los t Normandy early in the thirteenth 
century tha t empire came to an end for ever, or 
rather until an empire of new range and extent 
came with the conquests and colonial expansion of 
the eighteenth and ninteenth centuries . 
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Geoffrey of Monmouth having now been examined 

at some length, an indication must be given of what 

seems to me to be the facts in which the importance of 

his work lies. 

1 . The Historia is the first work that gives a 

connected, coherent account of an Arthur of c omparative­

ly modern times who cor-responds to the mediaeval (and 

moder n) conception of a chivalrous, bounteous sovereign 

(modelled on Charlemagne) who is surrounded by a great 

court of peerless knights who follow the ideals of 

chivalry . 

2 . It is the immediate source of all later 

Arthurian romance. It inspired at least two great 

' Arthuriads' -- those of Wace and Layamon -- that have 

contributed to t he creation of the Arthurian figure 

that modern readers know . 

3 . Geoffrey is the creator of the figure (as yet 

vague) of the magician Merlin -- although he obtained 

the conception of his sage from Nennius ' account, in 

the Historia Britonum of the marvellous boy Ambrosius . 

Nennius tells how the British king Vortigern 

rules in Britain. Harrassed by the inroads of the 

Picts and Scots , by Roman pressure, and by fear of the 

next moves of his treacherous Saxon a llies Hengist and 

Horsa, Vortigern is advised by his magicians to buil d 

a fortress on Mount Hereri (Snowdon). He cannot do s o 

because the masonry collapses as it is raised. A 

scapegoat is found for sacrifice in the person of the 

boy, Ambrosius, who is supposed to be fatherless . 

Ambrosius by his miraculous gift of prophecy is able t0 
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solve the mystery of the unsuccessful building opera­

tions by revealing the pool 1 with its two contending 

dragons , red a nd white, below the fortress(l), and so 

confounds the magicians. 

This same tale Geoffrey tells but boldly 
(2 

makes the youth '1!\ierlin, that is also called Ambrosius" . 

He devotes Book VII of the Historia to the many obscure 

1 Prophecies of :Merlin'. Further he tells how Merlin 

brought the ' Giants• Dance' (that is, the great stones 

of Stonehenge) from Ireland to Britain. ()) After 

having brought about the union of Uther and Igerne that 

was to lead to the birth of Arthur (and later a daugh­

ter , Anna), Merlin drops out of Geoffrey ' s pages . 

4. Geoffrey it is , too, who has given us the 

full portraits of Arthur ' s two faithf½ll servitors -

Kay the Seneschal, and Bedevere the Butler. 

Arthur : 

A concluding remark on Geoffrey 's portrait of 

Taking Nennius' bare a ccount of the Saxon 

victories of the British hero Arthur, Geoffrey creates 

a new Arthur for hi s Norman readers: an imperial con­

queror - himself the hero of many valiant encounters , 

the performer of daring exploits, and splendi d king of 

a Norman court - evolves out of the capable war- leader 

of Nennius . Geoffrey's Arthur has a duel with the 

giant Ritho, a fight with the giant of Mont St . Michel 

for the succour of a captive maiden, and another hard 

(1) This is the motif , too, of the tale of Llud and 
Llevellys , from the Mabinogion. 

(2) Historia, Bk. VI, Ch . xix . 

(J) Idem: Bk. VIII, Ch. xi. 
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encounter i n single combat as champion of Britain with 

Flollo, champion of Gaul . Arthur is, therefore, no 

less a knight errant than any of his great knights . 

In later romance he was t o cease t o be such a heroic 

figure, and is r a ther the gracious sover ei gn who at­

tracts to his person and court the brilliant array of 

Chivalry of thB Round Table knights, i nspiring others 

but no longer himself ~aking such an a ctive part i n 

quests: the "roi f a ineant 11 of romance. 

The Historia Regum Britanniae gained such in-

stant and widespr ead popularity t hat it became accepted 

as an authority by British and French historians . The 

first man known to h~ve made use of Geoffrey ' s Historia 

was the Anglo- Norman Geoffrey of Gaimar who lived in 

the North of England, and about 1150 wrote the first 

French metrical romance, part of which is a transl ation 

of Geoffrey of Monmouth ' s work. But the History of 

the Britons which formed the prelude to his L ' Estoire 

des Engles has been lost while the latter work has 

been preserved. (l ) 

...._ 
The first important work , however, to follow 

under Geoffrey of Monmouth ' s inspirat ion was the French / 

metrica l chronicle, the Roman de Brut (1155), oft~ 

Norman poet Wace . This work i s of importance and in­

terest i n the development of t he Arthurian legend not 

onl y because of the author' s poetic qualities and his 

original treatment of the Arthurian story, but also 

because of the t ype of composition that he produced . 

It was the precursor of all the long line of ' Bruts ' 

(1) Cambridge History of English Literature, Vol . I , 
p. 264 . 
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that followed, and it also introduced the new genre, 

t he metrical chr onicle, which is an intermediate form 

between the pro se chronicle (the standard form of medi­

a eva l monastic. production) and the metri cal romance -

the form of nar rative poem that blossomed most richly 

in France during the last half of the twelfth century , 

r eceivi ng its greatest impetus from Chretien de Troyes, 

the most distinguished of the trouv~res . 

The metrical romances were written for court 

circles, and they r ecounted adventures of love and chiv­

a lry, a nd also s erved as manuals in the code of beha­

viour which governed courtly life in Fr ance a t tha t 

period. Wacc ' s poem (although based upon a chronicle 

history) is also addressed to a public whose taste 

turned toward chivalr ic narrative , and it foreshadows 

those qualities that characterized the verse romances 

which found such fitting themes in the stories of the 

her oes of Arthur ' s train. Such a poem in lively metre 

in the verna cular was likel y to appeal more t o r eader s 

(especially female) than the artificia l 1atin prose of 

the Middle Ages . 

Wace lived from about 1100 to 1175 . Born 

in the island of Jersey, he went to Caen as a lad, and 

was put to the study of letter s there, and later at 

Paris. He became a clerc lisant (reading clerk) and 

hi s writ i ngs won preferment for him from Henry II, who 

gave him the position of Canon of Bayeaux. He wr ot e 

a great deal , but his most important wor k is the Geste 

des Br etons (History of the Britons ' ) , better known as 

the Roman de Brut . It is a reproduction in ver se of 

Geoffrey ' s Historia, but it is more t han a mere trans­

l a tion . Besidos making some additions to Geoffrey ' s 
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Arthurian story, his chief contribution is the new 

spirit he puts into it , By his use of the swift-

moving French octo- syllabic couplets, he gave a tone 

and movement to the narrutive quite differGnt from that 

of Geoffrey's Latin prose . 

Although through his caution and regard fo r 

the probable he will not accept all the wildly fabul ous 

tales , and omits the prophecies of Merlin becaus~ he 

cannot understand them, he has a vivid power of visual­

ization and he adorns the narrc.tive with many ln.agin­

ative details . 

Besides this 't'ace w1::aves into thG narrative 

more pr onouncedly chivalric material , and he gives a 

place to descriptions of love which are absent from 

Geoffrey ' s staid pages . Wace was evidently also fam-

iliar with stories of Arthur tha t Geoffrey did not 

know. So he gives the first literary record of the 

Round Table: 

(1) 

"Por les nobles barons qu ' il ot 
Dent cascuns mieldra cstrc quidot ... 
Fist Artus l a Roond0 Tabl~ , 
Dent Breton dientu maint0 fabl~ . 
Illoc suoient li vassa l 
Tuit chicvalm~nt ~t tot ingal ... 
Nus d ' a ls ne se pooicnt vanter 
Qu ' il seist plus halt de son p1:;r" . 

"Because of th~se noble lords about his 
hall , of whom each knight pained himself to be 
the hardiest champion .. . Arthur made the Round 
Table , so r8puted of th0 Britons .•. that when 
his fair fellowship sat to meat their chairs 
s hould be high alike, their service equal • .. 
thus no man could boast that he was exalted 
above his fellows" . (1) 

Wacc ' s Romance from Arthurian Chronicles repr e­
sented by Wact anu Layamon; tra nsl ated by 
Eugene Mason, London, Dent (Ev0ryman) , 1928 , 
p . 55. 
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He also gives the first indication of the 

"Hope of Britain" concluding wi th: 

"He is yet in Avalon, awaited of the 
Britons; for they say and deem he will re­
turn from whence he went and live again . •• 
Men have ever doubted , and --- as I am per­
suaded -- will ever doubt whether he liveth 
or is dead • •. . " 

Wace departs from his authority Geoffrey, to place 

Arthur ' s exi tus dubi us ;'in the year 642 of the Incar-

nation" . 

Waceis romantic version of the Arthurian 

story was the direct source for the Brut of the English 

priest Layamon (circa 1205), in the first half of the ( 

thirteenth century. He followed Wace ' s vers ion in out­

line, but succeeded in extending its 15,300 verses to 

well over 32,000. His language is that of the transi- \ 

tion from Anglo- Saxon to l.hddle Engli sh. -
Layamon was spiritually and imaginatively 

more closely allied with the early Saxon life than the 

refined society of a no~nan court . His verse (written 

partly i n the alliterative lines of Anglo- Saxon poetry, 

and partly in rhymed couplets of unequal length) has 

the rude vigour of the earlier native poetry, rather 

than the gay lilt of t he Norman- French. But Layamon 

was not a courtly trouv~re who sang for lords and 

ladies. He was a Worc8stershire poet who wrote in his 

own Saxon tongue for his own countrymen. 

W. Lewis Jones says: 

"Layamon ... was fired by an ambition 
•to tell the noble deeds of England ', and 
to tell them in the Engli sh tongue. His 
poem is t he f irst articulate utterance of 
the native English genius reasserting i tself 
in its own language a f ter the l ong sil~nce 
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which succc~dcd the Conquast . Although he 
borrows most of his matter from \/ace, 
Layamon in matter and spirit , is much nearer 
akin t o the robust singers of the Old English 
period than to the courtly French poet . The 
simpl e force and vividness of the primitive 
English epic appear in descriptions of battl e 
s cen~s und of heroic deeds . Even the poet ' s 
diction is scrupulously pure :-tl:nglish" . (1) 

L~gouis and Cazami an ( 2 ), commenting upon the 

fact that Layamon, although an Anglo - Saxon, sings of 

British hero0s , say: 

11Layamon ' s patriotism i s as a rdent as it 
i s mi staken. His &rror draws attention to 
the fact t hat the two races who had been ene­
mies were already i nextricably fused . They 
constituted a new unity whi ch was already the 
English nation , and had England for its place 
and symbol • • .. . (His poem shows) the transi­
tional character of Layamon ' s curious version 
of the Arthurian story . He was at once t he 
l ast of the scops and the fir st of the English 
trouveres ". 

His po~m is a great contribution to the for-

mation of tho Arthurian legend . His particular con-

tribution is the imagination which he brought to his 

task , and the way in which he seemed to move and live 

with the chara cturs of the legend, interpreti ng the i r 

emotion a nd passion with the dramatic dialogue he puts 

into their mouths . It i s in this way that he expands 

the bare narrative of his authority Geof frey, and pre­

decessor Wace , into a drama of life and thought and 

action. He lets his imagination play i n the occasion-

al compos ition of inciden~s for which there is no 

source in Wace . He a l s o conceives the s tory in a 

di ffer ent spirit f rom Wace . Layamon ' s Arthur is no 

(1) 

(2) 

The Cambrid~e Hist ory of English Literature , 
Vol. I , p . 65 . 

A History of English Litera ture , London, Dent, 
1937, p . 85 . 
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mediaeval knight, but a grim, stern, ferocious Saxon 

war rior . He is seldom seen through the softer light 

of Romance . Yet Layamon is our only source f or the 

charming story that elves bestowed good gifts on the 

infant Arthur in his cradle -- a tale that is Teutoni c 

in origin. (l) So, too, Layamon gives a truly Cel t ic 

a ccount of the ' Passing of Arthur ' : two fairy maidens 

bear the wounded king over the sea to be healed by 

Ar gante, Queen of Avalon . Added to these details, 

Layamon gives an important account of the establi shment 

of the Round Table, completer than that of Wace . He 

tells, namely, how Arthur had to suppress very sternly 

the unseemly and fatal brawls that arpse among his 

knights owing to questions of precedence at the boar d . 

Later a craftsman from Cornwall fashioned for him in 

f our weeks ' t i me a table whereat sixteen hundred and 

more men could sit down to meat. ( 2 ) . 

This short extract (quoted by Vinaver, Malory, 

p . 86) which is part of the description of the squabbles 

over precedenc6 at the board, may serve to show the 

natu re and quality of Layamon's vernacular verse: 

(1 ) 

y,a he3 e iborrn, 
y0ne mete beoren 
a6fne foro rihten, 
;,a to y an cnihten, 
l)a touward pan pae:inen, 
ji a t ouward p an ... swcinen, 

1,. a touward pan bermonnen 
for~ at p an borden. 

Layamon ' s Brut from Arthurian Chronicles, 
(Everyman)~ 177. 

( 2) Idem: pp. 209 to 211. 
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"l?a du3e~e waex~ iwraMed; 
'duntes per weorcn riue . 
Aerest pa lau0s heo weorpen 
p a while p a heo ilaeste, 
and pa bo1.len seoluerne 
mid wine iuuled; 
and s~oddcn ~a uustes 
uusden to sweoren. 

Layamon ' s wor~ shows his indebtedness -­

living as he did, close to the Welsh Border -- to cur-

rent native Welsh traditions of Arthur . Because of 

its Saxon nature the Brut never attained wide popularity, 

and it had little effect upon the growth of the cycle; 

nev~rtheless it remains a great literary achievement in 

the field of Arthurian Roillance . 

"Geoffrey, a clever combiner, a highly­
gifted narrator and scholar, born at a happy 
hour , gave the Arthurian legend a definite 
literary form, brought permanently together 
i ndependent elements of tradition, and con­
tributed enormously to the popularity of the 
cycle . Wace, the professional author, the 
scrupulous antiquarian and naive poet, care­
fully refined the material of Geoffrey, and 
dressed it in the French costume of courtly 
love . Layamon, the intense and imaginative 
English priest, transformed it by the Saxon 
spirit, and divesting it of courtly elegance, 
filled it with greater simplicity and force " . (1) 

This, with the early Latin chronicles of 

English clerks and historianss was the contribution of 

England to the evolution of the Arthurian legend up to 

this stage -- the beginning of the thirteenth century. 

From now on it was to be the Normans who would expand 

the tale and swell the list of characters , and trans­

figure them in the light of romance and the Norman 

courtly traditions, into the great chivalrous company 

of Knights- errant of the Round Table brotherhood. 

Later, towards the end of the fourteenth century, 

(1) Introduction to the above edition Arthurian 
Chronicles, pp . xv and xvi. 
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Englishmen would learn to write in their own vernacular19 

and produce the Middle English romances . 

We have glanced at the British migration to 

Armorica as a result of the pressure of Danish invasions 

and the consequent founding of •Lesser Britain ' on the 

soil of France. The Breton nation, in their develop-

ment , later came into contact, and had traffic 9 with 

their Norman neighbours who thus quite naturally became 

acquainted with the original Arthurian legend through 

the Breton oral and written traditions. (l) This 

matter the Normans adopted and used and transformed in 

their own way, and the result was the growth of an in­

dependent Arthurian tradition on the Continent . 

When the Provencal trouv~res (of whom Chretien 

de Troyes was one of the first) began to compose the 

romance tales which were to be the vehicle for the cult 

of the amour courtois, they seem to have decided that 

the mati~re de Bretagne wa s the fittest foundation on 

which to build their literature . 

Arthur of whom they had first learned from 

the old Armorican Breton traditions, and whose history 

had been now fully and romantically supplemented by 

Geoffrey of ~.fonmouth , was more fitted to be the centre 

of a cycle of romances suitable for reflecting the 

tene ts of courtly lov~ than Alexander , Charlemagne or 

any other great king of earlier times. The chevaliers 

banded around Arthur , and vowed to the performance of 

the teachings of chivalry, were most suited to serve as 

heroes for new romances in which the courtly ideals of 

(1) Very little of it has survived to present times 
i n Brittany. 
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the times could be best portrayed. 

With motifs supplied from old half- understood 

mythic matter of the newly conquered Celtic and Saxon 

tribes of England, and of the Franks themselves, as 

well as the legends of Rome , Greece and Byzantium, 

allied to their own invention, they composed many new 

tales to glorify their favourite knightly heroes . 

These heroes W6re such as the Anglo- Norman society of 

the early twelfth century could apprecia te and admire : 

men similar to themselves, who delighted in a fight, 

who were epitomes of gentility and courtliness, who 

had superhuman courage , an eager curiosity to follow 

quests and marvels, and who, withal, were gallant lovers 

of ladies . What Geoffrey lacked the trouv~res sup­

plied , and so they created an independent body of t a les, 

all , in t he last instance, centring upon Arthur ' s court . 

Many other old Breton 1ais, of non- Arthurian origin, 

ceased to have an independent existence, and were trans­

ferred bodily to the Arthurian cycle in expanded form 

as romances . 

The renewed acquaintance with the native 

British traditions in Britain after the Conquest, and 

the popularizing of the □atter by Geoffrey of Monmouth, 

and the refining of it by Wace, led to a natural in­

terest in; and further use of, this matter by the 

Norman poets of the courts of Henry II and his succes-

sors . So the Normans used the original matter with 

which they ha d now twice come into contact, as a basis 

for their own greatly expanded, and more literary ver­

sions and they became the exponents of the French lite­

rary exploitation of this ~ritish matter . They made 

it a court literature, and distilling from the original 
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matter all the coarser primitive elements and the more 

unintelligible Celtic mythologica l matter, they became 

in their turn the true shapers of the 'matiere de 

Bretagne . ' 

One more name of a story-teller in the devel­

opment of French Romance who contributed something, if 

not very much, to the Arthurian legend, is that of 

Marie of France 1 f amous for her Lais, of which a couple 

deal with Arthurian personages, and so deserve notice 

here for the sake of completeness . (l) 

Marie of France was born near Rouen and lived 

about the second half of the twelfth century or first 

part of the thirteenth, the unnamed "king" of her de­

dication being possibly Henry II of England (1154 -

1189) . Her Lais (dating from 1165 - 7), that all deal 

with the subject of Love entirely in the spirit of the 

amour courtois, were grGatly admir ed . Her sources 

were anci ent Breton l ays that, according to her own 

statement, she reshaped and polished. She also ex-

pounds and lauds the "courtly love" of mediaeval ro­

mance i n these poems, written in octo- syllabic couplets 

- - the favourite form for all the romantic tales of the 

period. 

In a collection of sixteen Lais( 2
) only two 

have an Arthurian background. These are The Lay of 

Sir Launfal and Chievrefueil (The Lay of the Honey-

suckle) . The theme of the first is that of the knight 

(1) 

( 2) 

Bruce, op . cit., Vol. I, pp . 175 to 182·. 

French Mediaeval Rcmances from the Lays of Marie 
de France : Translated by Eugene Mason, Everyman 
Edition, Dent , London, 1911. 
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who is loved by a fairy queen, and who successfull y 

withstands the advances of Queen Guenever herself, 

pleading his attachJnent to his supernatural mistress . 

Guenever appears in rather a poor light as a spiteful 

echo of Potiphar ' s wife, who complains however, not of 

physical shaming, but of the insult that Launfal 

claimed his lady as beine more beautiful even than her­

self. The lady finally appears a t Arthur ' s court in 

person and Launfal ' s claims are allowed by all to be 

correct . Noteworthy facts in this lay are that Arthur 

is represented as holding court at Caerleon- on- Usk; 

Gawain appears again as one of the chief knights; and 

finally, Launfal 1 s fairy lover carried him off with her 

to "an island , very dim, and very fair, known as Avalon" . 

The theme of this lai is important as it is that of t he 

11 fairy mistress" motif found in so many Celtic tales, 

for example that of Cuchulainn, and also Chretien' s 

Yvain. 

The Lay of the Honeysuckle is a short, slight 

lai dealing of the love of Tristan and Iseult , ~~d it 

te~ls how Tristan communicated with her by carving his 

name on a piece of hazel bark and placing it in her way . 

This is one incident of the long French Prose Tristan. 

Marie ' s lais which have been preserved are examples of 

a genre important in literary history as the fore ­

runners of the longer verse romances . Many incidents 

in later Arthurian Romance had their original source 

in these and other lost (Breton) lais dealing with ol d 

oral traditions of Arthur . And more than six hundred 

years after Marie lived her work inspired another minor 

poet whose small production is so precious of its kind 

that Francis T. Palgrave of the impeccable taste 
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included several of his songs in the Golden Treasury. 

He was A.W.E. 0 1 Shaughnessy (1844 - 1881), and he 

recast five of the tales of Marie in his Lays of France: 

they are, however, non- Arthurian. 

The names of the writers examined in this 

chapter do not complete the tale of those- who wrote 

Arthurian romance in prose or verse. Indeed with them 

the legend only became fairly launched as a subject for 

romance; they were the true and original shapers of 

the ' matiere de Bretagne ' . It is from the beginning 

of the thirteenth century and for the next two hundred 

years that the broad stream of Arthurian romance became 

a mighty flood that swept over Europe, breaking the 

banks of national frontiers . But these writers who 

have been treated above, and that wrote in the latter 

half of the twelfth century, were the originators of 

the romantic version of the early legend. Each con­

tributed his share to give shape and body to the bare 

bones of the original legend , and developed it, so that 

by the end of the twelfth century it embodied most of 

the themes which later romancers could only expand and 

elaborate. From Geoffrey to Chretien (with a modicum 

of the original Celtic myth -- the ultimate source - -) 

we have every essential for the vast edifice of romance 

created in the next two centuries. We have Arthur 

himself, firmly established as the exalted mediaeval 

monarch, whose brilliant court is the unsurpassed 

rallying point for the flower of Chivalry. Around his 

figure are collected the heroes of all the famous cycles 

of legends, each of independent origin but finally weld­

ed to the central legend . Merlin is there; the Grail 

legend has become identified with the Arthurian legend; 
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Tristan and Lancelot are among Arthur ' s peerless com­

panions of the Round Table . 

Not much more remained to be added 1 yet here 

was matter enough to engage for two hundred years the 

attention and the narrative and poetic gifts of the 

story- tellers of all nations, who now combined all the 

ageless motifs of al\ story- telling of all the Indo­

European races since story- telling began. The story 

of Tristan and Iseult exemplifies all of them. This 

great love-story, as well as the other 'branches ' of 

the composite Arthur legend, will be examined in sub­

sequent sections, when the later developments of all 

these themes that came to be collected around the cen­

tral theme will be more closely noted , with a view to 

assessing the work of Sir Thomas Malory , who gave unity 

to the vast, almost chaotic, body of mediaeval romance. 

With Geoffrey of Monmouth, however, and Wace 

and Layamon and Marie de France and Chretien de Troyes, 

we have all the original makers, the sources of all 

their successors . 
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CHAPT!ill VII : Chretien de Troyes and 
his successors. 

"Et so ben la lancio. 
et lo grada.le. 
De Merlin sRpirin trfl.otare 
quando face bane et male , 
comunque Artuso Al. temporalei 
la min materi~ e cutale 
che de senno Rbunda . 
So de ln T~uln Rotonda 
et Tri strut et d ' I sot a ln blondfl." . 

Ruggieri Apuliese . (1) 

OME, at least , of the mediaeval 

poets who turned their hand to 

the composition of love poetry, 

can lay claim to greatness in 

their particular field. Of 

these the greatest - and the 

most important for his contri-

bution to the evolution of the Arthurian cycle - is in­

dubitably Chretien de Troyes , 

Little is known of him. Possibly a herald-

at- arms, he lived and wrote in Champagne about the 

third quarter of the twelfth century under the patron­

age of the Countess Marie de Champagne, the daughter 

· of Queen Eleanor of Aquitaine (wife of Henry II). 

Like her famous mother, Marie of Champagne would have 

had a share in the introduction to courtly life of the 

Provencal ideals of courtesy and the service of women 

which were soon to become a cult of European society. 

It was at her court at Troyes that Chretien vn-ote the 

four romances which together form the most complete 

expression we possess from a single author , of the 

ideals of French Chivalry, namely, Erec et Enide , 

( 1) . 11 And I know well the Lance a nq the Grail . Of Mer­
lin I could tr0at, when he wrought good and evil, 
~s s oon a s Arthur stood in need; my matter is such 
th~t it abounds in wisdom. I know about the Round 
Table and Tristan· and Iseult the Fair11

• Quoted in 
E. G. Gardner: The Arthurian Legend in Italian 
Literature. 



- 165 -

Cligcs , kncelot (or Le ChevuliLr d& l a Charette) and 

Yvain (or Le Ch~valier au Lion) . (l) 

Chr~tion belong0d t o a g8ncrction of French 

poets who took over tho ~QSS c f Celtic folk- lore which 

they inpcrfcctly undorstood, and cadG of it what it had 

never been before -- the medium to carry thL chivalric 
I 

custocs and ideals of the upper class&s (for tho code 
I 

of Chivalry n&v0r t ou6hod thb lower order§) . 

11 He appears early to have chosen as his 
special field the stories of Celtic origin 
dealing with Arthur, the Round Table, and other 
features of Celtic folk- lore . Not only was he 
alive to the literary interest of this ma terial 
when rationalised to suit the taste of French 
readers; his is further the credit of having 
given to somewhat cr~de folk- lore that polish 
and eloquence which is peculiarly French, and 
which is inseparably associated with the Arthur­
ian l~gends in all modern literature .• • To 
Chretien, so far as we can see, is due the 
considerable honour of having constituted 
Arthur ' s court as a literary centre and rallying 
point for an i nnumerable company of knights and 
ladies engaged in a never- ending series of 
amorous adventures and dangerous quests . .... . 
( ~/hile) we should bear in mind that all his 
poems imply familiarity on the part of his 
readers with the heroes of the court of which 
he speaks, (and) one would suppose that other 
stories, told before his versions, were cur­
rent • . . • . (yet), if so ,· we do not possess 
these earlier versions, and for l ack of rivals 
Chretien may be hailed as an innovator in the 
current schools of poetry" . (2) 

And so , as we do not know what his sources 

were , we must give Chretien due credit for his origin­

a lity in creating much of the romance that surrounded 

the great figures around Arthur . He first gave us 

the Lancelot figure, and the account of the love of 

Lancelot and Quenever for each other, which later 

(1) Collected in Everyman volume, Eric and Enid , by 
Chretien de Troyes, Translated by W. W. Comfort, 
Dent, London, 1913. 

(2) W. W. Comfort: Introduction to Eric and Enid, 
pp . x and xi . 
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became one of the great central themes of the cycle -

the cardinal feature of the legend which Tennyson, 

among others, was later to elaborate and to represent 

as the cause for the decay and disruption of the Round 

Table fellowship. 

cessors. 

Chretien had a great influence on his sue­

Poets in his own land referred to him with 

reverence, and foreign poets complimented him by direct 

translation, and by embroidering upon the themes which 

he had made popular . The knights made famous by 

Chretien - - Lancelot, Tristan, P&rceval -- soon crossed 

the frontiers, and obtained rights of citizenship in 

Germany, Holland, Italy, Spain, Portugal, England and 

even Scandinavia. 

"Chretien' s originality, then, consists 
in his portrayal of the social ideal of the 
French aristocracy in the twelfth century. 
So far as we know he was the first to create 
in the vulgar tongues a vast court, where men 
and women lived in conformity with the rules 
of courtesy, where the truth was told, where 
generosity was open-handed, where the weak 
and the innocent were protected by men who 
dedicated themselves to the cult of honour and 
to the quest of a spotless reputation. Honour 
and love combined to engage the attention of 
this society; these were its r eligion in a 
far more real sense than was that of the 
Church" . (1) 

Chretien, as we see from his romances, does 

not concern himself much with Arthur . For him Arthur 

is the far- famed Christian sovereign who attracts to 

his illustrious court all those knights who aspire to 

fame and honour and the prestige and renown that attach 

to those who serve him. Chretien ' s use of Arthur ' s 

court as a centre of chivalry, with its attraction as 

(1) Comfort: loc cit. 
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a r allying point for courteous knights of whatever ex­

traction - a mer~ background, thus, for his romances 

is well illustrated in the romance of Cliges . This 

is merely tho story of the mutual passion of a married 

woman (Fenice) and her knightly lover Cliges, and their 

faithfulness through savere trials, to an eventual hap­

py union. But the hero of the first part of the story, 

a Byzantine prince namad Alexander, mu.st needs attach 

himself to Arthur's court to win his spurs there , and 

so, inevitably does his son Cligcs later . The chief 

interest of the story, however, lies in the second part 

dealing with tho love of Cliges and Fenice, and in this 

tale the Arthurian connection is of the slightest, and 

seems to bG very arbitrarily dragged in to connect Con­

stantinople and Englandt and to illustrate the wide re­

nown and drawing power of Arthur ' s court . 

In the romance of 1rec et Enide Chret.ien 

gives a list of the famous knights of the Round Table 

and it is here that we hear again, or for the first 

time, of knights like Gaw&in, Lancelot of the lak6, 

Yvain, Tristan, Kay , Lohot the son of Arthur , Bedevere 

and others, many of whom are themselves the heroes of 

other romance,;s. 

Besides Arthur himself, and his queen , 

Guenever, tho one figure from the Arthurian legend most 

familiar to modern readers is Lancelot . Unknown to 

Celtic Saga, he appears for the first time, like a star 

shot from nowhere, in the pages of Chretien. He is 

first mentioned in Erec et Enide, he is overcome by 

Cliges in a tournament in the romance of that name, and 

he is the central figure of an adventure of his own in 
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Le Chevalier de la Charette . 

The main theme of this tale is a variant of 

the ' abduction motif ' in which (}..lenever figures in so 

many tales . For, 11 sh~ was a lady", said the school­

girl , "who was very much subject to the misfortune of 

being run away with11
• A c<:rtain Cara doc of Llancarven 

gave in his Vita Gildae (circa middle twelfth century) 

t~e first version of this abduction story, the abductor, 

according to him, being one Melwas . In Chretien de 

Troyes the abductor is Mclyagant, who in Malory ' s pages 

becomes Sir Meliagrance, and the story is told in Bk. 

XIX, Chapt8rs I - IX. This abduction story is , of 

course, the old Celtic Mider - Etain- Angus, and Mider­

Etain- Eochaid myth, with its later echoes in the Arthur­

Modred strife f or Quenever in G~of frey of Monmouth , 

Malory and Tennyson. In tht t a les of Chretien Lancelot 

is a lready r epresented as enjoying Guenever ' s amatory 

favours . His tale t akbs its n&me from the incident 

when Lancelot, owing to t he slaying .o f his horse in a 

combat , is forced to accept such an undignified means 

of conveyance as a cart in his quest to champion Guene ­

ver . 

Erec et Enide is the story, of which Gereint 

the son of Erbin from the Mabinogion is the Welsh paral­

lel , which tells of Ger~int ' s sloth and neglect of 

knightly duties, his misunderstanding of his gentle 

wife ' s reproa ch of herself, hor patienc~ under almost 

unbear able tria ls, and G~r~int •s rehabilita tion. 

Tennyson has told the sam& story in Enid and Geraint 

and The Marriaga of Ger a int . The theme of this story -

that of th(. 11 po.ti0nt Grizelda 11 
- was a well- known and 



- 169 -

favourite one in mediaeval times . As Erec is the 

first of Chretien ' s works it is the oldest Arthurian 

roma nce to have survived in any language. 

Yvain is an episodic story of the hero ' s 

many adventures and also has its parallel in the Welsh 

story of ThG Lady of the Fountain, or Owain and Lunette . 

Chretien has also been credited with a l ost work on 

Tristan, (l) and he also wrote , as noted above, the first 

Grail romance i n Perceval le Gallois, or L6 Conte del 

Graal . In all the earliest Grail romances Perceval is 

the hero, who sets out on the quest that leads to the 

first sight of this mystic vessel . It is only l ater , 

in the French prose romances, that Galahad, the son of 

Lancelot, b~comes the hero of the Grail quest . Chre­

tien ' s romanc~ which is one of the earliest sources of 

this t a le is , according to Bruce ' s analysis( 2 ), a long 

r ambling t a le of many loosely connected episodes , and 

the wonderful adventures of two heroes, Perceval and 

Gawain. The tale is incomplete as Chretien left it; 

at the most int~resti og part, namely , Perceval ' s visit 

to the Grail Castle, the romancer ' s history stops (ended , 

probably, by his death) , so that we do not know how he 

(1) Chretien says , in the first f ew lines of Cliges, 
that "he who wrote of Erec and Enide 11 and many 
other books , also wrote "about King Mark and the 
fair Iseut ". 

In the concluding lines of his Parziva l Wolf­
ram von Eschenbach, who drew, a ccording to his own 
statement, from sources by an unknown writer Kyot , 
says that if Chretien ' s version of the Tristan 
story did not do justice to the tale that might 
anger Kyot , who had told it truly . 

"Ob von Troys meister Cristjan 
disem maere hat unreht get§n, 
daz mac wul ztirnen Kyot , 
der uns diu rehten maere enbot" . 

(2) Bruce, op. cit . , pp . 223 to 230. 
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intended to develop the theme . In the t ale are intro-

duced the wounded king (the ' Fisher King • ), who is the 

guardian of all the paraphernalia of the later Grail 

romances: the bleeding l ance, the Grail itself , and 

the silver plate (paten) . We shall return to the 

Grail Quest and the origin of the Holy Grail in the next 

chapter . 

Although Chretien is generally considered 

the greatest and most representative poet of the Amour 

Courtois , C.S. Lewis thinks he was not so originally or 

by intention. He says: -

11
• • • • • this poet is not wholly the pro­

duct of t he new conceptions . When he began 
to write he seems hardly to have a ccepted them . 
We muet conceive him as a poet of the same type 
with Dryden: one of those rare men of genius 
who can t rim their sails to every breeze of (l) 
novelty without forfeiting their poetic rank" . 

He was among the first to welcome Arthurian 

stories and to choose love as the central theme of a 

serious poem. He stemps upon men ' s minds indellibly 

the conception of Arthur ' s court as the home par oxcel-

l ence of true and noble love . But in Erec he violated 

all the rules of love and courtesy . I t was only in 

his Lancelot (Le Chevalier de la Charette) - of which 

he says that Marie requested him to write it, giving 

him both the 11mati~re 11 and the 11 san11 (the subject- mat ter 

and the manner of treatment ) - that he began to portr ay 

courtly love . 

"It is his fate to appear constantly 
in literary history as the specimen of a 
te:ndency . He ha.s deserved better. And the 
tragedy of the thing is that he himself was 

(1) The Allegory of LovG - pp . 23 and 24 . 
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never really subdued to that tendency . It 
is very doubtful whether he was ever dazzled 
by the tradition of romantic adultery. Tbere 
are protests in Clig~s which seem to come 
from th8 heart . • .• . I am probably not the 
first reader who has seen in the fantastic 
l abours which Lancelot undergoes at the bid­
ding of the Queen, a symbol of the poet' s own 
genius bent to t asks unworthy of it by the 
whim of a f asionable woman" . (1) 

Summing up Chr~tien de Troyes ' work Bruce 

says: -

"After all, however, his most memorable 
services to the great cause of poetry, per­
haps , were in stimuluting immeasurably the 
imagination of his contemporaries - for the 
vast forest of media~val Arthurian romance 
sprang mainly from the seeds of his sowing -­
and in enriching the whole poetic tradition 
of Europe with new and bGautiful themes on 
which greater men than him.self have exercised 
their genius, from the age immediately suc­
ceeding his own down to that of Tennyson and 
Wagner". (2 ) 

It is cer~ain tha~ beside Geoffrey of Mon­

mouth, Chretien de Troyes was the greatest single writer 

to help create the Arthurian romance . Apart from his 

own contribution h~ exercised a very great influence , 

and many known and unknown writers w<::;r1:; inspi.r·ed by his 

poems to ~xpand the Arthurian legend with a multiplicity 

of tales both in vers~ and in prose, ringing a ll the 

possible changes on the subjects and themes provided by 

the chivalric careers of all the great company of 

kni ghts of Arthur ' s court, and espbcially the paladins 

Lancelot, Gawain and Perceval. 

Especially after the two great cycles of 

French prose romances ware compiled in the first half 

(1) The Allegor y of Lovu, pp . 23 and 24 . 

(2) Evolution of Arthurian Romance, Vol. I, p. 122 . 
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of the thirteenth century the Arthurian story- material 

had grown into a vast mass of literature in at least 

s&ven European languages. ~o for example, the Vulgate 

Cycle of Prose Romances in French alone, as represented 

in Professor Oskar Sommer 's monumental edition in seven 

volumes(l), is a compilation that would almost tax a 

man ' s years of leisure, let alone his patience? to plod 

through . Yet this vast mass of literary matter~ as 

well as all the other prose and verse romances , that 

appeared from the beginning of the thirteenth century 

onward, conta ins hardl y one essential feature of the 

story that Chretien himself had not already supplied. 

The main branches of the consolidated legend 

as we have it to - day are (a) the history of Arthur 

himself; (b) the story of the Grail Quest; (c) the 

Lancelot and Guenever story. All the rest, with the 

exception of the minor branches of the Merlin and Tris­

tan histories, is mere repetition or expansion of the 

old themes . Quests and adventures of single knights 

are multiplied and duplica ted but the elaborations -

while adding bulk to the whole, and providing a measure 

of variety(?) - contribute little that is essentially 

new to the legend per se . And all the writers, and 

all the tales they wrote , found their immediate inspi~­

atinn and sources in broad outline in Chr~tien. 

In tracing the influence of the genial 

French romancer we see that he first gave shape to the 

legend of the Grail Quest in his Perceval le Gallois , 

while he also wrote a Tristan poem that has not sur-

vived. Contemporaneously with his poems appeared a 

(1) See Ch. X, p. 255 1 and Bibliography. 
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poem on Tristan written by the Anglo- Norman poet Thomas, 

about 1155 - 1170 , There also exist fragments of a 

French poem on the same subject by a poet of Normandy 

name d Beroul. 

In Germany Gottfried von Strassburg, too, 

wrote a Tristan (thirteenth century), and later a Mid-

dle - English Sir Tristrem appeared. All these Tristan 

poems, including Chretien ' s , were, accor ding to the con­

clusions of scholars, based on a- lost original (whose 

theme - like that of the Merlin history - i s purely 

British in origin) , and all, excepting Chretien's own 

poem, were inspired by the French romancer ' s version. 

The wide influence of Chretien outside France 

is further exemplified by the great number of romances 

tha t appeared in other l anguages . His poems directl y 

inspired, before the end of the twelfth century - be­

s ides the Tristan poems just mentioned - · the Lanzelat 

of Ulrich von Zatzikhoven, and about the same time, the 

Erec and Iwein of Hartmann von Aue, both of which were 

paraphrased from Chretien ' s romances of the same names . 

Then in the t hirteenth century came Gottfried von Strass­

burg ' s adaptation of Thomas ' Tristan, referred to above, 

Wolfram von Eschenbach ' s Parzival , which used the ver­

sions Wagner was to use seven hundred years later for 

his operas on these two themes, and Heinrich von dem 

TUrlein ' s Diu Crone , the latter both being Grai l roman­

ces . (l) There was i n this century also a Dutch 

(1) W.R. Schofield: English Literature from the Norman 
Conquest to Chaucer, London , Macmillan , l 93l, 
App . i, p . 462, gives the fo llowing chronological 
list of German romanc~ writers (not all Chretien 
imita tors) : -

(Footnot8 continued on next page) . 



- 174 -

Lanseloet , while Spain and Portugal also provided their 

own versions of the histories of these ' international ' 

heroes; which all prov~ the fascination that the Arthu-­

ian subjects of these tales held for the writers who 

knew and loved Chivalry a nd Knighthood, even though they 

had little nationa l or cultural affinity with the 

"Matier e d1:: BretagnE- 11 or with Britain ' s legendary king. 

On the wholE:: Chretien '-s supremacy during his 

lifetime deterred others who came soon after him from 

trying their hand in a genre that he had made his own. 

But from the closing yearG of the twelfth century and 

the first part of the thirteenth many more romances ap­

peared which continued the genre . So we find at this 

period the Li Biaus Descouneus (Le Bel Inconnu) by 

Renaud de Beaujeu on the same theme as the later Middle­

English Libeaus Desconus (a partial source of the tale 

of Gareth and Lynnette) . This motif of a handsome and 

gallant unknown who later proves his worth and puts to 

shame those who despised him, was a favourite one in 

mediaeval times, and of entirely independent origin, 

in time , however, this motif, like so many other inde­

pendent ones, became attached to the Arthurian back­

ground, and the hero of the adventure must necessarily 

(footnote continued from previous page) • . .. 

1170 - 80 
1192 - 1202 

C. 1195 
C. 1203 - 15 
C. 1215 
C. 1170 - 1230 

1190 - 1200 
1242 50 

C. 1300 

He omits: 

: 

Eilhart von Oberge: Tristan 
Hartmann von Aue : Erec and Iwaine . 
Ulrich von Zatzikhoven: Lanzelat. 
Wolfram von Eschenbach: Parzival . 
Gottfried von Strassburg: Tristan. 
Walther von der Vogelweide and 
the Minnesinger 
Nibel ungenlied. 
Ulrich von Tlirheim: Tristan. 
H0inrich von Freiberg: Tristan. 

1220 - Heinrich von dem TUrlein: 
Diu Krone (Crone) . 



become a knight in Arthur's train, as did Cliges. 

Similar in subject and treatment are works 

from the beginning of the thirteenth century of Raoul 

de Houdenc . Thirty- seven such romances followed, some 

of which are listed on page 180 below. 

It would be strange if England itself did 

not yield its own crop of versions of the romances. 

In time, indeed , English poe ts 7 too, began to contri­

bute their share to the devel opment and expansion of 

Arthurian romance, but Bruce points out clearly that 

the English romances came only in the period of decay 

of the European romances , so that they are , on the whole , 

of a higher standard than the continental poems of the 

same period , and yet reveal weaknesses too . 

For as long as French remained the official 

language of the ruling classes of England there was lit­

tle incentive to produce English versions of the French 

originals , and , 

"when a t last there was such an incentive 
in the decline of French in familiar use among 
the upper classes , these poems belonged to a 
past age and no longer represented , at least 
with such perfection, the spirit of contempora­
ry so c i e ty" . ( 1 ) 

This may account, in part, for the fact that 

the Middle - English romances on the whole are inferior -'7 

to the German production in the same genre which was 

coincident with the peak period of French Romance, 

namely, at the end of the thirteenth century. 

The last English Arthurian romances belong / 

(1) J.D. Bruce, op . cit . , Vol . I ., p. 125 . 
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t o t he conservative and backward North, where the feud­

al ideas and corresponding literary tastes were least 

changed. To this region belong the best of the English 

romances , namely the alliterative M.E. poem, Sir Gawai n 

and the Green Knight (middle fourteenth century) , which 

belongs to a period when the metrical romances on the 

continent were utterl y decadent . There were also two 

Morte Arthures - - the alliterative and the stanzaic , 

that have rather more than average merit . We shall 

return to these late English romances below. 

In English appeared also the alliterative 

Joseph of Arimathea (Midland dialect , about 1300) and 

Lovelich ' s Holy Grail (South Midland , about 1480) , both 

based on the French prose romances of the Vul gate Cycl e . 

The Art hur and Merlin (end thirteenth century) and 

Merlin (fifteenth century) are drawn from the old French 

prose Merlin. Besides these English Arthuri an romances 

in verse based on French romances in prose , there are 

also a numb~r of others based on French romances in 

verse and they are of a somewhat higher order: they 

are : - Sir Perceval of Galles , Libeaus Desconus , 

Yvain and Gawain, Aunters of Arthur, Sir Gawain and 

t he Green Knight and Golygrus and Gawain. 

It is while evolving thus, in the course of 

t wo hundred years during the thirteenth and fourteenth 

centuries that Arthurian romance came to acquire its 

complete form as a whole compendium of legends dealing, 

not only wit h Arthur himself , but also with other per ­

sonages such as Merlin , Lancelot and Tristan, each the 

central figure of other independent cycles of legends, 

and with other extran6ous themes such as the Quest of 
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the Holy Grail, also of independent origin from the 

Arthur legend. 

Before we can discuss the question of how 

the branches came to be welded together we must complete 

the examination of the romances and their development 

to the stage where they ceased to be a factor of impor­

tance in literature . 

The work of Chr~tien (in the Perceval or 

Grail Quest) was continued by some other writers who 

are successively (1) an anonymous writer known as 

Pseudo- Wauchicr, (2) Wauchier de Denain, (3) Manes­

sier, and (4) Gerbert de Montreuil . They all wrote 

at the end of the twelfth and beginning of the thi r -

teenth cent~ries . None of them contributed much to 

the construction and dev~lopment of the Grail theme; 

ind0ed, temperamentally and artistically they stood 

worlds apart from the mysti cism and spirituality of 

their subject , the quest of the sacred vessel . They 

expanded the volume of the work by many tens of thou­

sands of lines, but the episodes are , on the whole, not 

very novel . They add, how~ver, some motifs which were 

to recur in later romances, for example 

(1) that of a mysterious str anger with a head-

cutting challenge as in the English Sir Gawain and the 

Green Knight and 

(2) that of the various "chastity tests"~ - a 

very common theme . The ethical tone of many of the 

romances , and of these Perceval continuations, is not 

high, the heroes often interrupting their venture to 

dally awhile with the damsel, l ady or dame (mortal or 

fay) of the various castles where they sought shelter 
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overnight . The gallant Gawain was the greatest ' play-

boy ' of the romances in this respect . We are inevita-

bly led to the conclusion (strengthened by what we 

learn from the description3 of the usages and customs 

of the "courtly love") tha·t the standard of marital fi ­

delity was not very high in mediaeval times , on t he 

part of th8 ladies no more than of the knig~ts. So this 

preoccupation with the chastity of their womenfol k was 

a very r eal concern with most of the knights of romance . 

Apart f rom the marvels and fantastic elements 

with which the romances abound (giants, dwarfs , enchan~ 

ted castle~ , magic armour and weapons , spells and be ­

witchments) we can only conclude that literature then, 

as now, to a certain extent at least reflected the real 

social life of the times . The romance writers were , 

on the wh~l e , very cynica l in their attitude to the 

sanctity of marriage, and some of the amatory exploits 

of the chivalric heroes of romanc~ are indeed licenti­

ous to a degree, even when they are engaged on the 

Grail quest . (One of the prices, a l as , to be paid for 

an intensivG study of chivalry and knighthood in the 

literature of the Middle Ages is this discovery of the 

feet of clay possessed by the idols of romance . ) 

The "chastity test" is, then , one of the 

most frequently met motifs in these romances . In one 

case it is a mantle that tears asunder when placed on 

the shoulders of a faithless wife; in another a drink­

ing horn that cannot be emptied without spilling by the 

husband of the erring l ady;(l) in yet another it is a 

(1) Cf . Malory: Morte D' Arthur: Bok VIII, Ch . 34 . 
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harp that sounds discords at the approach of an un-

chaste girl . The only knight of Arthur ' s court who 

successfully undergoes all tests (either on his own 

account or that of his wife) is Caradoc . Arthur him-

self on occasion unwisely insisted on undergoing the 

tests , when Guenever was always greatly taxed to find 

ways of avoiding an undignified exposure . (l) 

After these Chretien continuations and the 

other romances that were directly inspired by the work 

of Chretien, we may for the sake of completeness brief­

ly mention some of the other verse romances with an 

Arthurian setting that appeared during the closing 

y~ars of the twelfth and throughout those of the thir­

teenth centuries, in order to indicate the great volume 

of the literature of this genre that was composed during 

this time . It serves to prove the attraction which 

this type of story had f or the story- tellers and readers 

of the time . Moreover these verse tales provided the 

materials from which were compiled the great cycles of 

prose romances that mark the next important stage in 

the development of the Arthurian Legend. In themselves 

they add few new features to our knowledge of the 

Arthur legend; they are for the greater part a dupli­

cation of marvellous quests by knights of Arthur ' s 

court and they introduce some new heroes and a wide 

range of motifs and themes that give a measure of va­

riety to tales that are ess entially very much the same 

in their main characteristics : the presentation o:f 

(1 ) On one occasi on when the queen had signally :fail­
ed to pass such a test Lancelot was so incensed 
that he became enraged at the sight of any mantle, 
and without warning attacked a knight who was 
a ccompanying a damsel wearing a mantle . 
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all the aspects of the "armour cou.rtois" and the exploit 

ation of well- worn adventures and stock episodes. 

They are the following: -

1 . Meraugis de Portlesguez . 

2 . La Vengeance de Raguidel; 

3. La Mule sanz Frain;(l) 

4. Le Chevalier a L ' Espee;( 2 ) 

5 . Yder; 

6 . Duromart ; 

7 . Li Chevaliers as Deus Espees;(J) 

8. Fergus; 

9 . Hunbaut; 

10 . Les Mervelles de Rigomer; 

11. Floriant et Floriete; 

12 . Li Atres Perillox;( 4 ) 

13. Claris et Laris; 

14 . Sane de Nausay; 

15. Escamor; 

16. Meliador; 

17 . Durmant le Galois . 

Some other romances that are non- Arthurian 

but are representative of the "Society" romances based 

on the theme of courtly love are : -

1 . Ille et Galeron (twelfth century); 

2. Ipomedon (twelfth century); 

3. Amadas et Ydoine (end twelfth century) ; 

(1) The Mule without a Bridle; 

(2) The Knight of the Sword; 

(3) The Knight of the two swords; a source of the 
t a le of Balin - :Malory 1 Bk. II. 

(4) The Perilous Churchyard . 
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4 . Flo.m.8nca ( early thirteenth century); 

5 . Guillaume de Palerne (early thirteenth century) 

6. Galerant (thirteenth century ) ; 

7 . Jehan et Blonde (thirteenth c8ntury); 

8 . Chatelain, de Couey (late thirteenth century); 

and others - see S . F . Barrow, 
The Mediaeval Society Romances . 

Thirty- seven such romances (that have bean 

preserved) followed Chr 6ticn, "and s o" , says Bruce, 

"the Arthurian Mediaeval Romance drags on into the four­

teenth century unti l i t expires with the Meliador of 

Froissart j_n the second half of the century" . Yet 

these by no means exhaust the list of mediaeval romances 

of chivalry, f or they are only the French romances . 

Most of them bad t heir Dutch, German, Spanish, Portu-

gu.ese and Italian versions . The ma jority are common-

pl a ce and t edious enough , but s ome a re really interest­

ing and have merit . 

For discussions and analyses of their con­

tents one must go to the indefatigable Bruce who ha s 

catalogued and summed them up, and written all there is 

to tell that i s known of them hereto as regards sources , 

date of composition, mutual interaction and influence 

-- thus doing students of Arthurian matter a ser vice of 

inestimable value . (l) 

Their chief i mportance lies in their repre­

sentation of the important parts played in the various 

epi s odes of the t a les by th~ three grea t pal adins, 

(1) And Mi ss Barrow (op . cit . ) gives short summaries 
of twenty- on\,,, more (mostly non- Arthurian) "s ociety" 
romances . 
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Perceval, Lancelo~ and Gawa~n. especially the latter. 

In many of them Kay is portrayed as a foil to the real-

ly worthy knights. He is a buffoonlike figure - the 

first to set out on every venture and quest, only to re­

turn discomfited or shamed, before having proceeded 

very far . In fact he is the butt of every romancer, 

a greater parody of a knight errant than the witless 
(1) 

old Manchegan windmill- stormer was ever intended to be . 

One important name of a writer that emerges 

from this jungle of Arthurian romances is that of 

Robert de Boron. A knight of Picardy, he lived in the 

greater part of the thirteenth century, and is famous 

for his two greatest works, his Joseph d ' Arimathea, and 

Merlin. The Joseph is famous as a source for the Holy 

Grail Legend, while Merlin provides the source of the 

' facts ' about the youth of Arthur . We shall return to 

Robert de Boron in discussihg the different parts of 

the composite Arthur leg8nd below. 

And so the Arthurian legend grew and develop­

ed and gathered its accretions of other independent ro­

mances till the complete , full and lengthy prose Arthur­

iad took shape from its component ' branches '. In 

other words, the separate romances were jointd together 

(1) It is notable that in Malory , too, Kay is at first 
a worthy knight who also "slays his hundreds" . 
As the romance proceeds he takes on his surly £ har­
acter and begins to be worsted in battle and 
tourney . Note in this connection Malory , Bk. I , 
Ch. xiv and xv , and Bk. III , Ch. iii and iv. In 
the seventh book dealing with the adventures of 
Beaumains (Gareth) we see the traditional Kay -
the ill- natured clown. 

In Malory ' s version of the Tristan story 
King Mark , too, is at first portrayed as a gentle, 
courtly and courageous king, but as in the cor­
rupt late form of his original, Malory later con­
sistently blackens his character, and makes him a 
vindictive craven. 
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to form a cyclic sequence, a sort of continuous and 

connected narrative . 

The magnetic figure and reputation of the 

'most Christian of Kings ' had such an attractive power 

for all heroes of independent legends and t a les of 

rom~nce that all the chivalrous tales eventl)ally ~b~~a.me 

grafted to the central stock, to form a vast growth 

with many ramifica tions covering the whole field of chiv­

alry and romance • . 

So , for example, just as the Holy Grail (it­

self the centre of an extensive body of tales and leg­

ends) was consider~d the most sacred object in the 

world, so its quest had eventually to become the supr eme 

task of the most noble, most virtuous, most courageous 

court in Christendom. The alliterative fifteenth cen­

tury Scots Golygrus and Gawayne even tells of a pilgri­

mage of Arthur to the Holy Land . 

By the middle of the thirteenth century the 

long metrical roman.c·es had .gro.-du.ally decl.ined in favour , 

and popular taste demanded rather prose romances . It 

was now, with the addition and welding together of so 

many collections of legends and their fusion in the 

prose cycles that the Arthurian legend acquired its 

five main 'branches ' . These in their completest form 

(chief source of Sir Thomas Malory ' s recension) are to 

be found in the French prose Vulgate or Walter Map 

Cycle . It is called the Vulga te because it soon became 

the most popular redaction of the romances in the Mid­

dle Ages, almost completely displ acing other versions . 

Its completion must have taken place during the years 

of the first quarter of the thirteenth century. It is 

\ 
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the original source for the greater part of Malory's 

Morte D1 Arthur and a manuscript copy of it must have 

been the "Fronnshe boke" among the various sources which 

provided the matter of his book. 

It is made up of the five great tales : ­

L'Estbire del Saint Graal, L ' Estoire de Merlin, Li 

Livres de Lancelot, La Queste del Saint Graal, and 

La Mort Artu. 

The name of Map is also given to the collec ­

tion because the MSS . regularly ascribe to him the last 

three branches of the cycle, although this view is re­

jected by most modern scholars and Map himself never 

claimed authorship . He lived about 1140 to 1210, was a 

Welsh clerk and one of the chief men of his age. He 

was Archdeacon of Oxford under Henry II, and the a~thor 

of the satirical De Nugis Curialum (The Courtier ' s 

Triflings) . He would therefore not be the same Walter, 

Archdeacon of Oxford who gave Geoffrey of Monmouth his 

1Britannici sermonis vetustissimus liber '. 

The Vulgate Prose Cycle was not composed on a 

preconceived plan by one writer or even a group of wri -

ters working together . It grew rather spontaneously 

in the way that other mediaeval cycles grew -- by writ­

ers attaching their own inventions to those of their 

predecessors: simply annexing what was already there 

and expanding it according to their own fancy, the 

expanded version of one writer in time being adapted 

and expanded by other writers, so that there was a nat ­

ural growth of the lit0rary snowball dep~nd~nt only on 

the number of tale- tellers and the extent and virtuosity 

of their inventive powers . 
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So, for example, such a popular story as that 

of Lancelot grew in this way into an incredibly vast 

compilation which retained a perennial interest, the 

longer it grew, for mediaeval story- tellers and their 

audiences . The plan of construction of these long 

romances is simple and lends itself to interminable ex­

tending. A couple of knights start on a quest from 

Arthur ' s court . At some time or other they become sep-

arated , or one wanders off on another quest . His com­

panion turns off from the main quest in order to seek 

the straye<l one, and meets many other marvellous adven­

tures, each of which leads to further quests . Their 

paths recross, perhaps without their r ecognizing each 

other, and fresh episodes follow, either companion 

being very easily lured away on another adventure. And 

so these quests link and interweave until after a long 

passage of time and by devious ways they are brought 

together to complete the original quest -- provided 

that the romance writer has not in the mean time for­

gotten what it was the companions set out to do, or sim­

ply groYm tired of the story and allowed it to take an 

entirely different course . The usual ingredients are 

fights between knights who challenge ea ch other on 

sight, damsels in distress who have to be succoured or 

freed from oppression or •evil customs', enchanted cas­

tles , spells which are cast on the hero of the tale, 

monsters to be destroyed, the valorous deeds generally 

accomplished in honour of the amie and so on, over and 

over again, as long as the romancer cares to continue . 

An example of such a marathon tale is that of 

Chr~tien ' s Grail story the Perceval le Gallois with its 

continuations . Chretien himself wrote upward of 
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40,000 lines and brought the story to its most interest­

ing point, where it stopped, owing to his death. (The 

author ' s demise was about the only thing that could put 

a fairly conclusive stop to a typi cal mediaeval romance: 

The work of the first continuator , Pseudo- Wauchier , 

extends through 21,916 lines, that of his successor 

Wauchier de Denain through 34,934s while Manessier ad­

ded 10,445 and Gerbert a further 15 , 000 - a total of 

122 , 000 lines . Yet the Lancelot is even longer. Com-

pared to these romances a four- volume eighteenth centu­

ry novel is a mere pamphlet . 

The European Arthurian Romance per iod may 

be saifr to have come to a close about the end of the 

fourteenth century , when the great stream of tales grad­

ually· began to dry up as interest and inspiratio~ be ­

gan to show signs of exhaustion. 

With the decay and passing of feudalism and 

the kind of chivalric life which the mediaeval romances 

had to a certain extent reflectedv the tas~e for these 

stories , which now r epresented a past era, also de ­

clined and other kinds of literary productions were 

being read . 

The Renaissance provided so many other liter­

ary genres and such a wide selection of subjects and 

themes and wider fields of study that taste swung away 

from the old stories which now seemed very r emote, 

childish and na!ve . The invention of printing had al­

so made possible the unlimited duplication of books, 

which made possible a wider circulation among a circl e 

of reader s who did not have any interes t in the matters 

which had interested the select courtly circles amongst 
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whom the manuscript romances had circulated. 

The Renaissance, too, brought with it a 

healthy breeze of rationalism which blew away the clouds 

of ignorance, superstitution,fantasy and romantic won­

der of the middle ages . Such new and effective weap­

ons as were provided by even the primitive bombards of 

the early Gunpowder Age dispelled the myth of the in­

vincibility of the cumbersome steel- encased champions 

of Arthurian vintage and of their massive castles and 

keeps . Writing in the second half of the fourteenth 

century Jean Froissart chroniclas for us the events of 

the G~tterd~mmerung of chivalry. With the end of the 

Hundred Years ' War in the middle of the fifteenth cen­

tury one epoch died and ano ther was born. 

Nevertheless for a long while yet the old 

romances r6tained an old- world flavour and charm.'for 

readers who were only a generation or two removed from 

times whose literature still partly reflected the spir­

it of their own time. 

The peak period of European, and especially 

French, mediaeval romance stretched from the middle to 

the end of the thirteenth century, and romance culmi­

nated in the composition of the great prose cycles, 

which fell in this period. By the middle of the four­

teenth century, at the time Froissart wrote his Chroni-

oles, romance was beginning to decay . But contempora-

ry with - beginning, in fact, soon after , and under the 

influence of 5 Chretien - and continuing for a century 

or so more after, the French romance period, we find a 

steady stream of romance s appearing in the other Euro­

pean languages, mostly translations and adaptations of 
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the French metrical and prose romances. Together they 

provide a mass of Arthurian stories equal in bulk, at 

least, to the French production. We cannot pause to 

linger over these however: they have been more than 

adequately listed and discussed by Bruce , and our chief 

interest and main concern i s with the development of 

the legend in England . 

~ The English production was naturally (as we 

/ have noted on pp . 175 and 176 above) somewhat later 

than the French, and dates from about the end of the 

thirt~enth c entury beginning with the Midland English 

Sir Tristrem, to the last of the English metric~l ro­

mances, the Scots Lancelot of the Laik, that must have 

appeared about the time Caxton was printing Malory ' s 

Morte D' Arthur . 

These English metrical romances had been pre­

ceded , in the first decades of the thirteenth century, 

by the English metrical chronicles on the pattern of 

Geoffrey (in Latin) and his successor Wace (in French), 

the chief of these being Layamon's Brut, which we have 

noted fully above (pp.154 - 157). Of the later English 

metrica l romances by far the best, not only in English 

but in all the territory of mediaeval romance in all 

the European countries, is the Gawain and the Green 

Knight (Lancashire dialect, c. 1400) . 

Both of the themes treated in this t ale , 

namely , the temptation of Gawain by the lady of the 

Green Knight, and especially the motif of the Beheading 

Game, are Celtic in origin. (l) This story of a 

(1) J.R.R . Tolkien and E.V. Gordon: Sir Gawain and the 
Green Knight, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1936. In­
troduction, p . xii and J . D. Bruce, op . cit., Vol . I 
p . 88. 
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beheading challenge is found in the Livres de Car adoc, 

which is an interpolation in the first continuation of 

Chretien's Perceval, a nd tells the attractive legend 

con.meted with Caradoc ' s winning of his peerlessly 

faithful wif6 Guinor, the only lady in Arthur ' s court 

that could stand the chastity test of the Mantle (see 

page 179 above), 

Apart from Gawqin and the Green Knight the 

two most important and best of the later English pro­

ductions are the alliterative MortG Arthure and the 

stanzaic Le Morte Arthur . Of the two the first (mid-

dle fourteenth century) , which is often assigned to ·the 

Scottish knight Huchown (although the colophon attri­

butes it to Robert of Thornton(l)) , is really a chroni ­

cle in verse of the Bru! type. Its princip~ interest 

is pseudo- historical; it is almost wholly taken up 

with the continental wars of Artaur and his final con-

flict with Modr ed. Its spirit is nearer that of the 

chansons de geste ~r pc9ms of th~ Charlemagne cycle . 

As the poet wishes to givr; an air of historical truth 

to his narrative he discards the fantastic elements of 

the Arthur s~o~y, and so 1 for example, in his account 

of the last great battle, describes how Arthur dies of 

his wounds and is buried at Glastonbury (again confused 

or associated with Avallon) , ignoring Layamon's poetic 

account of the 'exitus dubius• . 

strength. 

The tale is vigorously told, with a rugged 

As in Layamon, Arthur appear s again as the 

(1) Morte Arthur . Two E~rly English Romances London, 
Dent, 1936 , p . 93 . 

Brik Bjorlanan: Mor·ce Arthuru - Alt- und- Mitteleng­
lisch~ Texte - L. Morsbach und F. 
IIolthausen, H~idelberg & New York, 
1915. 
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fierce British warrior , rather than the polished knight 

and king of French r omance . Note how his anger is de -

scribed at the opening of the story when he has heard 

thG ambassadors from the emperor Lucius of Rome demand­

ing Arthur ' s homagG : -

"The kynge blyschit on the 
"Pat full brymly for breth 
keste colours as kynge 
Luked as a lyon and on 

beryn with his brode eghen . 
brynte as the gledys; 

with crouell l ates , 
his lyppe bytes . 

The king looked upon the man with his 
keen eye that fiercely burned with wrath like 
a blazing coal and cast flashes as he with 
angr~ gestures glared like a lion and bit his 
lips" . (1) 

Yet immvdiately after, when an appeal has 

been made to his knightly honour and hospitality, we 

see thb generous Arthur ~,e like to see : -

"Take kepe to thoos lordez , 
To styghtyll 1a ster yn m0n , as theire statte askys, 
That they bee herberde in haste in thoos heghe chambres , 
Sythin sittandly in sale seruyde theraftyr, 
That they fynd na fawte of fud& to thiere horsez, 
Nowthire (of) weyn , ne waxc, ne wclthe in -pis erthe; 
Spare for no spycery~, bot spende what pe 'lykys, 
That ther~ be largesce on lofte , and no lake founden! 
If-pou my wyrschipe wayte, wy 1 be my trouthe, 
you sall haue gersoms full grett, y a t gayne sall ye 

euere ! 

He commanded Sir Cayous (Kay) "take 
charge of these lords -- dispose of those 
valiant men as their estate required, so 
that they might speedily be lodged in those 
high chambers and afterwards served in the 
dining hall as was meet: see that there was 
no lack of fodder for their horses -- nor 
wine , nor honey, nor any luxury on this earth: 
spare nothing for an:y delicacy, but spend 
what thou likest, that there may be largesse 
aloft and nothing wanting. If thou lookest 
to my honour why then, by my troth, thou shalt 
have reward full great that shall avail thee 
for ever"'. (2) 

(1) Mort e Arthure , Ev~ryman edition, cited footnote 
pr~vious pag0, p . 3. Text , 11. 116 - 119 . 

(2) Idem, p . 4. Text , 11. 155 - 165 . 
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There are descriptions of banquets that are 

truly on a royal scalG(l); details of gory fighting a r e 

described with the gusto and delight of a connoi sseur: 

there is hacking and hewing so that limbs a r e shorn off 

and blood flows in rivers while weapons are shivered by 

the fierce blows dealt . ( 2 ) This is virile fighting, 

to1 d of in a compressed manner that holds the interest 

much more than tho gossipy French romances which linger 

lovingly over tedious and minut6 details . 

There is great dr amatic effect in the origi n­

a lity of the unknown poet in making Modred mourn over 

the death of Gawain of which he himself is the cause : -

' "Thi s was sir Gawain the gude, ye gladdeste of othire 
And the graciouscst8 gome, that vndire God lyffede, 
Mane har dyeste of handb, happyeste in armes 
And ye hondeste in hawle vndire heuen riche; 
ye lordl yeste of ledynge , qwylls he lyffe myghte , 
Fore he was lyono allossede in londes inewe; 
Had thow knawen hym, s ir Kynge, in kythe thare he lengede 
His konynge, his knyghthode, his kyndly werkes , 
His doyng, his doughtynesse, bis dedis of armes , 
Thou wolde hafe dolG for his dede ye dayes of thy l yfe ! " 
3it _pat traytour alls tit~ teris Iete he falle , 
Turnes hym furthe tite, and t a lkes no more, 
Went wepand awaye, and weries the stowndys 
J at euer his werdes ware wroghte, sich v:andrethe to ( 3) 

wyrke: ' 

(l) "Fl esch fluriste of fermyson with frumentee nobl e , 
Therto wylde to wale and wynlyche bryddes, 
Pacokes and plouers in platers of golde, 
Pygges of porke- despyne, J7at pasturede neuer; 

(Porcupines tha t had not been weaned) 
Sythen herons in hedoyne, hyled full faire; 
Grett swannes full swythe •. . . .. .. . · . .. . . and . .• 
Turkey tarts, delicious gumbalds delightful to eat ; 
Wil dboars ' shoulders and s l iced flesh; geese and 
bi tt.erns in dishes filled with pastry; young hawks 
dressed in broad, cranes, curlews, rabbits beauti­
fully browned in sauce; pheasants - and then the 
wines: Cl aret, Cretun, 0say, Algarde , Rhenish and 
Rochell .•.. . ... 11 (11 . 180 - 205) . 

(2) Morte Arthure : Everyman edition, pp. 89 , 91. 

(3) Morte Arthure: 11. 3876 - 3889 . 
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But however much we should like to linger 

over the good things i n the a l liter ati ve Morte we must 

hasten the t a le and glanc~ at the stanzaic poem. 

The stanzaic Le Morte Arthur i s a metrical 

romance based on t he French prose romance La Mort Artu. 

(We have noted ~bove, page 183 , how by about 1350 t he 

metrical romances were supers eded by the grea t prose 

compilati ons . For thi s reason that the unknown :English 

poet based his poem on one of the currently popular 

prose tales . ) 

It is a poem of much naive charm, and recounts 

the mournful and moving t ale of the Maid of Ascalot who 

dies for love of Lancelot ; it tells further of the 

course of Lancelot ' s love for t he queen, the hi s tory of 

Mod.red ' s treason , and Arthur ' s final battle . It is 

written in Midland dialect and dates f rom the latter 

part of t he fou.:rteenth century. It contains 482 s t an-

zas, ea ch of eight lines, rhyming alternately. It is 

most probable that Malory used it as a source for Books 

XVIII , XX and XXI of the Morte D' J'xthur. 

The l anguage of the poem is such that any mod­

ern reader who can r ead and enjoy his Chaucer will have 

little difficulty in reading the r omance with ease and 

apprecia tion: comp~re the extra ct from the passage des­

cribing Lancelot ' s l eave- taking of Elaine , Tennyson ' s 

"Lily Maid of Astolat" : -

•·By that was l auncelot hole and fere, 
Buskis hym, and makis a lle yare, 

, his leue hathe he taken there , 
The mayden wepte for sorrow and ca re; 
' Sir, yi f that your-e willi s were , 
Sithe I of the ne oay haue mare, 
Som thinge ye would bc- leue m6 here 
To loke on , whan me longith sare '. 
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"launcelot spaku wyth hertc fre 
For to comforte that ladye hende, 
1Myne armurc shall6 I leue wyth the .......... .... ...... .... 
For herE: I may no lenger lende ... • 1 11 (1) 

In spite of som;; weaknesses, as in the matt er 

of rhyme, and the over- us(;; of cliches and 11poetic 11 ex­

pressions, thG poet t~lls his story .vi th an 0ase and di­

rectn8ss that is almost ballad- like . 

"Although he lacks the vigour of imagina­
tion, the intenoity cf fe&ling and the ori gin­
ality_ in description that the poet of the 
Morte Arthure possessed, he manifests real power 
as an easy and agreeable story- teller, who by the 
quiet , even beauty of his poem, which comes like 
the gentle peal of a bell after the rush and 
force of the vigorous lines of the Morte .Arthure, 
cannot fail to please . The charm of hi s simple 
narration of a story singularly appealing to the 
human nat ure of all periods, i s altogether unlike 
the courtly tone of the diffuse French prose ro­
mances among which he found his sources, and is 
due without question to his own ability as a 
raconteur" . (2) 

Although in the French prose Mort Artu of the Vulgate 

Cycle i t was a knight Gifflet who was sent by Arthur to 

return Excalibur to the bosom of the lake, in this poem 

the well- known scene is enactad by Bedevere, as in 

Malory and l ater vers ions . 

(1) 

(2) 

(3) 

'"What saw thow there?" than sayd the kynge, 
"Telle me now , Jriff thow can; 11 

"Sertes syr , " he sayd, nnothynge 
But watres depe, and wawes wanne . " 
"A, now thou haste broke my byddynge 
Why has thou do so , thow false man? 
A- nether bode thou muste be brynge . " ( 3 ) 
'..L'hanne caro f fully the knyeht forthe ranne 1 

• 

Lt: Ifortt.. J..rthur : stanza 27 . Cf. Tennyson: Lc1.nce ­
lot G.nd Ela ine . 

Morte Arthure : I ntroduction by Lucy Allen Paton, 
pp . xv and xvi . 

Lv M.ort 1..: Arthur: st nza 419 . 
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Note where Malory got his: ''Sir"t he said, "I sav-1 no­

thing but the waters wappe and the waves wanne", ( l ) 

which Tennyson turned into : -

"And answer made the bold Sir Bedivere : 
' I heard the water lapping on the crag, (2 ) 
And the long ripple washing in the reeds". 

The poet tells how, after Bedevere had final­

ly consigned the sword to the lake as Arthur had bidden, 

the king was borne away in the boat full of ladies. 

But the poet rationalizes the story and tells how the 

corpse was brought that night to be interred in the 

chapel , a version that Malory follows exactly(J) , al­

though he digresses to explain thut there is no certain­

ty that Arthur was really dead . 

"Thus of Arthur I find never more written 
in books that be authorised , nor more of the 
very certainty of his death heard I never, but 
thus was he led away in a ship wherein were 
three queens .•• Yet some men say in many parts 
of England that King Arthur is not dead, but 
had by the will of our Lord Jesu into another 
place ; and men say that he shall come again, 
and he shall win the holy cross . I will not 
say it shall be so , but rather I will say, here 
in this world he changed his life ... " . (4) 

The good Sir Thomas Malleor&, moralist and 

rea list though he was , and impatient of the fan­

tastic wonders of some of his French sources, had 

enough of the spice of romance in him to cherish the 

regretful wish that such might really be the poetic 

end of his hero Arthur , and not th~ finality of prosaic 

death in battle as of any ordinary mort al; and we, too, 

(1) Morte D' Arthur , Bk. XXI , Ch . v . 

(2) Tennyson: The Passing of Arthur . 

(3) Morte D' Arthur, Bk. XXI , Ch. vi. 

(4) Idem, loc . cit . 
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would wish our logic and ~ism to remain a littl e in 

abeyance, with that 11willing suspension of disbelief11 

and pay tribute to the same belief in the immortality 

of Arthur . 

It says much for the intrinsic worth of this 

stanzaic M.orte Arthur that Malory with all th& wealth 

of mediaeval romance before him should have chosen to 

fo l low its version for the later passages of his Morte 

D' Arthur . 

Rather more alien in language is the late 

fifteenth century Scots Lancelot of the Laik , which 

paraphrases one episod~ from the early twelfth century 

pr ose Lancelot del Lac . It is interesting as being 

the last in date of all the metrical romances composed 

in Great Britain. The bard, in making choice of a 

subject, decided to write about Lancelot : -

"Thane in my thocht roll ing to and fro 
Quhare that I myhct sum wnkouth mater fynde, 
Quhill at ye last it fell in to my mynd 
Of o story , that I befor had sene, 
Tha t boith of loue and armys can conten, 
Was of o knycht clepit Lancelot of ye laik, 
The sone of Bane was , king of albanak; 
Of quhois f ame and worschipful dedis (l) 
Clerkis in to diuerss bukis redis . , . .. " . 

As the production and circulation of the ro ­

mances decl ined in t i me the various Arthurian stories 

(1 ) I n ~hi e poem Gu0never is known, as commonly in 
Scottish tradit ions, as Wanore (Gaynor) . 

From 11. 209 - 294 he mentions fifteen ad­
v~ntures of Lancelot which he will not tell, and 
goes on to recount one of the less interesting 
Arthurian stories "of the wars between Arthur and 
Galiot wherein Lancelot won renown by his defence 
of Arthur and at last made peace between the two 
princes . I shall also tell how Venus rewarded 
him" . 

It is a loose paraphrase of part of the 
French Prose romance of Lancelot del Lac . 
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lived on in chap- books and the ballads which were slow­

ly gaining a circle of readers and ever- growing popular­

ity among the humbler ranks of society whose interest 

could only be held by simpler tales more s imply told . 

That there was a great number of suoh ballads which re­

mained current for centuries is proved by the snatches 

and stray references in the lighter songs of Shake -

s peare ' s plays , And in a later age , v,hen the dawn of 

the l ater Romantic movement was to bring about a re­

newed interest in these old things, ano ther man, who 

in his own way had inherited the pass ion and nostalgia 

of al l true Romantics~ resuscitated the ballads and 

regilded the frayed and faded golden thread of Arthu­

rian tradition which sti ll ran unbroken through the 

warp and woof of the rich cloth of English literature 

-- but we shall discuss Bishop Percy in his place below. 

And while thes~ last remnants of Arthurian 

mediaeval romance were still being composed and read 

and enjoyed in England the first great English poet was 

writing and helping to create the modern English l a n- -

guage . 

I n these clo s i ng years of the fourteenth cen­

tury Chaucer, "The Father of English Poetry", as Dryden 

called him, brought to bear all his unparalleled gifts 

in the art of telling a stor y i n verse . And a Roman-

ticist who gave us some of the most romantic of classic 

tales , yet he found no inspiration in the romantic 

matter of his own native land. 

"It might have been expected that the 
a dapter of knightly stories like Palamon 
and Arcite or Troilus and Cressida woul d above 
all be attracted to the prerogative romances 
of chiva lry. Nor , certainly, would the poet 
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of the Canterbur1 Tales have wanted the re­
quired capacity ~or compilation, combinati on, 
and arrangement . But England was never the 
chosen home of chivalry 1 and always showed a 
certain callousness to many of the ruling 
principles of the Middle Ages; and Chaucer, 
the first grGat poet of the England that we 
know, was a humorist, a man of affairs, a 
citizen of the world, a foe of falsetto extra­
vagance . Nor was his time, a time of par­
liaments and Lollard~y and of the Renaissance 
dawn, specially apt to stimulate the stagnant 
mediaevalism of his country- men or himsGlf". (1) 

Professor George Saintsbui"'y surmises ( 2 ) that 

Chaucer may have considered handling Arthurian matter, 

to judge from the Knights ' Tale, but after some hesita­

tion wisely decided against treat in~: this matter in the 

manner of his Troilus and Cressida. 

H& wrote only one essay in Arthurian matter , 

namely in the Wife of Bath ' s Talet which handles the 

same theme as the ballad of Sir Gawain's marriage . But 

beyond putting the events of the tale in King Arthur ' s 

daya Chaucer does not connect it with the matiere de 

Bretagne , and, in conformity with his character he tell s 

the tale in a cynical and puckish way. The chivalrous 

romance proper he treats with ridicule, and cleverly 

parodies its style in his burlesque fragment of Sir 

Thopas . By the time he comes, in the ' Second Fit ' , 

and after some thirty- two sT-anzas to this: -

"Hym self drank water of the well, 
As did the knyght sire Percyvell, 
So worthy under wede; 
Til on a day . .... !I •••• •• ••• • • •• 

no wonder the good host had to protest : -

(1) Maccallum, op. cit., p . 87. 

(2) Cambridge History 0f English Literature I, P . 174 , 
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"Na moore of this, for Geddes dignitee 

Min eres aken of thy drasty speche 

This may well be rym dogerel 11
• (1) 

Although he can in passing pay a slight compliment to 

an Arthurian knight in the reference to 11 Gawayn with 

his olde curteisy_" ( 2 ), Chaucer speaks contemptuously of 

"The book of Launcelot de Lake 
That wommen holde in ful greet reverence 11

, (
3 ) 

for, so he implies, men will have none of it . 

And yet Chaucer may vvell be counted one of 

England ' s first poets of Chivalry , the chivalry, that 

is, of his own time - the latter part of the fourteenth 

century, as in the Knights ' Tale of Palamon and Arcite, 

the squire ' s uncompletec tale, and the Breton Lay of 

the Franklin. (4) 

The task of unifying, systematizing and re­

telling the romances and lifting romance in England out 

of the doldrums into which it had drifted, was to wait 

for nearly a century after Chaucer, and then the medium 

was not verse, but the infant English prose which in 

this single volume was to find its feet and make its 

(1) 

(2) 

(3) 

(4) 

Tale of Sir Thopas, 1. 195 f . f. 

Squire ' s Tale, 1 . 95. 

Nun ' s Priest ' s Tale, 1 . 392. 
The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, Globe Edi tion, 

Macmillan & Co . , London, 1932. 

Cf . W.H. Schofield: Chivalry in English Litera­
ture; Chaucer, Malory, Spenser and Shakespeare . 
Irarvard Studios in Com arative Literature II , 
arvar niversi y Press, , w ic espi e 

bright parts, is to my mind rather a dull and 
laboured book - th~ part which, ne,turally, 
yielded the most pleasing matter being that 
dealing with Malory . 
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debut in a work as near the standard of epic , as the 

matiere de Bretagne was ever to attain in the land of 

its origin - Malory ' s Morte D1 Arthur . 
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CHAPTER VIII : Excursus: The Branches of 
. the Legend. 

"Esclargiz est 11 vespres et li jursi 
Contra l ' soleil reluisent cil adubi 
Osbert e helme i getent grand flambur, 
E cil escut ki bien aunt peint a flurs, 
E cil espiet , cil oret gonfanun." 

Chanson de Roland. (l) 

f is kyng lay at Camylot vpon Kryst:r.asse 
With mony luflych lorde , ledeJ of pe best , 
. . . . . . 

E er tournayed tulkes by tyme? fUl mony , 
Justed f'ul jolilia Jise gentyle kni~tes, 

sy,;,en kayred to ye court caroles to make . 

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight . 

E must pause here to examine 

some features of the five bran­

ches that became fused into the 

complete prose Arthur legend , 

namely: 

(a) The career of Arthur , 

(b) The history of Merlin , 

(c) The quest of the Holy 
Gr a il, 

( d) Lancelot, and ( e) Tristan. 

The titles of these romances do not exactly re­

flect their contents , for the various stories interweave , 

and some details of one may provide the origin of certain 

features in another. Thus, for instance , it is in the 

Robert de Boron version of the Merlin story that we get 

certain ' details ' of the enfances of Arthur , and the cir­

cumstances that surround his accession to the throne of 

Britain, that are not to be found in the original leg­

ends dealing entirely with his own history, nor even in 

(1) "The day has cleared up/ The arms shine in the 
sun/ Hauberk and helm throw forth bright flames/ 
And the shields finely painted with flowers/ And 
the spears and the golden banners. " 
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The ' history' of Geoffrey of Monmouth. So , too, it is 

difficult to decide in which order to disc~ss the vari­

ous branches in order to get the chronological sequence 

of events. Actually the story should begin with the 

origins of the Holy Grail, (L ' Estoire del Saint Graal) 

which date from long before the time that Arthur ruled; 

the Quest itself deals with events during Arthur ' s rule ; 

the Mort Artu tells of the closing years of his reign, 

while the otory of his birth and early years is to be 

found in the history of Merlin. 

To take first Arthur himself : 

A. THE LIFE AND DEATH OF ARTHUR (MORT ARTU ). 

We have noted incidentally - in tracing the evolution 

of the Arthurian legend in the preceding pages - how the 

tale of Arthur originated in the legends from a misty 

past of the prowess of a grea t Welsh or , at any rate, 

Celtic war leader , and developed almost inevitably in 

the hands of chroniclers and romancers into the roman­

tic stor y of the Arthur who became the personification 

of all courage and chivalry. By the fourteenth centu­

ry Arthur had become the centre and r allying point of 

a great and chivalrous court . In the pages of Geof­

frey of Monmouth he had had his fair share of quests 

and knightly exploits and had now come to rest on his 

laurels as the doyen of knights . He no longer needs 

to do deeds of knight- errantry and only holds court to 

inspire his knights and to see marvels performed by 

them or others . More and more he is overshadowed by 

his illustrious followers who, each in turn, impersonate 

one or the other of the knightly virtues and attainments . 

The Mort Artu tells of the l ater years of his reign 
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when the plotting of Modred , leading up to his open re­

bellion, and the tragic break-up of the Round Table -

due partly to the departure and disappearance of the 

knights on the will- 0 1 -the-wisp Grail Quest , and partly 

to the decay of virtue and faithfulness as portrayed in 

the guilty love of Lancelot and the Queen - all work 

together to bring the long and glorious reign to a dis­

mal end. Through the narve story- telling of those 

early romancers who were concerned chiefly with the 

outward and visible action of their tale, and who could 

have had very little glimmeri ngs of psychological con­

flicts we yet s~e an intimation of awareness of the 

tragic necessity of Arthur ' s sunset in the Arthur­

Modred strife, due to the sin of Arthur (committed in 

ignorance though it was) in begetti ng his own nephew-

son Modred . There is an almost classic excellence in 

the inevitable and un&scapable punishment towards which 

the great and nobl~ man who has erred moves> ending in 

his destruction. Arthur answers almost perfectly to 

the Aristotelean definition of a tragic hero, and his 

career, his life and death are in the best traditions 

of Greek Tragedy . -

It was, of course, only in the modern work of 

Tennyson that Arthur would be the central character in 

the tragic domestic drama of his own court life and the 

triangle created by Lancelot ' s passion for Guenever . 

In fact were it not for the dignity with which the Vic­

torian poet clothes the figure of the king especially 

in the later Idylls , Arthur would have descended in the 

latest versions of his illustrious history, as in truth 

he does in the later French prose romances, to the po­

sition of the deceived husband - the serio- comic 
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cuckold who through the ages J:ia.s been t.b.e butt of hu­

mour and the object of pity and contempt . 

We see, ther efore , tha t even thus early the 

first handlers of the Arthurian story were struck by 

the drama tic material in the legend of the king , a l ­

though i ts possibilities were only to be recognized and 

worthily tTeat0d by a poet of greater ability more than 

s ix hundred years later . For the mediaeval Norman ro-

mancers were more concerned with the a ction a nd episode 

in their material , and the reputation of the great Brit­

ish king as the centr6 and r a llying point of the great 

gal axy of chevaliers whose courtly adventures formed 

the main source of their t a les . 

Nevertheless they created for us the well­

known figure of the King Arthur we know: the great and 

inspiring ruler of knights in many respects grea ter 

even than he . They took the r aw materials of the story 

of the warrior Arthur of native Celtic legend as they 

heard it in William' s time, and a s they had had it from 

the Breton singers in their own home- l and(l ) , and after 

purgi ng it of all uncouth mythologica l matter and the 

more unintelligible original features, and dressing 

(1) That there must have been a round the beginning of 
t he Middl e Ages a cons iderable body of Armorican 
literature , written or oral , from which the ea r ­
lies t Nor man singers gained their first knowledge 
of Arthur , is a f a ct on which the present writer 
feels no doubt whatever . 

Some of the authorities consulted a lso hint 
a t something of the kind, but hesita te to make a 
bold pronouncement in the f a ce of the f a ct tha t 
nothing r emains extant of such a literature . 
Other s cholars simply i gnore the question of t he 
existence of such Celtic matter transplanted to 
Breton soil, and so beg the question of where the 
Nor man trouver es obtai ned their Arthurian tradi­
tions before contact could be made with t he native 
oral and written traditions of Britain itself. 

Vide supr a, pp . 31 and 158. 
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it up in the courtly garb of romance, they produced 

their figure of Arthur in all the glittering panoply 

of Medi aeva l Chiva lry. 

Indeed di d they build of s tone not of their 

own quarrying a new edifice on the old ruins whose sig­

nificance they knew not, even a s Arnold's Halicarnassan 

or Ephesian peasant . .Ai~d so Britain wes given back 

her native Arthur via the literature of France . 

B. MERLIN. 

The prose Vulgate Cycle is the completest 

collection of romances dealing with Arthur a nd his men. 

Two of the branc~ea, L 1 Estoire del Saint Graal and La 

Queste del Saint Graal , deal with the origin and the 

quest of the Holy Grail . Then there is Li Livres de 

Lancelot, with which we will deal below. That leaves 

La Mort Artu , which recount s the events of the latter 

part of Arthur ' s reign up to his dea th . The Histoire 

de Merlin is actually the part of the cycle that, be­

ginning with the origins of Merlin - the circumstances 

of his conception and birth, his youth and youthful 

a chievements , including his prophetic gifts which be 

used as indicated in Nennius and Geoffrey of Monmouth , 

and the part tha t he played in the birth of Arthur -

recounts all the early history of Arthur , his wars, the 

founding of the Order of the Round Table 1 and , in fact 

the whole legend of Arthur except that part which forms 

the matter of the Mort Artu . 

Modern readers of the Arthurian legend natur­

ally associa te Arthur with Merlin, and Merlin with 

Arthur, and this is because the prose Merlin of the 

Vulgate Cycle, which was Malory ' s chief source , first 



- 205 -

brought them into their close rela tionship. Apart 

from this, however, we must try to trace the primitive 

origin of Merlin in the independent traditions before 

those of Arthur . 

Only in V/elsh writings do we find mention of 

Merlin before the Arthurian romances: from m~diaeval 

:Brittany nothing. In early Welsh poetry there a re 

eight poems by a bard M.yrddhin, but he is not so famous 

as Taliessin. And the onl y Wel s h poem that suggests 

some concrete fr~gment that see~s genuine a nd earlier 

t han Geo ffrey of Monmouth's account of Merlin, is the 

Dialogue of Merli n in which Merlin converses with Ta-

liessin, and in this the obscure words: -

"Since I , Myrrdhi n, am next a fter Ta liessin 
let my prediction become common" . 

are the only suggestion tha t he possessed prophetic 

powers . 

A Triad mentions him as one of the three 

chief :Bards of :Brita in, but it i s l a te and so the re-

ference is unreliable. In extant Welsh literature, 

ther efore, Merlin is of rela tively little importance . 

He would s eem to owe all his fame to Geoffrey of Mon­

mouth, who virtually created him. 

We have already indicated, in Chapter VI , 

(see above, pp . 149, 150 ) what Geoffrey had t o say 

about Merlin in his Historia where he retells the his-

tory of Ambros ius as given by Nennius . In Geoffrey 

Merlin is the prophetic boy of Vortigern ' s time, and 

he is also mentioned once or twice later in the 

Historia , and then appears as the deus ex machina who 
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brings about the union that results in the conception 

of Arthur . After this G&offrey makes no further men­

tion of him. He i s nowhere described as Arthur ' s coun­

cillor and magician. 

The ' Prophecies of Merlin' to which Geoffr ey 

devotes Book VII of the Historia, refer to political 

events of Geoffrey ' s own time , and are his own inven­

tions . Looking back on the Merlin materia l in Geof­

f r ey ' s Historia it does not seem likely that much of i t 

was derived from oral tradition. Nennius , classical 

legend and Geoffrey's own fancy s eem to account for the 

whole . 

Not so simpl e , however, is it to judge the 

next important Merlin document, the poem in Latin hexa­

meters called the Vita Merlini (1148) , whi ch is common­

l y a lso ascribed to Geoffrey of Monmouth . 

It is a curious production, the a ction of 

which is supposed to f all aft e~ the translation of 

Art hur to Avallon. It is the most ori ginal of a ll the 

works concerning Merlin, and in part s is genuinely poet-

i cal. Especia lly f amous is the passage describing 

the ' Isle of Apples' 

11 Insula Pomorum quae Fortunata vocatur", 

the Celtic Ely sium, (l) whither Arthur was t aken 1vulnere 

l aesurn ' -- to be hea l ed of his wounds , and at length to 

return recovered -- ' t nndemque redire sal utem '. 

The poem t ells how Merlin i s plunged into 

(1) See footnotes, pp. 7 supra and infra - 218-219 . 
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grief and-madness, and forsaking his wife Gwendoloena, 

he flie s to the desert and becomes a wild man ( ' silves-

ter homo ' ) . He l a ter breaks the silence of his melan-

choly to make certain prophecies which all come true . 

Later still he has a house built for himself with sevc:n­

ty doors and seventy windows , (l) so that he can sit 

within and predict the future by observation of the 

heavens . 

From many similarities in the motifs described, 

the Vita Merlini would seem in a large measure to have 

been borrowed from the earlier Lailoken legend (frag­

mentary MS . in the British Museum) , the origins of which 

are as yet unknown , ~See Bruce ~volution, I, pp . 141-143 . 

The next development of the Merlin story comes 

with the Merlin of Robert de Boron, who tells how Arthur 

at birth wac claimed by Merlin and then for his upbring­

ing entrusted to the care of the good man Antor (Aucter 

- Ector) . After the death of Uther Pendragon, Arthur 

at the age of fifteen alone succeeds in the test of 

drawing the sword from the marvellous anvil and, so 

proving hi's right to the succession, ( 2 ) is crowned at 

the feast of Pentecost . Robert it is , too, who first 

tells of the vacant seat at Arthur's table, of which 

Merlin prophesies that it will be filled only by the 

perfect knight who will alone achieve the Grail Quest . 

(In all the Grail legends there is this close associa­

tion between the sacred vessel and the ' Siege Per ilous ' , 

(1) Does this not recall Caer Wydyr "The Glass Castle" 
(See footnote , p . 7 supra) - one of the Celtic 
notions for the otherworld? 

(2) For parallels of the motif of a talismanic sword 
compa re the legends of Theseus and Sigmund . 
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both of which are destined for Galahad , but spell dis­

aster to any other unworthy man who attempts to ap-

preach them) . Robert ' s Merlin was the source of the 

later prose Merlin (last half of the thirteenth centu­

ry) , namely , the Vulgate continuation, in which is in­

troduced the Merlin and Vivien (Viviane, Niniane, Nimue) 

story. This tells of Merlin ' s deception and succumb-

ing to the charm of the 'woven paces and of waving 

hands ' (l ) , and his imprisonment in the forest of Broce­

liancle . 

And so bit by bit the Merlin we know develop-

ed in the work of successive writers . It was Malory 

who gave the composite portr ait of Merlin the enchanter, 

prophet , sage and bard , who had been Uther ' s adviser 

a nd was a l so Arthur ' s councillor. Bruce, in his work 

cited, by many analogies shows tha t the Merlin history 

has very little of Celtic origin, and consists rather 

of a collection of orienta l motifs; but with all defer­

ence to the brilliant erudition of this authority, I 

cannot help having a feeling, vague and intuitive a t 

present owing to lack of opportunity, time and sources 

to make such a specialized study at the moment, tha t 

Merlin is of Celtic origin, just as much as Arthur him-

self. Those very vague and cryptic references - in 

which his existence and powers a re just hinted a t - are , 

as in the case of Arthur himself, sufficient proof of 

a very ancient tradition. If Arthur can be traced 

back, theoretically , to the ranks of the Brythonic 

gods , then Merlin, no less, had his earliest incar na­

tion in a n a rch- druid of pre- Christian times . 

(1) Tennyson: Merlin and Vivien. 
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Merlin in the romances, and even in Malory~ 

is a vague and shadowy figure . He comes and goes with­

out warning, sometimes i n disguise, and plays a brief 

part - always that of a beneficent guardian to Arthur 

or others whom he takes under his protection. He 

leads Arthur to his sword Excalibur (Bk . I , Ch . xxv), 

he makes an end to the bloody battles in the early part 

of Arthur ' s reign (I - xvii) . 

He is a tragic figure for with all his pre­

science and prophetic powers he is not a magician and 

has no power to avert the impending disasters he can 

foresee , 

He aids the brothers Balin and Balan to cap­

ture the arrogant King Rience, and he warns Bal in that 

he will strike the Dolorous Stroke , but he does not, or 

cannot, warn the brothers that they will slay each 

other owing to so s imple a mishap as an exchange of 

shields and their consequent failure to recognize each 

other. (II - viii, ix) . 

All compact as he is of wisdom he never­

theless is weak enough in his dotage to succumb to 

human passion, and a lthough he knows and foretells his 

own discomfiture and doom (I - xx) he is unable to re­

sist the seduction of the damsel of the lake . After 

his enchantment by Nimue he drops out of the story , 

having predicted e nd contrived many things that v,ere to 

happen a fter his disappearance, including the pr epara­

tions for the coming of Galahad (namely his sword and 

the Siege Perilous) . 

The figure of Merlin is a f a scinating one 
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that will repay an exhaustive s tudy . No full and au-

thoritative study has yet , to my knowledge , been made of 

the legends and traditions pertaining to him. 

C. THE LEGEND OF THE HOLY GRAIL : 

ThG main f acts of the career of the great 

chivalric king having been established and fully ex­

pl oit~d, and hi s position as head of the brilliant 

Court and Order of Kni ghthood securely established, the 

thirteenth and fourteenth century Norman romancers 

found more promi sing material in the mystica l advent ures 

of Eerceval as Gr ail s eeker , Lancelot as knight- errant 

par excellence , and Tristan as the type of all lov~rs 

-- f or them the chief interest . Later s till the in­

fluence of the Roman Church of the Middle Ages and me­

diaeval piety and mysticism generally were not alow to 

make their i nfluence f el t on the territory of literature 

in the a ttempt to exalt and sublimate t he secular ro­

mances of the day , and utilizing their themes as vehi­

cles to convey the dogma cf the Church. For the clergy 

realized the pr opaganda va lue of Arthur ' s name and they 

soon coupled it t o their s ha re of the tales , tha t wer e 

to reflect Christia n tea ching. 

By no means all the romance writers, espe­

cially in the l a ter s t ages of the growth of the prose 

romances , were court haunters and profess ional poets 

who spent their time in the ease and luxury of the 

ladies ' bowers in the castles of the nobility. Many 

a r ose of literary ability was born to blush unseen 

within the aust er e walls of the monas teries . Media e-

val monks were all men with literary training; in 

truth they spent t he greater part of their lives in 
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reading whatever there was coml!litted to writing and so 

available for reading , and as for their writing they 

were not a lways confined to transcribing chronicles or 

portions of the scriptures , saintly lives and other 

such improving literature. The stern moral tone, and 

the insistence on human weakness and sin as the basic 

cause for the degeneration of knighthood in general and 

Arthur ' s court in particular , as portrayed in the prose 

romances of the Historia del Saint Graal and the Queste 

del Saint Gr aal , especially the latter, point unmistak­

ably to the clerical hands that penned the story. For 

when romance , instead of only exploiting the old court­

ly , amatory and adventurous themes, turned to the ex­

citing possibilities of the Grail story as a source of 

new inspiration, the Church found therein a popular and 

i nfallible medium for propagating Christian doctrine, 

and Romance not only became elevated in tone but was 

considerably enriched by this theological theme . (l) 

(1) 

From being mere tittilating light reading to 

Schofield , English Li terature from the Norman Con­
quest to Chaucer, p . 244, says tha t the ehapers of 
the Grail legend (e . g . Robert de Boron) were not 
clerical writers , but all l~ymen. Yet in the pre ­
vious pages he had pointed out how the early 
history of the Holy Grail is at bottom a legendary 
account of the conversion of Britain by Joseph of 
Arimathea . 

I cannot agree to this view of the ·authorship 
of the legend. We must undoubtedly credit some 
unknown monkish writers of literary ability with 
the composition of part of the Grail legend, espe­
cially in the prose romance , where the ideal of 
asceticism as pictured in Galahad is wholly at 
variance with the worldly tone of the earlier 
courtly romances . In both the Queste del Saint 
Graal , a nd the Morte Artu the tone i s much de eper, 
and more serious and moral than in the other parts 
of the Vulgate Prose Romances, which at once ar­
gues that different hands penned the last part of 
the cycle from thos e that wrote the other branchee. 
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relieve the ennui of courtly ladies exhausted by the 

enervating monot ony of their strictly circumscribed 

and sequester ed lives, the r omances were l a ter r a ised 

t o the level of religious treatises which with their 

naive and confused symbolism were to do s ervice a s pro­

viding the ori gins for, and expl anation of, the ritual 

of the Church s ervices . So the Grail story, with its 

r oots deep down in the pre-historic legends about 

heathen vessels of plenty a nd fertility (compare the 

Dagda's Undry and the various Cauldrons of Hades) in 

Celtic myth became the fir s t exposition a nd source of 

teaching about the origins of the Eucharist . 

In romance there a r e two(l) sources for the 

Gr ail Legend: 

1 . The Conte del Graal or Perceval le Gallois 

of Chr~tien de Tr oyes (about 1170 - 1180) and 

2. The Joseph d ' Arimathea of Robert de Boron 

(a bout 1190) . 

The Perceva l has been briefly noted above 

( page 169) . 

Chreti en himsel f is not a Gr a il romancer. 

His Perceval li Gallois breaks off just before the 

Gra il Quest proper , and is really an ordinary episodic 

romance without any religious significance . How he 

would have gone on to trea t the subject further we 

(1) Miss M.J . C. Reid: The Arthurian LeMend , Compari­
son of the Treatment in Modern and ediaeval 
Litera ture , London, Oliver and Boyd , 1938 , notes 
a third source, namely, the anonymous twelfth­
century Que1ote (MS. lost) which was Malory ' s 
source for Books XIII to XVII of the Morte 
D' Arthur . 
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cannot know. The Grail part of his P~rceval was added 

by his continuators, who probably expanded other ver­

sions of the legend known to them. 

The Joseph of de Boron is a long poem dealing 

with the adventures of a Chri stianized soldier of 

Pilate, Joseph of Arimathea, and his sister and brother­

in- law Bron, who emigrate from Jerusalem with certain 

sacred vessels given into Joseph ' s charge by Christ 

himself before His cscension. The whole long1 ram-

bling talc i s a symbolical account of the ritual of the 

Eucharist just as the Perceval , too , is saturated with 

similar but more confused mystical elements whose sig­

nificance Chretien did not trouble to expound. 

In the Joseph the Grail is the vessel in 

which Christ made His sacrament a t the Last Supper , and 

in which Joseph also caught the sacred blood from 

Christ ' s wounded side . This vessel filled all worthy 

souls who viewed it with intense spiritual joy and de-

light . Joseph, eventually resigns the charge of the 

Grail to his brother- in- law Bron, ' The Rich Fisher ' 

(compar e the ' Fisher King ' in Chretien ' s Perceval) . 

Here Robert leaves his characters of the Grail s t ory, 

and proceeds to tel l of Merlin the object , of course , 

being to connect the Grail story with the popular 

Arthur cycle. 

Bruce shows(l) by drawing parallel compari­

sons and by indicating the correspondence between the 

history of the Holy Grail as given in Robert ' s poem, 

and the close of Christ ' s life itself as told in 

(1) Evolution of Arthurian Romance: Vol . I , pp . 239 -
4 • 
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scripture, that the whole poem i s symbolical of the 

Grail which is to become the chalice at the celebration 

of the Eucharist, in other words the cup of the Holy 

Communion, and it represents Christ himself . 

Robert de Boron' s sources, filled out in his 

poem by his own invention, were certain uncanonical 

writings of early Christianity such as the Vindicata 

Salvatoris and the apocryphal Gospel of Nicodemus . 

In some respects Robert ' s poem is a sort of 

lay tractate on , or popular version of , the doctrine of 

the Transubstantiation, which was the immediate centre 

of theological interest and discussion in the latter 

part of the twelfth century and early decades of the 

thirteenth, and was adapted and incorporated as part of 

the Christian faith by Pope Innocent III. 

It i s notable in the different versions of the 

Grail story that there was great confusion in the minds 

of the romancers as to whether the Grail was the cup con 

taining the wine at the Last Supper, and in which Joseph 

had caught the precious blood spilt from Christ ' s side 

a t the Crucifixion, or the paten (plate or salver con-

taining the bread - Christ's body) . There is also con-

fusion as to the effect of the Grail (generally repre-

sented as a cup) . In some instances it fills all who 

view it with intense spiritual joy; in others it 

spreads the most delightful odours(l) , while in yet 

others it actually feeds and satisfies all who behol d 

it with th~ kind of f ood everyone likes best( 2 ) . 

(1) 
and) 
( 2) 

"Then there entered into the hall the Holy Greal 
covered with white samite, but there was none 
might see it, nor who bare it. And there was all 

{footnotGs continueu on next page ) ... .. 
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This shows how the purely secular romances of 

the middle ages were influenced (especially in the 

later vers ions of the Grail Legend e . g . in the Vulgate 

L 1Estoire and Queste, which were most certa inly the 

work of clerical writers) by the theological doctrines 

of the Church, and so becam~ the background for the in­

troduc tion of the mystical element of the quest for a 

holy relic as the highest i deal and virtue of knight-

errantry. Henceforth the knights of the Round Table 

W3re to become not only pal adins of chivalric courage 

~n the service of ladies, but also Christian champions 

i n the struggle of f a ith against the powers of darkness 

all St. Georges slaying the dr agons of evil . In 

fact the worldly element and t one of the romances grad­

ually change and assume a much mor~ pious and spiritu­

al nature . 

In the later versions of the Grail legend the 

tone of the history becomes i ncreasingly elevated in 

morality and spirituality necessit ati ng a change in the 

(Footnotes continued from previous page) . . . . . 

the hall fulfilled with good odours, and every 
knight had such meats and dri nks as he best loved 
in the world" . 
Malory: Le Morte D'Arthur, Bk. XIII, Ch . vii . 

The whole question of the sources of the 
Grail Legend has been thoroughly trea ted by Alfred 
Nutt and Jessie L. Weston in their va rious works 
on the matter, e . g . -
Alfred Nutt: Studies on the Legend of the Holy 

Grail, with Special reference to the 
hHothesi s of its Cel tic Origin. 
{ ondon, 1888) . 

J . L. Weston: The Legend of Sir Perceval . (2 Vols.­
London, 1906 - 9) . 
The Quest of the Holy Gr ail, 
(London - 1913 ) . 
From Ritual to Romance , (Cambridge 
1920) . 
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person of the central hero , namely from Perceval (who 

in the anything but ascetic pages of Chretien was a 

very worldly type and had his full share of amours) to 

another and purer achiever of the holy vessel . 

Before the prose romances took shape the leg 

end-. of Lancelot had already become fully established f 

a branch of the Arthurian cyc~e, and with his engender• 

ing of the stainless knight Galahad upon Elaine, the 

daughter of Pelles , the latest Grail Keeper, a new here 

was provided. 

In the Welsh Peredur(l) and the French Per­

les vaus (The High History of the Holy Grail)( 2 ) Percevc 

is still the Grail hero . In another of the romances, 

the Welsh Seint Greal , Gawain is the Grail seeker (and 

achieves it in the German Diu Krone) but in the later 

romances Galahad becomes inseparably associated with 

the attainment of the Grail , as in Malory and Tennyson 

and the version of the story modern readers know. 

Wher e the ear liest romances are mainly con­

cerned with the unconnected adventures and quests of 

individual knights (and the only binding element is 

their common member ship of the Order of the Round Table 

the whole Arthurian cycle gains greater unity and co­

hesion (and indeed becomes a cycle) when the Grail 

Quest in the prose romances becomes the central theme 

of the whole legend. Very clearly does the writer of 

(1) 

(2) 

Peredur from the Mabi nogion: Lady Charlotte Guest 
a nd G. & T. Jones, London, 1913, Dent Everyman 
1949 . 

The Hi§h History of the Holy Grail: Translated by 
Dr. ebastian Evans , London, Dent, Everyman, 
1929 . 
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the Queste bring out the fact that the search of nearly 

all the knights after this vague and tenous ideal is a 

cause for the break- up of the fellowship . Tennyson 

took this same thought and gave expression to it in the 

modern ' Quest ' of the Idylls . 

With prophetic vision he makes Arthur foresee 

what the rashly made vows to follow the Grail will mean 

to his Order: -

"Lo now", said Arthur , "have ye seen a cloud? 
What go ye into the wilderness to see? .... ....... .... .... ... 
The Vision . .••• • .. . . • 
A sign to maim the Order which I made . 
•..••••• while ye follow wandering fires 
Lost in the quagmire 11

• ( 1) 

But the final and complete disruption of the 

Round Table and the order that Arthur made came as a 

re sult of s i n and treason, in the gui lty love of Lance-

l ot and Guenever. This aspect of the legend of Arthur 

that would l a ter so attract Tennyson was already brought 

out very clearly in the prose romance (while Chretien 

had merely portrayed their passion as a type -- the 

type -- of courtly love , without realising, or utili­

zing and developing its tragic possibilities) . But 

long before the Victorian poet wrote, the fine dramatic 

sense of the unknown clerical scribe whose hands penned 

the lines of the prose Mort Artu gave a fir~ and life 

to this old theme of an a dulterous and f atal l Qve-that 

was to destroy so much that was fine and noble, and 

the artless romance of earlier times took on a greater 

stature of almost Attic tragedy. 

(1) Tennyson: The Holy Grail . 
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To return to tlH= legend of the Holy Grail . 

The romance had a long history of development. It is 

difficult to discover when this theme of the holy and 

mystical vessel was first handled and who provided the 

original source for the verse and prose romances on the 

subject . Robert de Boron wrote at approximately the 

same time as Chr6tien, and they must have obtained the 

idea from a common source . We have seen how the ro -

mance originated in certain old legend.s and uncanonical 

writings and was oxpanded and developed by clerica l 

writers of the late twelfth century. Chretien the 

courtly trouv~re, heir of the Provencal traditions of 

love poetry, was not concerned with the mystic qualities , 

symbolism and meaning of thG Gr ail , and its search as 

an ideal of knighthood . He was concerned more with 

the exter nal episodes of the adventure s of his Gr ail 

hero Perceval . 

Robert, on the other hand, was at pains to 

show whence the Grail cnmc and what its sacred func tion 

was . He was vague as to where exactly the •countries 

in the We s t ' wer e s i tuated to which Joseph and his band 

emigra ted with the intention of converting the heathens 

and bestowing on them the blessings of the Holy Grail . 

The possi bility i s that England v,as intended(l) as, 

(1) Attempts hav~ been made to associate the ori gin of 
the Grail legend with Glastonbury . I n Robert de 
Boron Joseph never comes to Britain but about the 
time his poem appeared f r audulent cla i ms were 
being made in Britain by the monks of Glastonbury 
to connect the abbey with t he Isle of Avallon 
(where the bodies of Arthur and Guenever were sup­
posed to have been interred ( see Ch. I, p . 23) , 
and later even with Joseph himself . William of 
Malmesbury in his De Antiguitate Glastoniensi s 
Ec clesiae tells how the Apos t l e Philip: 11 duode­
cim ex suis discipulis misit in Britanni am, ut 

(footnote continued on next page) . 
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indeed, it is given as his destination in the L ' Estoire 

del Saint Grail . 

In the earliest versions of the Grail legend 

-- those of Chr6tien and his immediate successors -­

the original Grail hero is Perceval (Peredur in Welsh), 

and so too in the French prose Perlesvaus . In these 

early Grail essays with their mysticism and confused 

symbolism the Fis her King (Keeper of the Grail Castl e -

always represented as being wounded in the thigh(s)) 

seems to emerge as a representation of the Christ fig­

ure ni mself, just as later the conception of Galahad 

parodies that of Christ . For mediaeval piety there 

was nothing incongruous in these iresentations . 

Chr~tien ' s tale could not , however, have been 

the original. It was an attempt (still confused and 

unsuccessful) to rationalize the vague and incoherent 

theological views and na!ve piety of current religious. 

thought , and to superimpose something the Normans could 

understand on the vague basis of ol d Celtic myth that 

they could not understand. We have noted that the 

ethical tone of Chr~tien ' s version and that of his con­

tinuators was not as high as the subject demanded . 

(Footnote continued from previous page) • . . . • 

ferunt , clarissimum ainicum suum Joseph ab Arima­
thea, qui et Dominum sepulivit, prefecit". But 
this may be a l a te interpolation. 

That the site of Glastonbury originall y was 
a marsh provided sufficient grounds for associa­
ting it with the ' Isle ' of Avallon. The genealo­
gy of the word Avallon (or Avalon, Avilion) is 
obscure . It may come from ' Avall ach ' -- the 
Isle of Apples, ' Insula Pomorum', the Happy Isle 
(Elysium) , from the British word avall for an 
appl e . 

Compare E . K. Chambers y in his work cited , 
pp . 115 - 118 and 265 - 267 , and J .D. Bruce: 

• 'Evolution I , p. 262. 
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Inde8d the romances could not havt a high moral tone 

for Chr~tien cum suis were courtly wr iters who extolled 

the amour courtois and they were strangers to the relig­

ious aspect of the legend . They were far too secula r 

and even materialistic in their approach to the subject 

to r ender it with appr opriate piet y . That is why they 

could portray Gawain and Perceval, who are both not 

free of the t aint of sensuality, as the Grail seekers . 

It was in the lrter versions of tha roma nce, 

in the prose L 1Estoire del Saint Graal and Queste del 

Saint Graal when clerical hands continue d the tale with 

a deeper senst of religious feeling that the honour of 

becoming the successful Grail seeker descended on the 

peerless and immaculate Galahad , who alone had the qua­

lities of purity and spirit uality that fitted him for 

the exalted t ask . It is chiefly through Malory and 

so on t o the modern poets tha t Gal ahad has become in­

separ ably associated with the Grail Quest. 

What is the ultima te source for the whole 

conception of the Holy Grail? This is a complex and 

difficult question, the adequate discussion of which 

would lead us too far afiel d . It has been painstak­

ingly studied by many scholars and there are two main 

theories 

1 . The theory of Christian orisin: This 

theory holds that the Holy Grail had its origin in 

Christian legend ,which, as said above, represents a 

combination of unca nonical writings (such as Robert de 

Boron drew upon) with certain passages i n the Bible 

which describe the Last Supper, and which mediaeval 

piety and ingenuity exploitod (with intense faith and 
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genuine belief) in order to e.{plain and expound cert, 

doctrines and rituals . The ·101y Grail is, then, a 

wonder- working relic much as so many other relics of 

the middle ages . 

2 . Origin in Celtic Mythology: Opposed to 

this view is the opinion so widely held which sees tt 

origins of the Grail in a Christianized version of tr. 

more primitive Cauldron of fruitfulness and plenty of 

early Celtic legend . The chief exponents and champi 

of this view are the folklorists Alfred Nutt(l) and 

John Rhys . 

The latter discusses and analyses the subje 

fully in Chapter XIII of his Studies in the Arthurian 

Legend, and gives many plausible a~guments by his usu. 

means of ingenious philological and etymological reas, 

ing. We cannot, unfortunately, enter here into his 

analysis (which seems to me wi thouj_ dou°Jt the most 

logical and correct exposition of the matter) . The 

curious reader must himself go to the original Rhysi ar 

fount . We must be content with one q_uotation which 

would seem to go far to clinchir:g the matter: -

(1) I was unable to secure his large work Studies on 
the Legend of the Holy Grail. 

A third theory, discussed by Bruce (I pp. 21 
- 289) , that the origins of the Holy Grail legend 
are to be found in the ritual connected with a 
heathen cult of the Vegetation spirit , as advance 
by W. A. Nitze and Dr. J.L . Weston, is in my opini 
a ltogether to esoteric and far-fetched , and may t 
ignored. One may just as well contend that from 
external correspondence in shape the (bleeding) 
lance and the grail are symbols of the male and f 
male organs of generation, and see in the whole 
matter the survival of some repulsive pa6an sexu.a 
rites and then build up an imposing structure of 
arguments and proofs to support the theory 1 or an 
other equally wild . ( See below Ch. XII), and cf. 
Jessie L. Weston: The Quest of the Holy Grail , 
London, Bell & Sons , l9lJ . 
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"Vii th regard to that vessel ( the cauldron 
of the Head of Hades) Taliessin, in poem xxx 
.. . mentions the following things respecting 
it . (It) had a rim set with pearls adorning 
it; the fire beneath it v1as kindled by the 
breath of nine maidens; utterances might be 
heard issuing from it; and it would not boil 
food for a coward . The other poem .. . says 
that he who has his seat ~here has nought to 
fear from plague or old age . 

Compare with this what is said of the 
Grail in the romances, where Pelles and his 
brother figure . The Grail , when it comes, 
feed$ those at the table with whatever kind 
of food each one desires . But those who 
are not worthy are not allowed by it to remain 
or to approach too near with impunity. Simil­
arly those who worship at the Grail Chapel 
at King Peleur ' s remain young nor mark the 
lapse of time. Add to this that the Grail 
heals the sick and wounded . By means of ac­
counts other than those in which the Grail be­
longs to Pelles or Peleur, the correspondence 
between it and the Cauldron of Pwyll Head of 
Hades might perhaps be more strikinglu shown; 
but the foregoing is sufficiently near for 
our purpose . Now a s the original identity 
of Pelles and Peleur with Pvvyll and Pryderi 
has been shown to b8 probable, as has also 
the identity of Carbonek~ where the Holy Grail 
was kept, with Caer Pedryvan, where Pwyll ' s 
Cauldron was found by Arthur and his men, the 
conclusion is all but inevitable that the 
famous Cauldron served as a prototype of the 
more famous Grail" . ( 1) 

I think there can be little doubt that the 

original source for the holiest relic of mediaeval 

Christianity is none other than the Cauldron or Undry 

that figures so largely in the heathen Celtic mytholo ­

gy . With vague memories of this magic food- providing 

vessel transmitted through oral British traditions from 

the earliest times, the later romance writers with a 

more religious bent created the mystic vessel of which 

they read in scriptural writings and whose history they 

invented and embellished as the romances were being 

transformed from a worldly and secular nature to a more 

(1) Studies in the Arthurian Legend; pp . 305 - 306. 
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pious and morally higher pl~ne. 

Just as the h6'athen nutions soueht to exple 

and rationalize their experiences which they did not 

fully understand, so too the later Christian peoples 

were at pains to ~xplain and rationalize their religi 

ous practices and usag€s, and the belief in the Holy 

Grail docs not differ in the least respect from the b 

lief in a Cauldron of Hade.3; nay the two beliefs cor 

respond in every respect each as a represcntativ0 as­

pect of the religious f~eling of thJ particular time 

when each gained shape . 

D. LA.t~CELOT: 

The most strik111g figure in all Arthurian 

literature , without exception, is that of Lancelot . 

Once he was introduced into the le Tend he soon became 

the greatest of the knights of Arthur, the shining ty: 

of courage , chivalry, and courtly love, and his roman, 

with Guen~ver is one of the most remarkable in litera-

ture . It is truly a dramatic story this of a passio1 

so overwhelming and all- overruling that it caused the 

peerless example of all nobility and chivalry to breal 

the laws of faith and betray the very one whom , next 

to Guenever, he loved and r.onoured most loyally. 

Of course , in studying th~ legends dealing 

with Lancelot the student must attempt to understand, 

and associate himself with, medidev~l literatur~ and 

the strange phenomenon of the amour courtois in all 

its manifestations: a very difficult matter when the 

student is separated in t.1me by nearly a millenium 

from the matter of his st1Ady. The media eval mind is 

in many resp~cts almost nn unintelligible phenomenon -
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especially the French mediaeval mind - for the modern 

student of , sc..y, Germ~1nic de:sct:nt, anrl it is difficult , 

nay , almost impossible to project oneself into the psy­

chology of those crGatures of romantic imagina tion. 

Behind the few strictures in lighter vein that ~re 

scattered throughout the pages of this essay, especial­

ly on the subject of th~ morality or ethics of the con­

ventions of courtly love, are the very real objections 

of a reasonably enlightened modern mind to accept - or 

else to sympathiz~ with and und0rstand - the logic of 

the lovers ' bchc.viour, c..nd Lancelot's insistence on the 

innocence of himself and th~ quG~n. 

Wher e one ffiay uomire the large- hearted digni ­

ty of Lancelot ' s words (und M2.lory •~ swelling prose) in 

the famous scene before the walls of Joyous Gard 

(Marte D' Arthur , Book IT, Chuptcr x), when Arthur and 

Gawain parley wi th Lancelot , one can also only wonder 

at the speciousness and hypocrisy of Lancelot ' s words: -

"And as for my lady, Queen Guencver, 
except your per son of your highness, and my 
l ord Sir Gawaine, ther.:3 is no knight u_-rider 
heaven that dare make it good upon me, that 
ever I was traitor unto your person. And 
where it please you to say that I have holden 
my lady your queen years and winters, unto 
that I shall ever make a large answer, and 
prove it upon any knight that bea reth the 
life, except your person and Sir Gawaine, 
that my lady , Queen Gucnever , is a true lady 
unto your person cs ~ny in living unto her 
lord, and tha t will I make good with my 
hands . Howbeit it hath liked her good grace 
to have me in charity, and to cherish me more 
t han any other knight .. . ''. 

The love of Lancelot and Guenever for each 

other was no tragic love of enchantment and fatal 

bonds caused by the: accidental drinking of a powerful 

l ove- philtre such us that of Tristan and Iseult; 
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. 
theirs ' was wholly volunt.::i.ry and premeditated, yet no 

. 
less inevitable and inescapable . They cannot be blamed 

for falling in love with each other: that was Fate and 

circumstances . One could even condone their enjoying 

each others ' love , but the inexplicable aspect of the 

matter is that t hey should have tried to maintain the 

sorry pretence th'lt they v10re guiltless, and more, that 

the romancers should have made a virtue of their de­

ception of the king. 

Even Malory ~ho is broad- rrir.ded enough in all 

conscience cannot altogether approve of the things he 

has to tell . Of the occasion wh~n Lancelot and Guene-

ver were surprised in th€ Qu0en 1 s chamber by Agra.v~ine 

and Modred who were sC::eking proof of their adultery, 

Malory writes : -

11 And then, as the French book saith, the 
queen and Launcelot were together . And 
whether they were abed or at other manner of 
disports, me list not hereof to make no men­
tion, for love th~.t time wus not as it is 
nowadays 11 

• ( 1 ) 

Tennyson , who was righte0us but not quite obsessed with 

the v,ell- known mid- Victoric.n l'l,l.Ci tanis::u -- oth€rwis6 he 

would not have been able to handle th6 subject so sym­

pathetically -- softened do~n th~ tawdriness of the af­

fair , and made it clear how their love was the result, 

so common, of a mismatch . Guen~ver should never have 

married Arthur. Her tragedy was that she met Lancelot 

after she was betrothed to the king. Arthur was too 

good , too perfect , for her; he was old, she young and 

passionate; he moved in a sphere a.nu world of ideals 

(1) Malory: Mortc D1 Arthur . Bk. XX, Ch. iii. 
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too high for her, she was of the earth -- she could 

never live up to the perfection of her husband . 

Listen to her complaint to Lancelot in Tenny­

son ' s Lancelot and Elaine : -

"Rapt in this fancy of his Table Round, 
And swearing men to vows impossible, 
To make them like hioself: but, friend 9 to me 
He is all fault who hath no fault a t all: 
For who loves me must have a touch of earth; 
The low sun makes the colour: I &m yours, 
Not Arthur ' s, as ye know , save by the bond·' . 

In this respect, and with this interpretation, 

one can have sympathy with their love, and its t r agic 

course and consequences; but not with the conventional 

representation of their passion as a type - the type -

of the much- extolled amour courtois , with its swooning 

and frenzies and other puerilities coupled with fre ­

quent cohabitations of t he most robust type : -

11 And then Dame Brisen brough Sir Launcelot 
a cupful of wine; and anon as he had drunken 
that wine he was so asotted and mad tha t he 
might make no delay, but withouten any let he 
went to bed; and he ·weened that maiden Elaine 
had been Queen Guenever. Wit you well tha t 
Sir Launcelot was glady and so was that l ady 
Elaine that she had gotten Sir Launcelot in 
her a rms". (1) 

and on a later occasion 

11 
• • • and then she departed and left them 

in bed together . Wit you well the lady was 
glad, and so was Sir Launcelot, for he weened 
that he had another in his arms . Now leave 
we them kissing and clipping as was kindly 
thing" . ( 2) 

And in a room nearby Guenever, who knew that another 

(1) Morte D1 Arthur, Bk. XI, Ch. ii . 

(2) Idem, Bk. XI, Ch. viii . 
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was enjoying what she should have had , raged and storm­

ed like a common trull . . . . "nigh out of her wit she 

writhed and weltered as a mad woman, and might not 

sleep a four or five hours"(l\ courtly love forsooth! 

The hypocritical Lancelot of Malory who could 

face his king and protest his O¼TI and the Queen's inno­

cence in high- sounding phrases is, however, a legacy of 

the early French romance writers . The later Victorian 

poet , with greater insight into character , even if he 

did try to lighten the dark picture, portrayed a Lance­

lot who had grown old under the burden of a consci ence 

torn t wo ways : -

"The great and guil t,y love he bare the Queen 9 

In battl e with the love he bare his lord~ 
Had marr ' d his face and mark ' d it ere his time . 
Another s i nning on 3uch heights with one, 
The flower of all the west a.nd all the world, 
Had been the sleeker for it: but in him 
His mood was often ljke a fit:nd , and rose 
And drove him into wastes and solitudes 
For agony, who was yet a living soul" . (2) 

"­

Tennyson ' s Lancelot was a sinner who was always consci-

ous of his s in, yet powerless to cast i t off. We ima-

gine that he could have wished to love the mai den Elaine, 

but his love and bis will were no longer his own. 

"The shackl es of an old love stra i t en ' d him; 
His honour rooted in dishonour stood, ( ) 
And faith unfaithful kept him falsely t rue 11

• 
3 

We much prefer the truer picture of a Lance ­

lot driven into the wilds in a madness of wrung consci­

encef rather than one who goes "wood" because the queen 

(1) Morte D' Arthur , Bk. Xlf Ch. viii. 

(2) Tennyson: Lancelot a~d Elaine . 

( 3) Idem. 
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drives him from her presence . Thus the nineteenth 

century poets, although they try, on the whole, to min­

imize the guilt of Lancelot and Guenever, yet ration­

alize their behaviour with some premonition of psycho-

logical conflicts. So too wi th the Lancelot of John 

Davidson ' s poem The Last Ballad (1899): his Lancelot 

leaves the court from a stern sense of duty and in the 

wasteland fulfil~ the king ' s commands . As he wander s 

evil things mock him and ~he innocent flee from him: -

"The viper loitered in his way : 
The mi nx looked u:p v,ri th bloodshot leer; 
Ill-meaning fauns and lamiae 
With icy laughter flitted near" . 

But wher ever he goes the memory and the vision of the 

Queen haunt him: -

" •.... for evermore on high 
When midnight set the spaces free, 
And brimming stars hung from the sky 
Low down, and spilt their jewellery, 

Behind the nightly squandered fire, 
Through a dark la~t ice only seen 
By love , a look of rapt desire 
Fell from a vision of the Queen. 

Fr om heaven she bent when twilight knit 
The dusky air and earth in one; 
He saw her l i ke a goddess sit 
Enthroned upon the noonday sun. 

I n passage of gulfs and sounds , 
When the wild winds dug the sailor ' s grave , 
When clouds and billows merged their bounds, 
And the keel climbed the slippery wave, 

A sweet sigh laced the tempest; nay 
Low at his ear he heard her speak; 
Among the hurtli ng sheaves of spr ay ( ) 
Her loosened tressbs swep~c his cheek" . 1 

Not gr eat poetry, sur&ly, but a sympathetic picture of 

Lancel ot for which we are grateful . 

(1 ) John Davi dson: The Last Balladj 1899 . 
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The Lancelot figure soon became the centre 

of the greatest number of tales and the greatest volume 

of romance of all the Arthurian Knights . Where in 

earlier romances Gawain had served as the ultimate type 

of honour and courage and courtliness, he soon became 

e clipsed by Lancelot who thereafter alone occupi8d the 

position of knight sans pareil . 

Vlhenc8 did h& come, this mysterious Knight of 

the Lake? Chreti0n firs·i; told of him in Le Chevalier 

de l a Char1;;tte, but ChrE~tiGn, plunging, as h1.:: usually 

does, in medias res, portr&yed him as already belonging 

to Arthur ' s court 1 when he had this advent--u.re: alr~ady 

established as one of the greatest of knights, and the 

recognized cavalier of GuenGVGr; alr&ady intimately 

enough established in Arthur ' s menage to enjoy Guehe­

ver ' s intimate favours. But Chretien does not bother 

to tell of his hero ' s ' cnfances 1 - what his birth was, 

whence he cruae, and how he camo to Arthur ' s court and 

captured the quee::n ' s love . 

Neither is Lanculot mentioned in early Welsh 

literature or in Geoffr ey of Monmouth or his immediate 

successors . It is the later romances, as the Lanzelat 

of Ulrich von Zatzikhoven (end twelfth century)) that 

give the full history of Lancelot from his birth. This 

romance tells how Lancelot as an infant, and after his 

father, King Ban of Benoic (Benwick) had died, was 

stolen from his mother by a waterfairy who brought him 

up and acted as his fairy- godmother and protectress 

throughout his career. Of this Chretien is silent, 

but he does name the hero of his romance ' Lancelot del 

Lac ' , which indicates that tradition (oral or written) 
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had a ttached this feature to Lancelot ' s history. The 

Lancelot of the Vulgate Cycle is the full , detailed 

history of his careGr and a chi0vcments . (l ) 

Although Lancelot wns the most perfect and 

most famous knight , the clerical writers of th0 

L 1 Estoire and the Queste could not t ak~ him who was so 

stained with sin and earthly love as tho hero for the 

Gr a il Quest . Anothe r hero had to be ~ought, and so 

romance- writers hit upon the device tha t Lancelot should 

beget a son on a maidan, Elaine the daughter of King 

Pelles, the Grail Keeper . This angendering of a son 

of Lancelot had to be attz.ined by a trick, for Lancelot , 

the celibate, could not b~tray his f~ith to the Queen , 

even though in the service of love he could betray his 

sover e ign. 

I n all the history and literature of the 

' amour courtois' Lancelot and Guon~ver are the two su­

preme examples of fa.ithfuln&ss among courtly lovers -

or r ather, as we have the romances, Lancelot is the 

faithful adorer and worshipper, the fierce war- cherger 

who bends his proud neck at the lightest touch of the 

hand of his goddess, while: Guenevcr i s the capricious 

mistress who demands and exacts unquestioni ng obedience 

and instant execution of h.::r slightes t wish, granting 

slight (or sometimes r ather mor e adequat e and satis­

factory)fa vours as the mood takes her . 

In the s ch~me of things of the medi aeval 

romances there was no such thing as , and no place for, 

(1 ) See Lucy Allen I'aton: Studies in the Fair~ Mytho­
logy of Arthuria'l Ronance , Ginn & Co . , Bos on, 
U. S . A. , 1903, f or a full di scussion of Lancelot, 
and of the f2iry mist~ess motif generally. 
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conjuga l love and fidelity . (l) The only real love 

tha t could be extollud in story and song was thut exist­

ing between a courageous and chivalrous knight and some 

married lady of high birth, which amounted, in the case 

of the ca valier, to a kind of adoration and holy pas­

sion, and inspired him to do the feQts which are asso -

ciated with a gallant knight . The comfortable domes-

ticity of marital fidelity w~s no theme for troubadours 

and trouveres , as being f a r too cor.'.1.monpl a ce and unro­

mantic: it had to be something more interesting, more 

piquant than that -- an illicit amour that had a certain 

measure of social recognition and even approval . That 

the relationship was also by way of being an adulterous 

and therefore sinful one did not merit the disapproval 

or censure of the times . 

Yet the developraent of the story of the 

Lancelot - Guenevcr relationship does, in its later 

stages, show a sterner and more censorious treatment . 

In the Fr~nch prose romances a nd more especi a lly in the 

Vulgate Cycle , the writer brings out vary clearly that 

there is moral reprobation of the relationship of the 

two lovers, and that it is the underlying cause of the 

failure of all tho knights but Ga lahad to achieve the 

(1) M. W. Macca llwn: Tennyson ' s Idylls of the King and 
Arthurian Story; Ma.c.Lchosc::, Glasgow, 1894, p . 44. 
In the chapter ' Chiva lry and its requirements ' : -

"And in the third place, whil& only some of 
the knightly orders were pledged to celibacy, they 
were all bound to uphold tha honour of women; and 
gradually , without oa th, th1o:y submitted themselves 
to that strange kind of gallantry known as the 
Service of Love , which a t this distance of time 
strikes one almost us the most obvious feature of 
the chiv.alrou.s charncte:r . This fantastic fashion, 
in which the relation par amour usurped the place 
of marriage, at once gave scope for thG devotion 
of the kni ght, and suited a soci~ty in which the 
hi hest minds re ardvd marri~ge as a t best a ne-
cessary evi y ita ics . 
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Grail Quest, and of the tragic br&r.k- u1J of the Round 

Table companionship. But not only de these later ro-

mances - the Lancelot and tht'l Mort Artu of the Vulgate 

cycle - so clearly connect the adulterous relations of 

Lancelot and the queen 1Ni th the destruction of Arthur 

and the Round Table; thl- story becomes invested V!i th 

a greater tragic intehsity through th~ author ' s origi ­

nal conception (not inherited from ~ny pr ~decessor) of 

the traitor .who was the cause of that ruin being .:.Xthur ' s 

own son -- the child of an unHi tting act of incest ·which 

ho had committed v,ith his sister. "Thus, as in the 

legend of Oedipus, thb sin of the father, though uncon­

sciously perpetrated, brings with it the blind and ter­

rible retribution of th& 7a.tc;s" . (l) 

In this respect th~ Mort .Artu poss6ssc:s an 

excellenc~ of constructive sKill ~nd insight into char­

a cter , a dramatic str~ngth, that is far in sdv~noe of 

the other branches of the cycle, ~nd, indeed, of any of 

the other mediaeval rom'J.r1ces . That this aspe ct of the 

royal tragedy was so well brought out in i:~lory £.nd 

even more in Tennyson, is tho legacy these two rnthors 

owe to the unknown a rtist whose perspicacity and drama­

tic sense and narrativ~ skill first combin~d thJ ideas 

in the Mort Artu. 

But the early n:.etrical romances) whose chief 

end i s still to reflect tr.e amour courtois, extol the 

love of these two lovers as a thing to be o.dmired and 

copied. They are held up as the shining example of 

true lovers, Qnd Lancelot ' s behaviour is the convention-

(1) J .D. Bruce: Evolution of Arthur i an Romance, Vol . 
I, p . 441. 
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al behaviour of an expone~t of the ~mour courtois . 

His reactions on beholding his mistress are to modern 

thinking a bsurd to the point of far ce . He swoons on 

seeing some of Guen~vGr' s hair i n a comb . He is driven 

to a frenzy at the thought that she disapproves of some 

a ction of his . So wr apt in thought of her is he that 

he absentmindedly rides into a rushing stream und is 

nearly swept away . In e. tournament he willingly a cts 

the part of u coward to Sf ... tisfy her whim. And in a ct­

ing thus he was c~rrying cut the ver y highest princi­

ples of the rules of Courtly Love . 

Apart from his love of GuenGver, however, the 

one other aspect of Lancc:lot ' .:; character thD.t tht":: ro ­

mance writers extolled , w~s his faithfulness to his 

liege lord , and the great friendship existing between 

Arthur and this oost trust~d and VJell- be1.oved of his 

knights . 

How the romance s and the romancers reconciled 

these two contradictory aspects of Lancelot ' s n~ture , 

is , of course , something that only a medi a eva l romance­

writer can understand . Their love and their deception 

of the king was patent to ~11 (it ~as the sub ject of 

laughter and scandal in the court), and Arthur himself 

could not have been unaware of it. Yet ti~e ~nd again 

his loyalty towards Lanc~lot makes him forgive the in­

jury done to hio, and he a ccepts a cust - off mistress 

back in his home as a wife . In fact Arthur appears in 

r ather a poor light in some of the t a les, as , for exam­

ple in Chr~tien •s Knight of the Cart . 

The rigid rules that in the tiniest detail 

governed the practices and customs of courtly love and 
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the behaviour of lovers, could thus extol, let alone 

condone, the most dishonourable relationship, and the 

violation of tho supreme rules of chivalry (the feudal 

loyalty to the perBon of the king) , thus justifying the 

censur& we have been at some pains to make, as in the 

remarks in an earlier passage (see pages 124 - 128 and 

also 224 - 227 above . ) 

But for the mediaev~l s tory- t~ller the ' amour 

courtois ' still h<J.d very conveniently elastic principles 

wh0n it seems that the suprom~ Gxanple of courtliness 

i s t o cot1mi t the iaost flagrant ,~dul tory nnd treasonabl e 

action. No wonder that the gentle court l adies gained 

such a vicariously pleasurable thrill from the perusal 

of works tha t extolled, and i nspired to emulation, such 

actions in the romances th& polit~ pornography of 

thG times . It would seer.. that it was perfectly legit-

i mate for mediaeval lovers to indul ge as nuch in ill i ­

cit relations as they wished, as long as they ·'observed 

th0 rules 11
, and did it in th1:: prescribed manner and cor­

r ectly according to· the etiquette that ruled such mat -

ters . One can only murr .. ur : "0 t,:;mpora. 5 o mores i ii and 

add a regretful : "Eheu fugaces! " 

Where other authorities are silent on the 

moral and ethical aspect of thG amour courtois, even 

Br uce has some strictures on the sub ject ~-

"From the modern point of view, to be sure, 
i n one domain of nor a ls there are s&rious lini­
tations to the ideals of conduct which are ex­
pressed by the romanc~(s ) -- namely, in tha t 
of sexual relations; for , in the Lancelot , as 
in the m0trical ronances, love is practicall y 
always ill icit and often adulterous . The 
hero ' s passion for the queen, which furnishes 
the r aison D' etre of the work is, of course, 
adulterous , and the divine champi on of reli gion 
and chastity (Ga lahad) is himstlf the fruit of 
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an irregula r and t r ansient union . Needles s 
to say that Arthur is no better than hi s 
spouse (1) .. . . These instancGs are t he 

most conspicuous , but many others occur in the 
course of the narr ative . ThG i nmorality u f 
the underlying conceptions concerning the r&­
lations of the sex0s is hiduen, to oome degr ee , 
in the case of the lovo- story of L~ncelot and 
Guinevere by the VGneer of the contempor ary 
code of courtly love whi ch this i:df e.ir illus­
trates, but it appears in i ts full grossness 
in • . • . . . ( ot her episodes) 11 

( 2) 

A MINOR BRANCH of the Arthurian legend, a nd 

one that f r om its very nature, h~s exercised more a t ­

tra c t ion even than tha t of Lanc elot f or modern po~ts 

a nd rea ders in general , i s that cf the Tristan story . 

Towards the end of the twelfth century i t was exploited 

in a series of metrical romances by Frunch, and other , 

romancers( 3) . On8 version of the s t ory was a l so lat er 

incorpora t ed in a gr eat French pr ose romanc0 almost as 

longt and just as populer, ~s thu Lnnc~lot . In its prose 

form i t was incorporated :Lnt o tho coll ected Vulgate 

cycle a nd s erved as a basis for Malory . Through exi -

gencies of space h8 unfortunately ended it very abrupt­

l y ha lf- way through, and a t a later stagu in his book 

disposed of Tristan very summarily, describing his end 

through nurder by his uncle Mar k in a sentenc~ or two(~) 

(1) We have noted sorae of his ' effairs ' , footnote , 
p . 19 supra , and there were others , in other roman­
ces. 

( 2 ) Bruce : op . cit : I, pp . 412 - 413. 

(3 ) Cf. pp . 173 - 174 supr~ for Ger man vvrsions of the 
Tristan. 

(4) Malory: Morte D' Arthur, Ek . XIX , Ch. x i , and 
Tennyson: The Last Tournm:icnt: 

"Behind him rose a shadow and a shriek -
'Mark I s way ' , said Mar k, and clove him 

thro 1 the br ain 11 
• 

in the French romance he stabbed Tris­
tan with a "trenchant glai V(. " . 
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This is the original ending which is less poetic than 

that of the later versions where the two lovers die to -

gether in Brittany . It is also the version which -

~nfortunately - Tennyson used and it may be because he 

hardly did justice to the great story that Swinburne 

chose it as the subject for his poem: all the other 

themes Tennyson had treated adequately in the Idylls. 

The story of Tristan is the one mediaeval ro­

mance (part Arthurian in its connections) that probably 

has most interest for modern readers, owing to the fact 

that it is less a ~i rror of courtly love and extrava­

gant episodic adventures than a powerful story of emo­

tion and conflict. It deserves a rather larger mea s ­

ure of attention and treatment and we shall exan1ine 

it more closely in Appendix I belo~ for its own merit 

and its value as an indication of the Celtic sources 

of Arthurian romance . 

The great prose romance s in a final redaction 

were welded together into one vast Cycle by the second 

half of the thirteenth century. No new development 

took place or writer arose for the following century. 

Rather did romance slowly begin to run to seed 1 as the 

Middle Ages slowly and imperceptibly slid into the 

Modern Age, and Chivalry - as it was then understood -

decayed. 

Arthurian Romance degenerated into a few 

debased and ribald ballads . The printed book, con­

t a ining reading matter on other themes, spread and be ­

came the literary· fare of commonality as well as nobi­

lity . Something had to come to save Arthur and his 

fame from oblivion. And it came before the next 
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century was to close . 

For the next great milestone in the develop­

meni; of the Arthurian legend is the Mo ..... te ::) ' Arthur of 

Sir Thomas r.:alory. Of the book.3 r1hich may be termed 

milestones on the highroal of ~nglish literaturG t his 

book is one of the most importan~ - and not a milestone 

only but a landmark surely . 

For its gre~t importance in the literary his­

tory of the Arthurian le;end, ii; de~erves a s ection 

for fai r notice and disc~ssion to its~lf. The next 

chapter will be devoted to this notice. 
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CHAPT~R IX: Malory and the Twilight 
of Chiva lry . 

"Thys noble and joyous book entytled 
le mo rte Darthu.r / notwythstondyng 1 t 
treateth of the ayrth / lyf / and actes 
,.,f .. .. Kyng .Arthur / of his noble knyghtes 
of the rounde taa1e / theyr meruayllous 
enqueates end adventures/ t hachyeuynge 
of the sAngreal / & in thende tho 
d~lorous deth t departyng ou t of thys 
world of them ru.". 

Colophon to Le Ii~orts D' .Arthur. 

'I 
I 
I 

RTHURIAN ROMANCE, in the volumin• 

ous French prose compilations 

' 

I 
I 
i 
' 

. (and the many later derivative 

English verse romances), had grown 

into a vast mass of literature al-

most too unwieldy to sustain it­

s elf and continue existing. It 

was rambling and incoherent, a vast sprawling structure 

of narrative, much of it inconsequential and dull . 

Besi de s , it had become something alien to the land of 

i ts origin. Somebody was surely needed who could 

"reduce" it out of French into English, and in the pro­

cess select and combine the best in it into a new, more 

compact and vigorous form, and in a garb acceptable to 

men who now read English prose rather than French verse . 

The one man who by temper and ability was 

best fitted to do so was Sir Thomas Malory. By one 

of those lucky chances that provide the right man at 

the right time he happened to come along to undertake 

his task just when the Arthurian legend was threatening 

to collapse and die from very degeneracy . The result 

of his labour was a book which became, and has for nigh 

five hundred years remained, a classic and a storehouse 

of information and inspiration for many gener ations of 
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poets and story- tellers of greater craft even than 

himself . 

Malory completed his translation and redac­

tion of the French prose romance cycle about 1470. It 

was printed fifteen years later, and after Malory ' s 

death, by William Caxton. It is fairly certain that 

the work was for the greater part , if not wholly 1 writ­

ten in prison where Malory was detained for some years 

for taking part in a Lancastrian uprising against 

Edward IV. He died, probably still unpardoned , very 

soon after the completion of his work . 

Malory's Morte D' Arthur is by common consent 

one of the great books of English literature, yet very 

little is known about the author . He came of noble 

stock(l), and at one time served at Calais in the reti­

nue of Richard Beauchamp, Earl of Warwick, whom all 

his contemporaries regarded as the embodiment of the 

chivalric ideal of the age. 

In his service M.alory no doubt would also 

have absorbed those ideals of romantic chivalry, that 

actually telonged to an age then past, which he himself 

lauded and sought to perpetuate in his book. 

In 1445 Malory became Member of Parliament 

for his shire . Some years :::.. .. ter he became involved 

(1) ~ug~ne Vinaver: Malory . Oxford, Clarendon Press, 
1929 , p . 1: "The fundamental j_deas underlying 
the Morte Darthur suggest that the author was of 
noble blood . Its tone is aristocratic through­
out''. 

Professor G. L. Kittredge ' s researches publish­
ed in Who was Sir Thomas Malory?, Boston, 1897 , 
finally determined the questi on of Malory ' s iden­
tity. 
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in a dispute with a priory about some property and was 

imprisoned . Somewhat later he was also accused of a 

long list of other crimes of violence. Although re-

leased soon after , he was again twice imprisoned, the 

third time: in 1468, on a charge of sedition, and there 

is no record that he wa3 ever released under the gener-

al pardon granted to the Lancastrians . From now till 

just before his death about 1471, he was occupied in 

writing his book of Arthurian romance . 

Caxton came into possession of Malory ' s MS . , 

and had he not given it to the world in the early days 

of printing it might have been lost . The genial pio-

neer of the printing trade in England was not only a 

printer but also a man of letters . He himself trans-

lated into English various old histories , and works , 

both classic and romanticy which he then printed, so 

doing the cause of the infant English prose a great 

service. Of Caxton ' s share in the Morte D' Arthur 

Saintsbury says : -

"Caxton, the printer -- who instead of, 
like most early printers, giving us early edi­
tions, and mostly bad ones, of the classics, 
which were quite safe , gave us, to the infinite 
advantage of England, early models of composi ­
tion in English, and preserved to us, in this 
instance a t least, an English text which but 
for him might have perished". (1) 

Caxton (or some unknown clerk) further pro ­

vided the work with a title, and divided it (very ar-

bitrarily) into books and chapters . He prefixed to 

· it a Preface which supplies his and the author ' s pur­

pose in writing and publishing the book, for he fully 

(1) George Saintsbury: A Short History of En~lish 
Literature , Macmillan & Co . , London, 191 ; p . 196. 
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sympathized with, and appreciated, the matter and man-

ner of the ' noble and joyous book ' . His Pre:face is a 

spirited tribute to the mor al and sentimental teaching 

of the Marte D1Arthur . 

When he is approached by ' many noble and 

divers gentl emen of this realm ' , despite his initial 

doubts concerning the authenticity of Arthur, Caxton 

allows himself t o be convinced by the many irrefutable 

proofs adduced that Arthur had once lived and been a 

great king - one of the nine most worthy - and he en­

thusiastically nemprised to imprint a book of the noble 

histories of the said king Arthur, and of certain of 

his knights, after a copy unto me delivered, which copy 

Sir Thomas Malory did take out of certain books of 

Frenchs and reduced to English 11
• (l) 

Caxton ' s purpos~, and that of the author . 

whose printer and publisher he was, is clearly stated 

in the Preface : -

"To the intent that noble men may see and 
learn the noble acts of chivalry, the gentle 
and virtuous deeds that some knights used in 
those days , by which they came to honour; and 
how they that were vicious were 1m.oi shed and 
oft put to shame and rebuke; humbly beseech­
ing all noble lords and ladies .... that shall 
see and read in this said book and work , that 
they take the good and honest acts in their 
remembrance, and to follow the same, wherein 
they shall find many joyous and pleasant his­
tories, and noble and renowned acts of human­
ity, gentleness and chivalry . . . a ll is writ­
ten for our doctrine, and for to beware tha t 
we fall not to vice nor sin; but to exercise 
and follow virtue; Qy which We may come and 
attain to good fame and renown in this life, 
and unto everlasting bliss in heav&n" . (2) 

(1) Sir Thomas Malory: Le Morte D' Arthur, Everyman 
Edition, London, J .M. Dent, Caxton ' s Preface, p . 3. 

(2) Preface, p . 3. 
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Yet the Morte D' Arthur conta ined much matter 

that was not so elevating. and RogGr Ascham, with his 

own pedantic morality felt constrai ned to fulminate in 

the well- known passagG in th~ Scholemaster(l), --- a 

criticism which Caxton himsE:lf, howev£;r, had antici­

pated with a sounder one: 

"Herein may be seen noble chivalry, 
courtesy, humanityv friendliness , hardi­
ness, love , f ri8ndship, cowardice, murder, 
hate 7 virtuG 9 and sin. Do aftor the 
good and lcav8 the evil and it shall bring 
you to good fu.me and renovm 11 

• ( 2) 

Purpose of the Work! Malory had, as we havE 

not~d above, b~en initiated into the art of ~ar and thE 

ideals and usages of chivalry, and like Perceva l in t h, 

:Morte D' Arthur, learned to ' haunt arms and noble deeds 

In his time, generally, chiva lry had fallen into decay . 

He wanted to hold up the id0cls of the past age to his 

own countrymen in his own times . He himself was an 

ardent mediaevalist and upholder of chivalry. His 

moral teaching in the Morte D' Arthur is pertinent and 

(1 ) Scholemaster: End of Pt . I: "In our fore - f a the: 
tyme . . . few books were read in our tongue, savyi: 
certaine books of chevalrie , as they said, for 
pastime and pleasure, whichv es some say~ were 
made in the monasteries, by idle monks or wanton 
chanons . As one, for example, Le Mort~ D' Arthur 
the whole pleasure of which book standeth in two 
special poynts; in which book th&y be counted 
the noblest knightes that do kill most men with­
out any quarre:11, and commit fowlest adoulteries 
by subtlest shiftes: as Sir Lau~celot; with the 
wife of King Arthur, his master; Sir Tristram, 
with the wife of King Marke, his uncle; Sir 
Lamerocke, with the wife of King Lote, that was 
his own aunt . This is good stuffe for wise men 
to laugh at; or honest raen to t ake pleasure a t : 
yet I know when God ' s Bible was hanishE:d the 
Court and Le M.orte D' Arthur received into the 
Prince ' s chamber" . 

(Not , inde&dy that Ascham was so very far 
wrong about the mor ality of the book -- but that 
was the fc.ulty net of Malory, but of French media 
val romance .) 

( 2) Pr eface , p . J . 
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timely and not the mere falsetto preaching of a tempor~ 

i s laudator acti . Even more, towards the end of the 

fifteenth century~ in Caxton ' s time, Chivalry had de­

gBnerated into mere show and bluff, ceremony and rule , 

/~ instead of the practices of valour, piety, nobility 

, and virtue . Caxton ' s lament over the decay of chival­

ry clearly expresses Malory ' s object in co~piling the 

Morte D'.Arthur . He (Caxton) had witnessed and de-

plored the degeneration of chivalric customs in the so-

ciety of his day . He concluded his translation of the 

French Book of the Order of Chivalry with the following 

appeal to the knights of England :-

( 

;'0 ye knyghtes of Englond, where is the 
custom and usage of noble Chyvalry that was 
used in those dayes? What do ye now but to 
go to the baynes and playe at dyse? And 
some not well advys8d use not honest and good 
rule , ageyne all ordre of Knyghthoode . Leve 
this, leve it, and rede the noble volumes of 
Saynt Graal, of Lancelot, of Galaad, of Trys­
tram, of P&rceforest, of Percyval , of Gawayn 
and many mo. Ther shalle ye s8e manhode, 
curtesye and gentylnesse" . (1) 

Verily chivalry bad fallen on parlous days . 

Many attempts had been made before and during Malory ' s 

own time to restore to the world the moral teachi ng 

a nd ideals ~f mediaeval chivalry. Thus Edward III 

had as his object in establishing the Order of the Gar­

ter about 1344 to exalt the dignity of knighthood and , 

by encouraging knightly service, to create a bond or 

tie of fellowship . But what chiefly attracted t hese 

late admirers of chivalry was not its doctrine but its 

(1) Vinaver : op. cit . . , p . 59. 
The Book of the Order of Chivalry , a four­

teenth century work, was first transl ated by Sir 
Gilbert de la Haye about 1456 . 
See Schofield: Chivalry in English Literature , 
p . 285 note . • 
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outwa rd splendour . (l) 

Chivalry had had its origin in a sort of 

reconciliation between two opposing ideals or ways of 

life : the ascetic theology of the medi aeval Church an 

the unsanctified life of the world which the Church re 

jected as wholly bad ~he martial traditions of the 

upper feudal r anks that dat ed from hea then times . 

The main business of the uppe::r classes in 

early mediaeval times was the pl y ing of the trade of 

warfare . This almost incessant fighting was sometime 

regular and justified - v,a r waged i n the service of 

justice or in th& ordinary campaigns a t the behest of 

the king , but more oft~n selfish and predatory , in the 

service of own interest. As the orde~s of nobility 

arose in layers and r anks out of the l evel equality of 

primitive society, there were added to their way of 

living certain external features and pr actices - the 

trappings and pageantry of v:e::al th and power a ccruing 

from self- assumed rights and prerogatives( 2) : a parad 

i ng of gentle and aristocratic customs that were for­

mulated and ordered by an etiquette that gradually as-

sumed shape and became cast in rigid form . Training 

and custom, a ccompanied by a complicated system of 

( 1) 

( 2) 

Vinaver : op . cit . , pp . 56, 57 . Another Knight­
ly Order, that of the Gold.en Fleece~ was founded 
in Fra nce in 1430 . 

In Maid Marian Peacock says that in the days of 
Robin Hood v1hat was called s ocia l order was " t he 
preservation of the privileges of the few who hai: 
pened to have any, at t he expense of the swinish 
multitude who had none , except that of working 
and being shot at f or the benefit of their bettex 
which is obvious ly not the meaning of social ordE 
in our more enlightened times " . Quoted from: 
Hugh Walker, English SatirG and Satirists, p . 29( 

(S0e T.L. Peacock, Maid rJiarian, Macmillan & Co . , 
London , 1927, p . 68 . ) 
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initiation, turned the noble - born youth , through the 

intermediate stages of page and squire,into a knight 

with all the rights and privil eges that name connoted 

To all outward appear ance the nobility pro ­

fessed to a dmire and follow a strictly ethica l code o 

behaviour built on the virtues which the Church taugh 

- men to observe , for in theory they were servants not 

only of their temporal ruler but also of the Divine 

King . From this followed that when the Crusades wer 

first started by the call i ssued by Pope Urban II at 

Clermont in 1095, the whole Chivalry of Europe had to 

obey. 

These ideal s wer e supposed to be far above 

the understanding , or participation therein, of the 

common herd, grubbing in the mire of tl1eir ignorance 

and degrade d existence ( to which , in truth, they had 

been relegated by the power of the aristocracy who de 

termined the structure of society) . 

The ea r l iest noblesse oblige probably deman 

ed not so much that those who were born to title and 

wealth should conform to a code of behaviour commensu 

rate with their position) but rather that those of ge 

tle birth shoul d at lea st make a pretence of observin 

the customs that fitted their exalted position. Un­

bri·Ued passions of greed and lust could be given f re 

reign in the incessant internecine warfare which was 

practised in proportion to the lack of power) or the 

lack of ability of the ruling sovereign to keep his u 

ruly nobility i n order - provided that a certa in meas 

of civilized rules were observed by the barons toward 

each other in these campaigns of r apine or vengeance . 
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Those who belonged to the class of nobility, that is, 

the chivalry in the sense of those who practised the 

institution so named, must always be courtly to each 

other, for only by showing each other the respect thei 

rank merited could their self-established poGition be 

upheld . 

Their wealth and position gave them the leis 

ure and means to practico the gentle arts of story­

telling and music, which gave birth to tho profession 

of the troubadours, who in turn invented the courtly 

tales of the cavaliers of romance: knight s of super­

human ability, epitomes of gentility and models of gal 

lantry in the art of love . 

In the comparatively rare intervals of peace 

they occupied themselves with the mock warfare and mar 

tial play provided by the jousts and tilting matches . 

But time moves on. With the Renaissance 

came a revolution that was i;o make the knight moving 

about sluggishly in his ponderous armour an anachroni~ 

When the diabolical and unchivalrous invention of gun­

powder p_rovided a weapon against which the most mas­

sively fortified castle was not proof, warfare took or 

a grimmer aspect than the picturesque though fairly 

safe game played before by the champions protected in 

cumbersome mail . The lighter armed and equipped, anc 

therefore more mobile, troops from the ranks of the 

archers and footsoldi~rs became of equal importance tc 

the knights in whose train they had followod into bat­

tle beforehand. And the new and p~rnicious ideologie 

that came with the doctrines of Humanist enli ghtenmeni 

- rights of man, and equality, and the dignity of 
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labour and th0 rise of crafts; the collapse of feuc 
• • 

lism and so of its attendant physical and mental en-

s lavement of tho class of s&rfs -- these things all 

conta ined a dangerous new ~cachi ng of a new philosoi 

of ' democracy ' that spelt the doom of the old order 

chivalry. Th0 ol d chev licrs and 1aladi ns of chiva 

forsook their old warlike ways and paid less tribute 

those virtues they had once held so high, and they n 

spent their ener gies in polite and emasculated pasti 

for which Caxton upbrai dud them, a~ going to the bat 

and playing dice . Tournaments became sp~ctacular p 

ean~s , and in every w~y chivalr y declined. It Has 

brave old v1orld that was i=assing and much ~hat was g 

and noble was passing with it . 

For this rc..ason ff.alory wanted to sound a 

clear call to his countryn~n, and to try ana rccaptu; 

the excellence of the pas~: -

"Loyalty to God, brav0r y in a righteous 
quarrel , kindness to enemies, and courtesy to 
all: theso ar e thu f oremost virtues of a 
real chevalier. Such is Malory · .3 simplb cr-.l:d . 
His book i s an earnest ~ndeavour to revive the 
moral grandeur of what he thought was the cus ­
tom and usagcl of tht: lt..nd '' . ( 1) 

Schofield , too, not~s thu nostalgia with 

which Malory wrote . -

"Vlhen one considors tht: circumstanct.s of 
Malory' s lif1... - his aristocratic lineage and 
prof~ssion of arms, his tra ining as a g&ntl0-
man and a soldi1...r, his 1;,;Xp1...ri 1...ncb of for~ign 
and civil war , th(.. vicissi tudvs of hl.s own 
fortunc..s and finally, th.., fact t hat h1.., wrott. 
late in life.. , prob&oly suffering in prison, 
approaching death - on1.; undE::rstands bt:. ttc. r ) 
why th1;.; Mort~ D' Arthur is what it i s, a 

(1) Vina v~r: Op. cit . , p . 64 . 
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work of retrospect, tingad with sadness for 
the passing of th& good old days; a work of 
idealism, troubl0d with knowledge of misera­
ble facts daily divulged; a work of patri ot­
i sm, written whan th~ land was being wasted 
by civil strife; a work of encouragement to 
the right- minded, and of warning to the evil­
minded , among men of that class in which the 
author lived and mov0d" . ( 1) 

Lik0wise it w~s not easy to preserve the chi­

valrous temper in Roma~ce when the institution of 

Knighthood had lost all or most of its significance , 

and the later romances of the early fifteenth century 

had also degenerated and f allen off sadly in quality. 

They were dull and tedious and full of absurdities: 

they had become burlesques of the virile romances that 

had enchanted earli er listeners . 

It was this kind of romance aga inst which 

another man of similar tenper and character to Malory, 

but a greater genius, was later to turn his gifts, in 

that peninsula , and stronghold of romance, where chi­

valry flourished latest , but we shall return to Cervan­

tes i n his proper pl ace below. 

How did Malory s0t about thf: t a sk of restoring 

the old chivalric ideals to honour? 

Pl an of the work: He wanted to make avail-

able to his own countrymen the old tales which reflec­

ted that chivalry he laud~d. The greatest body of 

these was in French MSS . , so he set about making his 

translation. But it could not be a mere translation: 

that was too gi gantic a task , and besides they were 

too loosely knit and unwieldly in their form as they 

were . 

(1) Chivalry in English Literature , p . 87. 
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He was acqu2.intcd with the prose Vulgate 

cycle and another (the ' Pseudo- Robert de Boron ' cycle), 

Besides he would a lso have beer! acquainted with the 

other extant Arthurian romances both Enelish and Frencl 

in verse and in prose . All this vast and amorphous 

mass of matter he took and adapted, pruned and abridgec 

and formed it into his Le Morte D' Arthur . With in­

sight , taste and judgment, that was sound , if not im­

peccable , he selected the most interes~ing episodes , 

discarded the more tedious and commonplace adventures , 

often telescoped two episodes or an unnecessary doub­

ling of characters and events into one . He gave to ~ 

the loosely- knit branches of the old prose cycle a con­

tinuity and chronology and cohesion that concentrated 

into a reasonable compass all the vast body of his orig 

inals , and so he wrought it into some se:mblance of 

that coherent whole which must have, as the first gr eat 

literary critic so cogently stated, "a beginning, a 

middle , and an end" . 

Malory brought to bear on his task u chcrac­

ter and temperament eminently suited to the nature and 

scope of the task he wanted to undertake . 

He was an ardent mediaevalist . In his work 

he handled material tha t he loved, 'lnd with this labour 

of love he lightened his weary years of captivity. 

With the piety of a devotee he refrai~ed from doing 

violence to the spirit and atmosphere of his ori ginals . 

For he combined in himself the qualities of the roman­

tic antiquarian Y!al ter Scott and the studious research-

er William Morris . He g~ve an objec~ive rendering of 

his matter, without (much ) comment or moralizing on the 
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episodes as such, knowing well that romance, if handled 

in the way he handled it, would speak for itself. Al­

though his attitude is that of a moralist he is no awk­

ward and obvious didactic . 

He was far enough away from the Middle Ages 

he portrayed to be able to see the period in correct 

__D.ers-pective, and yet near enough it to experience and 

savour its own original spirit and temper . To him, as 

indeed to Cervantes , Chivalry was still a reality , for 

both of them had in their own times - separated as they 

were by nearly a century - profess8d and practised the 

ideals of knighthood and chivalry; both of them wrote 

of things they knew and loved even as had the last his­

torian of the vanishing Middle Ages, Jean Froissart . 

It is unnecessary to say that the Morte 

D' Arthur is not the greatest book, nor Thomas Malory 

the greatest a rtist, in English literature . The work 

has its weaknesses and faults . Yet its faults a re 

balanced by its merits . From the nature of the work 

Malory ' s first task was to select and reject. Here 

his critical faculty is not always sound. Lack of 

discrimination accounts for the omission of some of the 

essential threads of the story, so that he makes it at 

times more obscure than the ori ginal. This is due to 

the very bulkiness of his originals . In his abridging 

of the matter to hand he apparently at first miscalcu­

lated the size of his pr oject, for the earlier part of 

the book , which shows no signs of hastej he condensed 

very little . This part contains the Merlin, Tristan 

and Lancelot sections (Books I - V, VIII - XII and VI 

and XIX respectively) . At this stage, and already in 
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the Lancelot section, he found that his own book was 

becoming unwield7Y~ and he had still the main parts of 

the Arthuriad to cover : the Lancel ot, the Queste and 

the Mort Artu. He now had to hurry on to the end of 

his work and he condensed the latter portions very muc 

This drastic condensation was bound t o influence the 

continuity of the story, and resulted in obs curities~1 

Yet the very process of editing and excising, thus 

br ingi ng the story i nto a suitable proportion , is the 

way in which the book a cquires part of its merit . Whe 

working on a small s ca l e and r eforming a few short 

scenes Malory generally attains simplicity. He reduc 

the number of minor charact0rs . He discards less in-

teresting adventures and disconnected episodes and a ­

voids the romantic love for lingering over details of 

a scene , The result is that the narrative is some-

times bare and colourless , but on the other hand he 

keeps to the point of the narrative. 

His real originality lies, not in elaborati o 

of narrative, but in the treatment of the old stock 

stor ies , which , though he often cut them short , he in­

terpreted in his own fashion and at least attempted to 

give then a new direction, a new meaning. 

Of Malory ' s narrative technique Vinav er says 

"Malory has a small stock of episodic\ 
det ails and he resorts to it per haps too \ 

(1) The best study of Malory and his work is that of 
Eueene Vinaver , who has given a full and penetra­
ting examination, especially of Malory ' s trea tmer. 
of his or i ginals . I find some of his judgmenta 
somewhat harsh , however. 
E . K. Chambers : Sir Thomas Malor; : The English 
Association Pamphlet No . 51, l92 , is a delight­
ful little commentar y on Malory ' s book, with cri­
ticism as good and just as any . 
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often. The great story-teller was seemingly 
incapable of creating a story . . . . . 

His ' psychological treatment' of the 
romances differs very greatly from that of his 
originals . He was inimical to the ideals of 
the courtly love of the romance. He was a 
soberer narrator and a greater realist than 
the early romance writers . .. . he was funda­
mentally prosaic and practical. This makes 
him indifferent to such obvious and universal 
aspects of romance as magic and the use of 
the supernatural .... His discarding of some 
of the important details of a story and its 
reduction to a mere skeleton .... shows an 
utter inability to grasp the profoundly poe t­
ic meaning of the scene, and a complete 
lack of sympathy with the grace and mystery 
which are the very css0nce of romantic magic 11

• (: 

Perhaps Malory ' s greatest fault is his trea· 

ment of the Grail Quest . He failed to give it its 

real significance . In its deepest significance the 

Grail Quest is the antithesis of the Order of the Rou1 

Table, and all that it stands for. In its spiritual: 

ty and its searching standards for the knights who 

would all be Grail seekers, it shov/S up their weaknesf 

(\(1 and sinfulness, the transience of their mvndane glory. 

To Malory who wants to exalt knighthood and the glor~ 

of his heroes this is repugnant, and he therefore fai: 

to stress this aspect of th& story. The Quest then 

assumes the guise of a pageant full of strange adven­

tures, and Galahad , from being its mystical leader anc 

inspirer becomes merely a good and va liant knight . 

"Malory I s Quest .... is deprived of its 
spiritual foundation, of its doctrine . The 
quest is no longer an antithesis to the 
Round Table, but an 0rnament of Arthur ' s 
kingdom: the fortune s of Arthur and his 
followers do not decline with the coming of 
the Grail knight. ... Faced with two 
main themes , and forced to subordinate ones (2 ) 
Malory made Corbenic a province of Camelot ·1 • 

(1) Vinaver: Malory: pp . 34, 41, 4~, 51 and 94. 

(2) Vinaver: Malorys p . 84 . 
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On the credit side, what Malory did do, how 

ever, was to write an Arthuriad , a tale in which Arth 

occupies the supreme position as a great and noble ki 

- himsel f a knight and example to his followers in pe. 

forming deeds of knight-errantry, and ~nore, the one w: 
was the central figuret the inspiration, for his knigl 

to perform the great deeds they did do . He is t he 

unifying element in the great circle of champions, the 

one figure that makes of all romance the reflection oi 

chivalry and nobility . 

Malory did reco~nize this binding element 

provided by the figure of Arthur and the adventures of 

all the other cycles that, in one rcs1>ect or another, 

were connected with him and his fortunes . And so by 

clearing away the underbrush and lopping off the unne­

cessary twigs and cluttering foliage , so that the beau­

ty of the main trunk became visible, he di splayed the 

full beauty of the central theme of the legend: Arthu1 

and his tragedy. 

"The Prose Cycle:, although it generally 
centred upon Arthur, was devoid of epic unity 
.. .. the six branches contained no consistent 
plot . .. Their meaning and structure could 
only be di scovered whon they v1e..re clC:Jared of 
subsidiary matter . Then .. . was it possible 
to find •. . tho germ of an epic plot, capable 
of being dramatically developed. Malory ' s 
solution of his str uctural problem could not 
have been more simple . . . . He knev: that the 
Epic of Arthur was there but that it had to 
be freed from its adv0ntur-ous trappings , and 
by sheer ' r8duction ' he causod it to a cquire 
a straightforwardness and an internal bal ance 
which it had never before a ttair..ed" . ( 1) 

And so he did produce what E . G. Gardner calls: 

"Our national prose: epic" . ( 2) 

(1) Vinaver, op . cit . , p~ . 93 a~d 94 -

(2) The Arthur ian LcgGnd in I talian Literature . 



- 254 -

But there is something more . As Chaucer 

first wrote poetry in a language that is as English as 

roast beef and beer, ao tooj Malory may be said to have 

written the first great vernacula r prose work . And it 

-rs"not homely vernacular : it is standard English prose 

adorned by that indefj_nable and intangible quality -which we call style . 

- ---
The hardest criticism that has been levelled 

against Malory is that he is a 'mere compiler '. But 

he is more than that: he is an artist who knew how to 

handle his material, and make of it a new thing, and he 

knew in what language to clothe his creation. 

"We may question Malory ' s merit as a story­
teller, disagreE. with his interpretation of' 
Romance , and even whittle down his claims to ori ­
ginality; but his Morte D' Arthur, whatever its 
failings, possesses one important and unchal lenge-
able quality --- its style". (1) 

He is a master of simple exposition, fluent, 

facile and direct. It is as finished prose in its way 

as any of the sixteenth or later centuries, but with a 

freshness belonging to the dawn of English prose . Its 

flavour is just old enough and quaint enough to charm 

and mark its age . He chose just the right measu.re of 

archaicness suited to the matter : a combination of the 

mode of expression of his own time with something a 

little older , a little more mediaeval. The matter was 

old and to a certain extent artificial . If told with 

artificiality and bombast it would have been absurd; 

if told too straightforwardly and colloquially it would 

have parodied the original . Lesser writers would have 

(1) Vinaver, p . 100 . 
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stumbled between att~mpting to reproduce the spirit of 

an old story without being ~rtificial, and adapting it 

to their own times and beconing awkviard . ifJ.alory stee: 

safely along the middle course without seeming to make 

an awkward compromise . 

Of his style Miss A.D. Greenwood writes : -

"There is a kind of cadence) at times 
almost musicc:.l , which bears the narrative on 
wit h a gradual swell and fall proportioned to 
the importance of th~ episodes~ while brevity, 
especiall y at the close of a long incident , 
sometimes approaches to epigram . . . . Too 
straightforward to be .:.rchaic, indiomatic with 
a suavity denied to Caxton , Malory, who 
reaches one hand to Chaucer and one to Spenser, 
escaped the stamp of a particular epoch and 
bequeathed a prose epic to literature " . (1) 

His styley then, is simple and elevated, and 

its harmonious and musical rhythms ar& evident to 

everyone who reads \tith nn attentive ear . Its simple 

gr andeur has that quality which makes it, in parts , 

approach near , if it doGs not actually attain, that 

sublimity on whose qualities Longinus instructs us in 

his treatise . 

(1) 

M. W. Maccallum. says of his v10rk : -

"Even in his subject matter , Malory, 
however closely he follovis his sources, is 
entitled to the credit of independence, and, 
it might be said , originality; for a compiler 
must select and connect; in selecting he must 
use his judgment, and in conn~cting he must 
appeal to hi s own imaginative pr~sentiment . 
Mor eover, the mere conception of a unity in 
the str aggling wilderness of Arthurian romance 
was genio.l and large-hearted .. . Of course 
Malory ' s wor k is by no means beyond criticism. 
He i s capricious in his insert ions and in his 
omissions ••.. He often leaves a history half-

Cambridge History of Zn~lish Literature , Ed . , 
Sir A. W. Ward and A.R. all er , C.U.P. , 1949 , 
Vol . II , p . 337. 
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told, notably in tho case of Sir Tristra.m . . . 
his dexterity in mosaic is so small that he 
frequently contradict~ himsulf in detail, 
and his arrangement is very confus6d. But 
•. . h~ has succeeded in th0 grand lines of 
the history. He has told the tale of Arthur 
so that none of the pathos and terror is 
lost" . (1) 

Saintsbury must have the final word: 

"What he did do consists mainly in two 
things, or perhaps three . He selected the 
most interesting things with an almost inva ­
riable sureness , though there are one or tv10 
omissions; nnd he omitted the less interest­
ing pa~ts with a sureness to which there are 
hnrdly any exceptions a t all . He grasped , 
and this is his great and saving merit as an 
author, the one central fact of the story -­
that in the combination of the Quest of the 
Graal with the lovr.:s of Lanceloi; and Guinevere 
lay the kernel at once and the conclusion of 
the whole matt&r . A~d last (his great and 
saving merit as a writer) he told his tale in 
a manner that is nearly impecc~ble . . . Mcr&ly 
in English prose he is a great figl.lre, for 
c.lthough his medium would not be suitable for 
every purpose , it is nearly perfect for his 
own. Merely as thv one great central store­
house of a famous and fertile story his place 
is sure . But apart from all these extrinsic 
considerations , it is surer still in the fact 
that he hc.s added to literature an imperish­
able book'' . ( 2) 

study. 

And on this note we might have ended this 

For surely Malory has given the sum and sub-

stance of the Arthurian legend, to which nothing more 

could be added . But by ringing out the old _:jalory 

also rang in the new. His book is not only the grand 

finale of mediaeval romance: it was also to be, and 

is still, the fountainhead of inspiration for all 

writers of later ages who are ever inspired anew by the 

imperishable figure of Arthur and his imperishable 

story. 

(1) Op. cit ., pp . 93 and 94. 

(2) Op . cit . , p . 97 . 
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Tho next chapter of this study will , i n its 

examination of tho work of the '~odcr ns ' be, in effuct, 

a monument to Malor y ' ~ work , for he , and he alone, has 

~ade Arthur a ccessible to all - other than the few in­

curably curious and studious edit ors of fadGd original 

manuscripts - who lovo Arthur; and the 1all 1 are many, 

many mor e than those few. 
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CHAPTER X The Arthur of the 
~nglish Poets, 1500- 1950 . 

- -
i'h1an yernes rimes for to here , 
And romans red on maneres sere: 
0 F.yng .A.rtho"'tlr rt was so rike 
Q,uam non in hys tim v1as likei 
0 ferlys 7at hys knyhtes fell 
yat aunters sere I here of tell , 
Ala Wawan, Cai , and oyer stabell 
For to w~re re ronde t~be11; 
Of Tristrsm and rt:,'!, l e if Ysote 
Hou he for here becom a sate". 

Prologu~ to the Cursor Mundi . 

ALORY 1S Le Morte D' Arthur 

bridges the transition from the 

old to the new. It belongs a-

like to the past epoch of the 

mediaeval romances which it fin­

ally closes 1 and to the new era 

in literature which it ushers in. 

On the one hand it i .si the last of the -great mediaeval 

Arthurian romances (in English at any rate) and on the 

other it is the source for all later - and more modern 

- treatments of the old matter. 

· From now on poets and dramatists who were to 

use Arthurian material would not need to go f ar ther 

back for their sources than Malory's book. He had 

made access ible the whole s tory from beginning to end 

with all its branches and subsidiary legends within the 

covers of a s ingle vol:ume . 

His book immediately became popular and in­

fluential and it has remained so to this day , as being 

the completest, most consistent, and most interesting 

account of the story for all modern readers . Zditions 

have regularly followed each other through the four­

and- a - half centuries since it was first published . 
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The matter of which it treats, namely, chiv­

alry and gallant deeds, and the human story of conflict 

in the Arthur - Guenever - Lancelot triangle, retains 

a perennial interest . 

"The fictions which were fostered under 
its sha dow (i.e . that of chivalry) possess a 
certain capability of meaning that net only 
makes them immortal, but endows them with a 
living inspiration and challenges the world 
to treat them anew. And Malory ' s compilation 
which supplies as it were the last word and 
class ic form to the mediaeval conception has 
justly enjoyed most popularity and exercised 
mos t influence in after times ----- generally 
and essentiall y it is to Malory ---- that the 
gr eatest English poets have recourse". (1) 

Despite the gradual decline of mediaeval 

Arthurian romance during the latter part of the four­

teenth century and the beginning of the fifteenth, it 

did not, however, entirely disappear from the territory 

of literature . Poetically barren as the fifteenth cen-

tury was in English literature, it is yet to its latter 

half that we owe most of the poetic literature which we 

call ballad poetry . Most of this poetry was never 

written down or printed, but transmitted orally for 

generations , being recited or sung to the harp by itin­

erant minstrels . 

Some of these folk poems are so old that 

thei r origins cannot be traced , yet they are so immor­

tal that they still grace school anthologies at least . 

Some of these are:- Sir Patrick Spens , Chevy Chase, 

The Battle of Otterburn, The Nut- Brown Maid , and s ome 

ba llads of the Robin Hood cycle . The events described 

in most of them date at l east from chivalric times . 

(1) Maccallum: Op. cit . , p . 96 . 
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In fact they continue the tradition of those earlier 

romantic compositions) the metrical romances of the 

early fourteent h century such as Richard Coeur de Lion? 
' Bevis of Hampton, Guy of Warwick, and The Squire of 

Low Degree . Quite a number of these fi fteenth century 

ballads deal with tales of knighthood and , indeed, the 

Arthurian themes provide the matter for many such old 

ballads, which were kept green for generations in snat -

· ches that were sung even when the ballads themselves 

had gone the way of romance . In fact the ballads re-

present a broken up, moder nised , and, for the most part, 

vulgarized residue of the matter of old romance - they 

reflect the form in which romance lived on as the popu­

lar literary fare of a class who had no knowledge of 

the traditions and ideals of the nobility who had en­

joyed romance . 

Some of th&se~ ballads are, inter alia , King 

Arthur and the King of Cornwall , Sir Lancelot of 
-

Du.lake, The Marriage of Sir Gawain, Merli n, Arthur's 

Death , and The Green Knight . Some of these Arthur-

ian ballads will be a gain noted a little lower down 

when we glance at PercyJs R€lique s as a contribution 

towards the Romanti~ Revival . 

While mediaeval romance was giving its last 

gasps in all of Northern, Central and Southern Europe, 

it was still flourishing vigorously, too vigorously, in 

the South- Western corner of the Continent. In Spain 

and Portugal the l ater, more decadent romances of the 

Amadis de Gaul type were still weeds of rank growth 

when the, purer stock had run to see d elsewhere . 

Chiva lric roma nce s till exercised a great 
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influence over the minds of the people of Spain in the 

sixteenth century. Chivalry as an institution linger­

ed on in the Peninsula a t least a hundred years after 

it had died out in Europe. A century a fter Chaucer 

wrote his Sir Thopas making mock of the forms of 

knighthood, the knightly calling was in full glory in 

Spain. 

And with chivalry a nd knighthood still at 

their height$ chivalric romance , too , still flourished . 

But they were long, tedious romances of the most extra­

vagant and insipid type, fit matter only for satire . 

This nee- romanticism was so popular and widely acclaim­

ed in the peninsula, dragging on its existence to the 

end of the sixteenth century, that it i s not surprising 

that a man of a broud and humane sympathy, equalled only 

by the sanity and cla r ity of his critical outlook, pro­

duced a book that was intended to end this flood of dull 

romance by ridiculing it out of existence . 

In other words Arthurian romance had now be­

come, and had to become, a subject fit only for satire 

and burlesque . Yet the Don Quixote , which set out to 

be one thing, imperceptibly and spontaneously and inevi­

tably turned under Cervantes ' hands into something tot­

ally differ ent , and thG half- witted figure of ridicule 

of the shabby old nobleman became that of the most im­

mortal and best- beloved knight - erraot of all Ror.iance , 

the most loved fool of all times. 

Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra was born in 

1547, about seventy- six years after Malory had died. 

His Don Quixote was published in .1605, one- hundred­

and- twenty years after IV.::alory •s Le Morte D' Arthur, when 
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Arthurian romance in England had degenerated into a 

few stray f r a gments of doggerel in Shakespeare's plays . 

Don guixote, although a burlesque of chivalry 

(as it ~xisted at this late dat6 in Spain) 1 does not 

mock chivalry as an institution, nor chivalric romance 

as su0h. It satirizes the extravagantf insipid and 

decadent later Spanish romances of knighthood, as well 

as the affectations of those quasi- learned people who 

professed to know a great deal about, and to care for, 

these later romances . 

The author ' s intention, therefore, was to 

cure the false taste for the romances of chivalry by 

parodying their styles and ridiculing their absurd-

ities . It was only against bad romance that Cervan-

t es wanted to tilt . And so he gave the world the im-

mortal figure of Don Quixote in the greatest work of 

pure humour - in which the laugh is akin to tears - in 
, 

the world. Instead of an uproarious farce he gave us 

a delicate and consummate work of art . Instead of bat­

tering chivalry out of existence with the bludgeon of 

his satire, he immortalized it and proved that the true 

Chivalry is a thing of eternal nobility , and that its 

observance and practice provide one of the saving graces 

of the race of man. In the work the satire deepened 

and became a criticism of life, permanent and unversal . 

For Cervantes was no mocker. :Mockery is in-

compatible with the broad and humane sympathy, with the 

melancholy sweetness with which he limned the figure of 

the frenzied old knight . In the second volume which 

appeared ten years after the first, and was partly a 

counterblast to the contemptible plagiary of Alonso 
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Fernandez de Avellaneda, but more of an amende honor­

able to the old Doo himself, the narrative attains 

great dignity and even sublimity of feeling towards the 

end , and especially in the description of the death of 

the old Don Quixote . 

C8rvantes, therefore , did not appr oach hi s 

subject with the vengeful and misanthropic glee of a 

Pope or a Swift, nor even the kindly- malicious slyness 

of a Chaucer . It could have been in no joyous mood 

that Cervantes , the old, maimed and needy soldier, s e t 

himself, in the sunset of his life, the close of his 
' hopes and aspirations , to write this burlesque on the 

chivalric books which i s the di rge and also the anthem 

of Chivalry. H8 had hiMself drunk deeply of the 

draught which had intoxicated his hero . He had been 

infected with the same disease as the good Alonso Qui-

xano, He had shared in the fond illusion that the 
~ 

function and duty of chivalry was the redressing of the 

world ' s wrongs . He had been a knight- errant himself , 

and his own life the very matter of a romance . In his 

youth he had been dazzled with the lustre of a great 

enter prise , which s eemed to revive the glories of the 

heroic age . He had himself assisted at pageants and 

deeds of arms which recalled the f abled splendours and 

feats of Amadis , 

Can we conceive him, with his illusions 

spent , disappointed with fortune , a man broken in 

health and in hope entering upon Don Qui xote with a 

joyful heart? As truly may we speak of Don Quixote 

as being the most mournful rather than one of the 

mos t joyful' of books . 
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May not this be the secret of its extraordi­

nary popularity and ever enduring delight that, written 

to give vent to a passing humour 5 which was as much 

born of a quenched aspira tion and a frustrate longing 

for the chivalric age as of contempt and disgust for 

the vicious and foolish books of chivalry, Don Quixo te 

owes its immortality to i ts capacity for reflecting the 

moods and f ancies of all its readers as well as to its 

wealth and truth of human nature? 

At all events Cervantes did succeed in achiev-

ing a complete revolution in taste. After 1605 there 

were no new Spanish chivalric romances . 

This note at s ome length on de Cervantes and 

the Don Quixote cannot be out of place here, for where 

the satire of Don Quixote is levelled against all rom­

~nce , it also derides Arthurian romance which a t its 

worst is no whi t better than the Spanish romances of 

the poorest s ort . 

And Arthur is synonymous with romance and 

chivalry, and t he Don Qu ixote is symptomatic of the 

evil days on which Arthurian romance, too, had fallen 

in the fifteenth and s i x teenth centuries . 

Even before de Cervantes gave mediaeval rom-
. 

ance its quietus romanc e was all but dead i n England . 

We say all but dead, for Arthur and some l ast vestiges 

of his one time fame lingered on, and Arthurian mater­

i&l and themes were to continue being used , i n an un­

broken line, in English l iterature , from Malory ' s great 

book onward until the present time. 

The next essay on the Arthurian themes in 
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England appear ed in the sixteenth century more than a 

hundred years a f t er Malory ' s book with Tna Mi sfortunes 

of Arthur (1587) of Thomas Hughes , which was performed 

before Que0n Elizabeth I . This was a tragedy in blank 

verse on the Scnccan model , and one of the lesser fore ­

runners of the great pageant of later Elizabethan drama. 

Hughes wrote before Mar lowe had written much , and before 

Shakespeare had writt en anything. He thus had only the 

class ical dr ama , of the Gorboduc type , as hi s model 

Hi s play, therefore , has the weakness of this 

type of dr ama it e~ploys the class ical apparatus of 

dumb shows and c::. chor·us . The tra gedy revolves around 

the Arthur - Modrcd relationship. Otherwise it follows 

Geoffrey ' s a ccount and h&s no romantic episode or col­

our , and omits the Lancelot character a ltogether. It 

is a sombre and powerful r endering of the incest motif 

wi th its t r agic denouement , but Hughes ignores the poet­

ical and romantic version of Arthur ' s d0p~rturc . (l) 

We ha v~ noted how Shakespeare ' s only referen­

ces to the Arthurian tra ditions ar e found in the s tray 

snatches from balla ds , as when Falstaff come s into the 

Boar ' s Head Inn s inging : 

"When Arthur firs t in Court 72) 
-- and was a worthy king" . ' 

(1) ThG Albion ' s England , a s ort of metrical history 
of Willia."D. \7ar ner a year earlier, had disposed of 
the whole history of Arthur (taken from Geoffrey ' s 
"Chronicle") i n little more than a score of v er ­
ses. !fo t akes little i nteres t i n the more roman­
t ic incidents in the Arthuria n stories: only t hose 
parts of the l egend which may be histori cal - i . e. 
Arthur ' s European wers - a re worthy of note . 

(2) King Henry IV, Second Part : Act II , Sc. iv. 
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Justice Shallow r,:;calls: 11 When I lay at Clement I s Inn -

I was then Sir Dago net in Arthur ' s Show·11
• ( 

1 ) 

The Fool in King Lear utters some few lines 

of gibberish concluding: -

"This prephecy Merlin shall make: for 
I live before his time 11

• ( 2) 

And yet Shakespeare ha d obta ined the stories of Lear 

and Cymbeline from the very volume of Geoffrey of mon­

mouth wherein the Arthurian legend had its birth as a 

subject of romance -- or r ather , from Geoffrey via Holin 

Holinshed. 

I n expressing some regrets at the scant note 

Chaucer ha d paid - and so uncomplimenta ry at that - to 

the old romances , including those on Arthurian matter , 

Saintsbury utters some.just remarks applicable a lso to 

Shakespea re , and all the other great figures in English 

literature riho have i gnored the .Arthurian legend as fit 

subject f or their poetic gifts . He says: -

"It is a s natura l for some men of genius 
to prefer to t ake new ways, to strike into the 
path worn by none, as it is for others to pro­
duce masterpieces in kinds already tried by 
their contemporaries and predecessors . How­
ever all tha t can be said positively , is that 
if Chaucer did despise the romances , he mere­
ly exhibited that not infrequent infirmity 
even of noble minds which makes men unjust 
to their immediate forerunners . • .. 11 (3) 

The firs t grea t work after Mal ory ' s Marte 

D' Arthur which was to obtain its inspira tion , in part, 

from the Arthurian tra dition, was tha t unfinished 

(1) King Henr;y: IV, Act III, Sc. i. 

(2) King Lear: Act III, Sc , iii. 

(3) Short Histor;:t: of English Literature: p . 83. 
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masterpiece The Faerie Queene. Be tween 1590 and 1596 

Spenser completed six of his projected twelve books . 

The Faerie Queene i s, cf cour 3e, no continuation of the 

Mati~re de Bretagne which the Arthurian romancers sang. 

Spenser ' s poem was first and foremost an al­

legory with an avowe d moral purpos e, and no mere epi ­

sodic narrative intended to charm a~d entertain. All 

the sensuous beauty of which the r esources of the Eng­

lish l anguage ar ~ capable in the hands of •the poets ' 

poet ' a r e there , certainly: "his poem was one of the 

world ' s most magnificent picture-books (created) by this 

adrnirable paint0r and enchanting musician" . (l) Essen­

tially however, the Faerie Queene belongs to that genre 

which was the most representative product of the Middle 

Ages, and which we know in, among others , Pearl, Piers 

Plowman9 the Ronan de l a Rose and the Vita Nuova. 

In this beautiful but complicated doubl e alle­

gory (moral and political), Prince Arthur 9 the ulti mate 

type of all Cbivalry 9 and not the historical or tradi­

tional King Arthur, i s drawn. He rc.:pr csents HighmindE:d­

nvss or M._::.gn,1ni mi ty t <.end is. th0 shining examplE; of all , . 

the vi rtues reflected i n the separate knights of the 

Fai ry Queen , such as the Knight of the Red Cross , Sir 

Guyon , Sir Artegall , Sir Calidore; he vanquishes the 

Vices and wins Gloriana. She , the Fairy Queen, would 

in Spenser ' s general intention represent Glory in the 

highest sense; in his particular intent "the excellent 

and glorious person of our souvera ine the Queen , and 

her kingdom in Fairy Land" were meant . 

(1) E.Leguois and L.Ca zamian : A History of English 
Litera ture , p . 279 . 
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Spenser wanted to fashion a gentleman or 

noble person in virtuous and gentle discipline. "I 

labour to pourtraict in Arthure before he was King, the 

image of a bra ve knight, perfected in the twelve priv:.:. 

a te morall vertues 11
• 

Thero a re references in the poem to Merlin 

and Trists.n 1 but n.par·t from using the apparatus of Ar­

thurian r omance~ namely qur. sts, monsters, dwarfs , en­

chanted custJ es :::nd so on, Spenser does not attempt to 

revi v€ the o~_d Arthurian traditions . It is a great 

pity, for with the gifts s o lavi shly displayed in this 

poem, surely he ~ould have made a great romance or 

even an epic of Arthur' s s tory. 

Yet his poetic temper was not suited to this 

end. Le~ois and C:-. - 1-1.mi•7,n say of the poem: -

;iThe rol'.l!antic (') l em.ent . , , charms inter­
mi tteLtly, and at-ca_r1 3 to the exquisite only 
here and there . • . . When he wished to create 
characters even iii a romance , he was impeded 
by his allegory, which asked not for living 
beings, b1.1.t for ~mb')cl:Led abstra ctions . •. .•. 
Bri -toma:rt is t'10 or-L;r character who changes 
the allegory into romance 11

• ( 1) 

Maccallum. is more explici t : -

i: SpP.nse:r was [;. rran of the Reformation 
as ¥1011 as a man of the Reinanssance, and 
had trc ~or al earnestn9ss of the Puritans 
and their preoccupation with the unseen .•.. 
The solution for this contradiction between 
his joy i n appearances and his contempt for 
them he found in an idealistic symbolism . . . 
as far as his art was concerned, he chose 
Allegory - he made his romantic pageant the 
veil for ethical ~ruth. As a result the 
ethical treatment of Arthurian story which 
this brought with it was such that it led 
him to discard the external action in which 

(1) Op. cit., p. 281 . 
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it abounds and he borrowed from the chroni­
cles only the idea of Arthur as the flower 
of princes". (1) 

Spenser was not insensible to the charm of 

Geoffrey ' s legend and gives a poetic summary of British 

history from the days oi the giants to the reign of 
( 2) 

the Castle of Alma Uther, which :>rince Arthur reads in 

and the reference to Merlin is also in keeping. ( 3 ) 

On the whole Spenser ' s connection with Arthur­

ian legend is confined to some reminiscences of the 

Round Table and references only to some Arthurian knights 

and stray incidents . Thus Tristan is brought in ( 4 ) 

for no apparent reason other than to add to the inter­

est of his poem by l.llE:ntioning in it one of the best­

knovm heroes of old romanc~ . 

Between Malory and Spenser we see the gulf 

between the middle agcE and mo dern times . Malory is 

still of the age of romance, while Spenser belongs to 

our own age, and that accounts for his treatment of 

Arthurian legend. 

"It (Spenser's spirit in the Faerie 
Quec~c) is a spirit dS fur removed from 
Halory's as if Spenser were one of oursel­
ves; • . . . The temper of his time we feel 
not essentially unlike t hat of our own, and 
our own is note timo in which o. great rom­
antic legend could develop . No. more was 
Spenser ' s . The Eliza1ethan age could keep 
the old roma nces alivcy but it could not 
give them the nourl8hment requisite for 

( 1) M. :;1. !~accallum: T0nnyson ' s Idylls and Arthurian 
Story , p . 129. 

( 2) The Fd.erie Quc0ne: Bk. II, Canto x, Stanzc:..s 1 
l xviii . 

( 3) I dem: Bk. III, iii, 10 - 13 . 

(4) Idem· Bk. VI, ii, 10 - 13 . 

-
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further growth. This fact means that we 
have passed beyond the constructive period 
of the Arthurian legends . From now on 
they are interesting, not for the addition 
of new incidents, but for the different 
ways in which new generations have regarded 
the old incidents". (1) 

From all the foregoing one may wonder whether 

Spenser was worth having such a fairly full notice, 

since his po~m seems to be so little Arthurian in nat-

ure . lt is clear, however, that he based the idea -

of the whole work on the foundation of the old romance 

of Chivalr y ( 2) - the Arthurian legend is, as it were 

the hidden steel skeleton of his structure . It 

shows too that the Arthurian legend was by no means 

unknown during the latter part of the sixteenth centu­

ry, and Spenser must have r 0~li ze;d that the Arthurian 

references in it would make his Allegory more accept­

able reading. 

The next work with Arthurian references i s 

the Polyolbion (1613 - 1622) of Michael Drayton, gener-

ally rega rded as his greatest work. This is a poet-

ised description, i n alexandrines, of England and 

Wales . In connection with certa in place names Drayton 

recounts the legends a tta ched to them. He mentions 

all the places to which he comes that have Arthurian 

associations and thus works in a fair amount of Arthur-

ian material. He regrets tha t no competent ~Titer 

has given the Arthurian matter worthy treatment. 

Another writer who seems to have regarded 

(1) H. Maynadier ~ The Arthur of the English Poets, 
p . 272 . 

( 2) W.H. Schofield: Chivalry in English Liter ature 
Spenser: pp . l27 - 179. 
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the Arti~urian legend as semi-historical was Thomas 

Heywo od 9 whose Life of Merli n appeared in 1641. It 

is a "histor y;i of England (in verse) down to the times 

of Charles I, and t ho wr·iter and his reader s treated 

the prophecies of the sage as genuine and worthy of 

belief. This wus due to th0 fact that early British 

his~ory was b~gi~ning to be enlisted for political pur­

poses in C')ntroversies on the right of success ion of 

the Stuart :i{i ngs . 

In the period between 1640 and 1680 there is 

a great excrudescenc e of various Prophetic Almanacs. 

Th~ events of the Revolution, the panic aroused by the 

Plague, and the uncertainty and hards hips arising from 

t he great Fir8 of London, had made ignorant peopl e ~1-

usually anxious about t he future, and astrologers and 

fortune- tellers flourished . With most of their prog-

n ostica tions the name of Merlin was associated, and the 

venerable old sage became altogether debased into a 

vulgar fortune - teller' s assistant . The image of his 

head became the fortune - tellers ' trade s ign. 

Continuing with the seventeenth century we 

note that Milton had early in his career felt the at­

traction of the native and nat ional matter and had 

proposed essaying an epic on Arthur. Filled with pat-

riotic fervour, he had projected a Brut , as we note 

from the Epistle t o I/Ianso ( 1 ) and 

(1) r,'lansus: 11 . 80 - 84: -
11 Siquando indigenas rcvoca bo in carmina reges 
Arturu.mque etiam sub t erris bella moventem, 
nut dicam invict~e sociali foedere mensae 
Magnaminos heroas, et (0 modo spiritus adsit) 
Fr angam Saxonicc::.s Britonum Sub Marte phal anges ! " 
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and Epi tc.1.ph of D-s:11!9..!! (l) . Bu~ his stern puritan tempe: 

afterwar~s lad him away from such fictitious ro~antic 

subjects und he employed his gcniuc on epics dealing 

with religion and religious subjects. The Paradise 

Lost and Par".ldi..,e Regained were written rather than a 

new Arthuriad, and who can say what the gain or loss hn.E 

beon? 

J1ryde'1, too, toy<-d \ii th the thought of writ­

ing an epic on Arthur, - and he would probably also 

have treated the matter historically rather than roman­

tically, leaning on Geoffroy r ather than on Malory . 

But, alas, tne Restoration period - the age of Reason -

was no era to inspire poetic stra ins extolling the fan-

tastic , the fabulous , the old romantic matter . Sir 

Walter Scott was later to express keen regret that 

these two poets had a~andoned the Arthurian theme . His 

remarks on Dryden are worth quoting: -

(1) 

;
1Dryden in immortal strain 
H~d r' ised the Table Round again, 
But that a ribald King and Court 
Bade him toil on to make them sport ; 
Demanded for their niggard pay , 
Fit for their souls a l ooser lay, 
Licentious satire, song nnd play; 
1he world d&frauded of the high design, 
Profaned the God- given strength and marr ' d 
the l ofty line" . ( 2) 

'i/hile Dryden did not consumt1a.te his plan of 

E~itaphiUD Damonis: 11. 162 - 168 :-
;Ipse ego Dardanias Rutupina per aequJra puppes 
Di CfJ..Ill • •••••• ••• • •• • • • ••••• •• 

Et tandem Armor icos Britonum sub lege colonos; 
Tum gravidaro Arturo fatnli fraude I~gernen; 
Iuend_ce"" vu.ltus , fi,sswu:ptaque GorloS:.s arma , 
Iv:orlini dolus ....•... . ... 11 

( 2) M.armioi1; - Introduction to Cc:...'1to I. 
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writing ~n Arthurian Epic, he did write a pl ay King 

Arthur, or the B1itish Worthy (1691) . It is a lso very 

far removed from the genui ne Arthurian tradition: it 

is really a kind of opera , and owed some of its at­

tractions to the music ~omposed by Purcell, and the 

ballet dances . In it the Arthurian traditions are 

very freely handled and it i s , at mcsty a very artifi­

cial fairy tule, originally intende d to glorify King 

Charles IL (l J 

But although Milton and Dryden did not pro­

ceed beyond the intention with their plans for Arthur­

ian epics , a lesser poet a ttacked the subject on an 

ambitious s ca le . Richard Blackmore, physician and 

knight, verJ active politically in the revolution that 

pl aced William I II on tha throne, and with less learn­

ing than re professed, and none of the poetic fire 

which he convinced himself he possessed, set himself 

the task of s inging the exploits of Uther ' s son. 

His Prince Art hur of 1695 in ten books was 

fol lowe d ten years l ater by King Arthur in twelve books . 

His own statement, concerning the latter, that it was 

writ ten in odd moments 0£ leisure, and therefore for 

the greater part in coffee-houses and while he was pass­

ing up ana down the s treet , prompted Dryden ' s sneer : -

"At leisure hours in Epic s ong he deals, 
WritE.s to the rumbling of his coa ch ' s wheels". 

- And in the S2..Illc poem (Prologue to the Pilgrim) 

(1) Before the play could be performed , however, 
Charles II died, the revolution of 1688 drove 
James II into ~Aile , ~nd only three years after 
William and Mary had become sovereigns of England 
was it performe:! . 
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11All the former fuGtian stuff he wrote 
was dead- bcrn doggrel or is quite forgot" . 

The two poeI!!s are 1011s, dull and prosy , and full of 

bathos , although not altogether devoid of merits in 

parts . Blackmore v,as even praised by Addison in The 

Spectator. The poems are not really intended to extol 

Arthur so :.nuch ad to serve as a literary allegory in 

support of th<: ~--tcvolutio11 and King William, for Black-

more •:.:as e:. pill ar of the Whigs . He treated the sub-

ject quite: histo::-icall y , which treatmen-c is fatal to 

its romantic qualities . It represents Arthur (William) 

as fighting against Octa (James lI) . Ranged on 

William ' ~ 3ide are the Christians (Protestants) , while 

Octa ' s follow0r s, the heathens, represent the Catholics . 

Blackmore models nis work on the Aeneid, using similar 

supernatural machinery as i s fo und in the classic work. 

The Deity and the angels are the patrons of Arthur , 

while Lucifer and his hosts are the allies of the 

heathens. Treating the matter thus historically he 

selects Arthur ' s t wo nost uninteresting campaigns, that 

have least to do with romance, supplemented with the 

furniture of contempor a ry politics and misapplied relig-

ion. ;'The result", says Maccallum, 11 is ephemeral 

fiction that is none the less fictitious for its formal 

and pompous gait" . (l) No one reads Blackmore ' s Arthur­

ian epics to- day. 

There was, therefore, in the seventeenth cen­

tury a fair volumG of literary production inspired - or 

ostensibly inspired - by the figure of Arthur . In 

these works , however, the A:r·thurian tradition is mostly 

(1) Op . cit., p . 158 . 
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used for the purpose of political allegory , or call it 

poetic political pamphletee~i ng. 

The reason for thi s revival of interest in 

Arthur during the century, as r eflected in its various 

literary fruits j ust noted , was the fact tha t -around . 

the question of the historicity of Arthur revolved the 

struggle of king against parliament or people, and the 

right of accession to the throne of Engl a nd. 

The Tudor monarchs exploited the Arthurian 

legends and Merlin ' s vague prophecies as proof of their 

right of a ccession, and of the divine right of kings as 

expounde d by James I . Throughout the troubled history 

of Engl and in this century - the struggle of parliament 

against king , tho Puritan revolution~ the short- lived 

Republic , and t he Restora tion - the question of the sup­

posed descent of the Tudor kings from the British Arthur 

was a very burning political question , and the mati~re 

de Bretagne became polit ical propaganda matter, to be 

exploited or detracted to t he f ull by the rival parties , 

the claim b e ing made by t he Loyalists and refuted by the 

Parliamentarians . The former f a voured Geoffrey a nd his 

British traditions of the Trojan origin of Arthur: the 

latter deni~d this or i gin. A more scientific approach 

to the study of history, and philological research into 

the nature of the Saxon tongue a nd the Saxon l aws and 

charters prosecuted by the democratic parties , led to a 

r ejection of Geoffrey' s authority , a s well a s the dis­

carding of the vnlidi ty .of n :Sri tish ..origin for the Eng­

lis h races . It was realized that the English peoples 

were moro Saxon than :British, and tha t Saxon l aw had to 

be defended agai nst the autocracy of the Tudor kings of 
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"Arthurian lineage" . (l) 

That the noble Arthurian matter should b'e: so 

abused for political gain would seem to be the lowest 

condition of degradation of the legend, which could 

hardly be surpassed, and yet it was to sink still lower 

in the next literary work that utilizes Arthurian mat­

ter . 

Th~ first decades of the e ighteenth century 

saw the development of the English novel . It was an 

age of prose 1 an ag~ that exalted common sense as the 

idol of culture , and it paid little heed to the spirit-

ua l or tho picturesque . Everything that smacked of 

the Middl8 Ages was alien to the spirit of the time . 

Anything mediaeval or romantic was called 

"Gothic" , which was partially a term of reproach, mean-

ing barbarous . The best work of the period is to be 

found in the novel and the subjects for novels were lim-

ited to tho careers of ordinary human beings . The 

typical hero of imaginative fiction is not now King 

Arthur, but Tom Jones . To this age the personages of 

Arthurian tradition could not appear other than ludi­

crous, and so, when the Arthurian subject is again 

handled , it is handled very roughly by Fielding in a 

satirical play The Tragedy of Tragedies , or the Life 

and Death of Tom Thumb the Great (1730) . It is a neat 

parody of former and contemporary tragedies of the 

ranting bombastic type, and contained cunning political 

(1) Roberta F. Brinkley: Arthurian Legend in the Se ~ 
venteenth Century . John~Hopkins Monographs in Li­
terary History IIL Baltimore; London and Oxford, 
1932 1 giv8s a full and painstaking a ccount of Ar­
thurian controversies and literature in the seven­
teenth century. 
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allusions and many malicious thrusts at Engli sh state s ­

men of the ~im~ . 

In his pl ay Fielding r epresents Tom Thumb as 

begotten by ~~rlin ' s art to be the glory of Arthur 's 

court and the def0nder of the realm. Arthur ' s spouse 

in this play is not call8d Gueilever but has the absurd 

name of Dollalolla, and she has fixe:d h8r passion not 

on Lancelot bu~ on Tom. After his mighty achievements 

in quel ling the rebellion of Art hur's subjects Tom meets 

with an uni_E..roic death - as Merlin had prophesied - by 

being devoured by a cow, no doubt taken accidentally• 

with a mouthful of juicy 5rass . Such burlesque of the 

noble Arthurian memory is surel y the l ast word i n the 

degradation of tLe le ~end. Fielding thus makes use of 

Arthur in connection with the children ' s s tory of Tom 

Thumb . Other nursery- tale heroes, too, such as Jack 

the Giant Ki.Ller a bout this time were promoted to the 

ranks of Arthur ' s Knights and the Arthurian Legend is 

at its lowest ebb in this first quarter of the eight­

eenth century when "King Arthur was laid up i n the 

humble Avallon of juvenile fic tion, the best he could 

find , till he should be healed of the grievous wound 

that the r ationalism of the period had dealt him, and 
(1) 

return once more to gladden the hearts of his Britons ". 

But after the ebb the tide turns to its flow , 

and the fortunes of Arthur , too , began to revive . In 

the latter half of the eighteenth century that movement 

had its birth which is known as the Revival of Romance . 

It was initiated by what may b e called "The Reviva l of 

(1) MacCcllum: Op . clt . , p . 167 . 
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Interest in the Mediac.:val". 

The archaic fabrications of Macpherson (1760) 

and Chatterton (1764) e~citcd great attention, and 

t aste began to turn eagerly to that kind of liter a ture 

that only a decade or two before would have been dis -

missed as ·1barbarous" . Arthur , too , i n the general 

i nteresi; :10\1 tak~n in t he romantic, mediaeval or 

"Gothic 11 pabt , was given a new l ease of life and pro­

vided new interest for Englishmen in the old ballads 

that were exhumed and resuscitated by Bishop Percy in 

his Reliquet> of Ancient Poetry. His volume, compiled 

from the old MS. he discovered and edi ted and had pub­

lish8d (1768) , conta ins , besides a critica l essay on 

the origins of the mediaeval metri ca l romances of chiv­

ulry, the following ballads dealing with Arthurian 

matter , that had their origin in the fifteenth c entury 

which, besides Malory ' s book, had offered so little 

fresh and new on the subject : -

Sir Lancelot du Lake; The Boy and the Mantle 

(theue - chastity test) ; The Marria ge of Sir 

Gawaine (theme - the "Fier Baisser" - The 

Dangerous Kiss); King Ryence ' s Challenge; 

King Arthur 's Death; The Legend of King 

Arthur . 

It was not a lways the old unsophisticated 

ballads that Bishop Percy offered his public. Many of 

them wer0, according to his notes, in a mutilated state 

in his old MS., and these he did not hesita te to amend 

and complete . Yet others he chose to prune and pol­

i sh a ccording to his own judgment, and using his edi ­

toria l prerogatives to smooth down the roughnesses of 
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what seemed to him in many cases to be the rude form of 

these old poems . He could , a las, not altogether dis-

associate himself from ~he perve~ted taste of the Augus­

t a n age which would no t be a~le to stomach such pri m­

itive and uncouth stuff 9 and he had to make it palat­

able to th6 cnlip.;htened -';as te of his own times . 

"H.:: adul t C;rU tod hj_s ballads", says Saints bury, 

"but he 1llev1 no be tter". One could hardly thus early 

expect the true piety ai1d. gEmu:i,.ne antiquarian interest 

of modern edit i ng, whi ch is unwilling to tamper with 

old original mat ~er, and, on the contra ry, tries to pre­

serve all i;he freshness and charm and even faults and 

rudeness of the originals. 

Yet , unwarranT. 0 n Rnn nnc:~tical as his tamper­

ings , and 'improvement s: may have been, his volume 

bears abundant proof that he was really in sympathy 

with, and f ond of, t hese rude specimens of old romantic 

narrative, and he i s the first true lover of Arthurian 

matter after Malory and before Scott . 

The romantic tide was flowing apace now and 

the way v1as being prepared fo:i:- a triumphal return of 

the old champion Arthur to the lists of literature . 

Gr ay 's The Bard (1757), and ~van Evans' Some Specimens 

of the Ancient Welsh Bardf' (:;__ 7G~ 1 ":ere signposts of 

the faint Arthurian track. All the romantic works 

f r om the Oss ian onwards were the forerunners of Scott ' s 

truer mediaeval romantic essays in Marmion and The Lay 

of the Last Minstrel, while Walpole ' s extravaganza The 

Castle of Otranto was merely an awkward adumbration of 

the more genui ne mediaevalism of The Talisman and 

Ivanhoe . To this same time of t he seventeen- sixties 
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belongs t b0 critical work of Richard (later Bishop) 

Hurd in L&tters on Chiva lry and Romance . 

Thus i n the novel, in poetry, and in criticism 

we see the later 1'classical" age groping back uncertain­

ly to the inspiration of the chivalrous age~ the age 

of' naturalism at::..'etching forth a hand of kH1ship to the 

age of fantasy and romance. 

Thi):oas Wharton wrote a literary criticism 

which is no t: devoid of interest and value . In his 

0bservatiou.s on the Faerie Queene (1754) he had discuss­

ed Spenser's indebtedness to the Arthurian story , and 

in his meritorious History of English Poetry (1774) he 

was the first Arthurian critic and student of origins . 

His poem1 the Grave of King Arthur (1777), too, is no 

mean piece of work . He also wrote two sonnets, one on 

the Round Table at Winchester anQ the other on Stone­

henge, t hat indicate his genuine interest in the old 

matter. 

The publication of various collections of 

ballads and romances also made peopla more familiar 

with the old romantic themes . Among these are two 

made by that stormy petrel, the antiquarian , crank, and 

spelling reformer Joseph Ritson, so famous for his 

amusing polemical battle with Bi s hop Percy . His com­

pilations are . Collection of English Songs (1783), 

and Ancient Engleish Metrical Romancees (1802) . There 

also appea~ed Lewis ' s Tales of Wonder (1801), and 

Ellis ' s Specimens of Early English Metrical Romances 

(1805) . .All these collections are a t once proof of' 

the revival of interest in romantic things - an inter­

est which belongtd to the general romantic movement of 
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the time - and books that served to arouse still fur­

ther the interest in mediaeval matters . 

John Leyden felt the fascinat i on of the Ar­

thurian theme (Scenes of Infancy 7 1803) but left the 

enterprise to a mightier inspiration than his own, 

namely that of his friend Walter Scott . For all these 

tentative essays in handling the Ar-churian legend, as a 

subject for both poetry and criticism, were to be given 

much greater impetus by the work, both poetical and 

critical, of Sir ialter Scott . His medi aevalism was a 

master passion in his nature, and as a mature writer he 

wrote with all the enthuc i asm and zest of a boyi sh ad­

venturer daring forth on the magic seas of romance. 

We know to - day that Scot~•s reconstructions of the past 

were often faulty and full of gl aring anachronisms but 

we must allow him the indulgence we give to all pioneer s 

in a particular field of study. He more than any 

other man helped to create the interest that led to 

further more scholarly researches and sounder r esults . 

"He not only had a lar ge vision of the 
field of inquir y t ha t has since been parcelled 
out to a crowd of day labourers, but with re ­
l atively scanty materials and defective appa­
ratus he obtained results on which later spe­
cialists have built" . (1) 

It was inevitable that he should feel the attr action 

and power of the Arthurian romances and that he should 

attempt something in the same tradi ·,ion. 

I have said that his Marmion and Lay of the 

Last Minstrel were his first attempts i n the direction 

of mediaeval romance . The former incidentally shows 

(1) Maccallum: Op. cit., p . 181. 
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true appreciation of the worth of the Arthurian legend 

and a prophetic vision of its inspiration of lat er 

poets : -

"The mightiest Chiefs of British song 
scorn ' d not such legends to prolong" . (1) 

His MiLstrelsy of the Scottish Border (1802-

1803) is he less 3. valua1:::>le anthology than the Reliques 

in the development of the Romantic revival. But he 

made a more direct contribution to romance: In 1805 he 

edited th~ olJ ~e~rical romance of Sir Tri strem 9 and 

since it was defeuti,re , he supplied the final episode 

to the MS . narrative with a love and delicat6 tact en­

tirely unlik0 the blund0ring tinkering of Bishop Percy . 

His own original essay on matter with an .Ar­

thurian ba ckground is the Bridal of Triermain or The 

Vale of St . John l l 813) in which the part of the tale 

that .serves as prologue to the main narrative tells of 

ev0nts in .A:rthur•o time, 

Scott ' s work inspired his friend Reginald 

HebE;r to two attempt s :i.n this dir1:;;ction. His Marte 

Arthur (1Jl2) shoNs the infl uGnc e of Spenser . He 

l eaves thG allegory out and keeps far closer to the 

medi aeval framework than Spenser, but like Spenser he 

i s attracted to the marvels a nd errantry of the Arthur­

i an story and not the quintessence of its spiri t: 

the dark&r aspects of th~ tradition a r e omitted or 

toned down. The story of Mod.red ' s origin and Guene-

ver ' s guilt are completely a ltered. Morgan le Fay is 

the evil g~nius who caus0s all the trouble and the 

(1 ) Mar mion: Introduction to Canto I . 
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whole becomes little mor0 than an elfin tale of glamour 

and enchantment . 

Ile also wrot0 another pi ece, The Masque of 

Guendolen - ';.l. drama rather than a masque , which com­

bines t he ballad ~f Sir Gawain's Marriage with the his ­

tory of ~erlin , and is a picturesque and agreeable pl ay . 

Y-t wi1.n all the mediaevali sm and romanticism 

of Scot t L r.c. hi s ..:lChool, the.cc was in all these works 

more int0r0st i n the f a cT,S and externals than i n the 

i deal and spirit of Romance in g~neral, and the Arthu­

rian leg0nd in particular : it is pageantr y r a ther than 

r eal r ep::E;.:::entati0n. 

Southey was the next poet , and great poetic 

tale - spinner, who mi ght have made something of roma nce . 

Indeed he executed an exc ellent translation and abridge­

ment of the Spanish Amadis de Gaul, while an edition of 

Malory was also publis hed under his name (1817) , for 

which he hed wr_~ten a pref a ce but had not otherwise 

edited . B1.:t, on the whole, the cr ude and chaotic Cel t -

i c material s of t he Arthurian story di d not a ttract 

him as mu ch ~s ditl other more ~xotic sub j ects . 

Disappoint~ng , too , is the fact tha t the 

gr eat spiritb of the Romantic revival - Byron, Shelley 

and Keats - with their passiona te and revolutionary 

romanticism, did not a ttempt the Arthurian story. 

Rather wel',., -they a ttracted to the l ess r emote romance 

of the Orient i n their own pot~s of passion and roma nce . 

A tentatjv~ explanation ~or this neglect of the matter 

of Arthurian romance by these high pri ests of the ro­

mantic ndrn .. ti vc ,1il1 b..., adv-a.need i n the final Chapter 

of Conclusions . 
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The nceltic Revi val" or Cel tic cult as fore­

runner and part of the Romanti c Reviva l ~ which had be ­

gun with Gr&y ' s The :Bar d and Evans ' s Specimens of the 

Ancient ~olsh Bards , cont i nue6 throughout the years . 

Some old Welsh poems wer e collected and printed, with 

the Triads noted above tha t preserve so many important 

Arthurian traditions , in the Myvyrian Archaiology of 

Wales (1801 - 1807 ) . I n 1838 appeared Lady Charlotte 

Guest ' s ~&bino~ion whi ch is a very creditable piece of 

pioneering ·i :1 "th€ study of old Celtic materials, for 

her copious ~o"t es te~tify to untiring research in un­

earthing, especiall y, t~1li old Arthur i an traditions and 

l egends , and followi.ng up folk- lore , mythological and 

t opographical ~~f ~r encos in this collection of ancient 

Welsh stories . 

In 1 839 Sir Frederick Madden publi shed his 

great collection of romances Tcla ting to Gawa in for the 

Bannatyne Club . Matthew Arnold ' s enthusiastic Lectures 

on the Study of Celti c Lit erature (1867), a~though 

shaky in its premises and facts , did much to sti mulate 

the interest and i ncr~~se knowledge on the matt er . I t 

still r emains an invi gorating pi e ce of writing for 

which Celtic scholars are yet grateful . 

r_rh,:,; cri-~ica l study of Celtic materials in the 

Arthurian l (;g~nu was to culminate in the work of Alfred 

Nutt and John Rhys , and t he European Celtic schol ar s, 

such as M. D' Arbois de Juba inville . 

General i nter~st in the Arthurian l~gend is 

s een in the many E::di tions of If.::.lory tha t were issued 

throughout t~e century , mostly with critica l notes and 

othe r i nfor~a tive matter : it appeared twice in 18l6 
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(the first editions since 1634) , and a l s o i n 1817, 1856 , 

1866, 1868 , 1889 - 91, 1893 - 4, 1897, 1900, 1921 . The 

greatest edition was the one of Dr. H. 0skar Sommer, 

1889 , i n three volumes: Vol. I Text; Vol . II Glos-

sary Index etc · Vol III Study of the Sources . (l) ' ' . ' . 

A~ interesting and unusua l way of treating 

early Welsh t,radi tions of the time of the birth of the 

Arthurian l tgend is to be found in s ome of the series 

of brilliant ~nd ironical t ales dealing with the anti­

quities and legvnds of Wales, by Thomas Love Peacock 

(1785 - 1866) . There is, however, little occasion and 

less space here to pause awhile and examine these inter-

esting short novels of his . We must merely mention 

that he v,as c.1 s cholar, and what is more, a clever man, 

who combined his s tore of British and classical know­

ledge with tales of a witty and satirical nature, in 

which he treated t he agu in which he lived, with its 

theories , its great men and its soci al problems, with 

polite ridicule, as in Headlong Hall, Crotchet Ca stle 

and Gryll Grange . He a l so had a vein of delicateimag-

ination which he displayed in the f a nciful Maid Marian. 

But the one work which best and most complete­

ly combines his powers of sarcasm with his gr a ce of 

fancy and his scholarship, and withal handles Arthurian 

matter, is his Mi s fortunes of Elphin (1829 ) . 

The plot he combines from the story of the 

mythical barQ Taliessin and the abduction of Guenever 

by Melwas . It is a genuine antiquarian study, and was 

(1 ) Vinaver~ Malory, doe s not think highly of Som­
mer •s researches and conclusions: his own -
naturally - a r e more penetrating and correct ! 
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written as a vehicle for the translation of many old 

Welsh poems and triads, conta inings among other good 

things, the fa~ous War Song of Dynas Vawr . 

In this work Peacock did one important thing. 

Although h0 made no attempt to produce an illusion of 

the imagination, to retell a genuine and convincing 

old tale - for t~e tone 0f outrageous banter is too ob­

vious - he did show tha~ it was possible to treat the 

old matter in a modern spirit and yet retain for it the 

ancient stage . This brings us back to the remarks 

made earlier in this study concerning Malory ' s treat­

ment of the Arthurian l egend. It will be remembered 

that we noted (p. 254) that a lesser writer, when 

treating old and serious matter, can easily fall into 

the fault of pa~odying it or becoming a rtificia l . In 

Peacock the irony never becomes burlesque and he is too 

r espectful of and in love with his sources to handle 

them rudely, In this respect there is a great differ­

ence between the ~fo~tunes of Elphin and Mark Twain ' s 

A Yankee at the Court of King Arthur which is not so 

entirely alien i n spiri t and intention to t he former 

work as might superficially be judged. 

The later work of the American author also 

sets out at first to ridicule the institutions of chiv­

al ry much as Don Quixote would lash the foolishness 

of the decadent mediaeval romances; it is also , in the 

beginning, full of a gentle raillery at the social 

order of feudal times as Maid Marian i s . But as his 

t ale proceeds Mark Twain's abhorrence of class dis­

tinctions, with its attendant exploitation of the sup­

pressed classes, r i ses to an indignation whi ch almost 
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destroys the fun and good-natured burlesque of the 

earlier parts . In the later parts he seems to be em-

barrassed with the characters and the situation he has 

created and the end is scrambled and weak. The Yankee 

is, nevertheless, a readable novel with a serious moral 

purpose if carefully read, and not the mere extravagant 

burlesque it is usually adjudged to be . (l) 

But whereas Peacock retains a calmness and 

equanimity like that of the trained fighter who keeps 

his good- humour lest he be betrayed into the careless­

ness engendered by loss of temper, Mark Twain ' s nobl e 

rage, as of a bull- headed pugilist, causes him to slip 

in the plan of his story, and in order to avoid becoming 

too serious and moral he piles on the parody and farce 

so that the tale remains a crude caricature and comes 

dangerously near to being unconvincing. It is there-

fore neither pure and unadulterated fun , nor an effect­

ive social sermon, and misses the truth and effective­

ness of the picture as drawn by the more subtle artist 

-:P-eaoo ck •. 

Another American Arthurian burlesque tha~ 

pokes gentle fun at Chivalry is Eugene Field ' s Proper 

Trewe Idyll of Camelot . An earlier satiric treatment 

of Arthurian legend had been the poem The Monks and the 

Giants (1817) of John Hookham Frere (of Anti- Jacobin 

fame) which was a skit on the external characteristics 

of romance, much in the spirit of Don Quixote. Like 

the latter work, however, the satire did not strike at 

(1) I cannot agree with Mr. (Dr . ?) Maynadier who thinks , 
and calls , the Yankee "unintelligent and disagree­
able" . Arthur of the En~lish Poets, p . 401. 
Maccallum, too, is less tan just. : Op . cit., 
p . 288 . 
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man not of unromantic cast of mind . 

vival . 

To re~urn to the poetry of the Romantic Re ­

M~ny atray =efer~nce~ scattered through his 

poems show that Wordsworth too, and almost in spite of 

himself , wa::, attracted by old .romantic themes, although 

hi s wisdom ~ept him to the paths he was best fitted to 

tread , and to ~he carrying out of his particular task 

in the kind of po0try wherein his chief strength lay. 

This was v,i th the romance that lur ks in common life, 

and that mirrors itself in the sights and sounds of 

Nature - sc<:nes and thoughts of a philosophical and me-

ditative n~ ture r~flected in tranquillity . Not f ··,r 

him the marvel of fantasy, the excitement of sword- play 

and the wonder of enchantment, but rather the common­

place, the joys a~d sorrows of the little things of 

reality. It is almost ridiculous to think of the ser-

ious and intense author who found inspiration in such 

subjects a::; Goody Blake. The Idiot Bo:'[, and even of 

the larger things such as Resolution and Independence, 

singing of knights and ladies, and serpents and charms 

and all the fantastic to - do of mediaeval romantic ad­

venture . 

Yet even the Wordsworth who in Peter Bel l 

disclaimed for himself all share in the marvels of ro­

mance betrays himself into honest e~thusiasm for the 

adventurous and r 0mantic in the lines : -

"Sometimes the ambitious power of choice, mistaking 
Proud Spring- tide swellings for a regular sea , 
Will settle on some British theme, some old 
Romantic tale by i~il ton left unsung; 
More often turning to some gentle place 
Within the groves of Chivalry, I pipe 
To shepherd swains, or, seated harp in hand, 
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Amid reposing knights by a river side 
Or fountain, listen to the grave reports 
Of dire enchantments faced and overcome 
By the s trong mind j and tales of warlike 
Where spear encountered spear , and sword 
Fought , as if conscious of the blazonry 
That the shield bore, so glorious was the 

feats, 
with sword 

(1) 
strife". 

And so even he whose f ancy turned, outside the narrow 

circle of the English villa ge and countryside, rather 

to the clas sical themes as in Laodomia, succumbed at 

last (when he was over sixty years old), to the glamour· 

of a romantic theme in writing his poem The Egyptian 

Maid (1835), in which the name s and persons are derived 

from Arthurian story. 

The story of this semi-lyrical poem is that of 

a maid who is wrecked on the shores of Brit ain through 

Merlin ' s magic, and who can be called out of her death-

like trance only by her destined husband . Various 

knights among Arthur ' s greatest make the trial but only 

Galahad succeeds, and in the "happy ending" this celi-
' bate marries the Egyptian maid! 

Wordsworth had the right feeling for the sub­

ject, as is shown by the quotation above, and other re-

ference s in his poems . But this poem is clumsily 

moral . The Egyptian Maid personifie s purity, and is 

the destined bride of the purest knight of the Round 

Table, namely the ascetic Galahad. This is such a 

fundamental and unwarranted change in an Arthurian char­

dcter as one would expect only from the age of prose 

and reason, for Wordsworth ' s temper, says Dr. Margaret 

Reid ( 2 ) "was not romantic in the sense of idealizing 

(1) The Prelude , Bk. I . 

(2) M. J.C. Reid : The Arthurian Legend, p . 44. 
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the historic past 11
• Philosophic as he was he did not 

penetrate deeply enough into the legend to find its sym-

bolic and cosmic meaning. "Legend, as legend, had no 

power to arouse the mysticism of bis nature . So the 

poem remains as a rather clumsy attempt to tell an un­

convincing story in an a:r·tificial manner" . (l) 

Anoth0r poem which sadly misses striking the 

genuine romantic note, because the story is so freely 

handled that only the na.~es of the characters and places 

remain , is Edward Bulwer Lytton ' s King Arthur, An Epic 

in Twelve Books (1848) . Appearing after the Mabinogion 

Sir Frederick Madden ' s Gawain and other fruits of Arthur 

ian scholarship and research, Lytton ' s Arthur is 

strangely foreign in spirit , and is Arthurian only in 

name . 

Omitting for the time being the work of Ar­

nold, Morris, Swinburne and Tennyson for fuller treat­

ment in the next chapter, the chronological note of 

Arthurian poets includes now some minor poets who were 

influenced by the ideals of the Pre- Raphaelites . The 

first of these was Robert Stephen Hawker (Quest of 

the Sangraal, 1863) . 

Various "movements" , deliberate or unpremedi­

tated were inspired directly by the Romantic revival . 

Of these the "Mediaeval revival" , though never a con­

scious and organised activity by a school or grou~ was 

most far- reaching9 and worked like a leaven through the 

literary and cultural consciousness of the nation. One 

need hardly cite the deepening attraction felt by many 

(1) M.J.C . Reid: Op. cit ., p . 78. 
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towards the mysticism, stability and unity of mediaeval 

religion, with its visible manifestation in the Oxford 

movement that so deeply a ffected Anglican Church l eaders 

like Keblq Manning and Newman, to name only three. 

It is a far cry from the Apologia pro Vita Sua t~ the 

Bl essed .Damozel , but the same thought inspired both 

works, the same nostalgia for the mystic gl amour of the 

Middle Ages, as somethi ng more stable and enduring than 

could be found in the modern time . 

This mediaevalism in art, literature, and 

religion , i s best represented in the ideals and work of 

the Pre- Raphaelite group, and one part of the group ' s 

work was that devoted to reflecting the romance and en­

chantment of Chiva lry and the Arthurian legend. In 

this respect we have the purely mediaeval work, small 

in quantity but of a singul a rly precious quality, of 

William Morris: we will examine it fully in the next 

chapter . Swinburne, too, although never an active 

member of the ~rotherhood was influenced by its faith 

and its leader Rossetti . Also his Arthurian poems will 

be discussed below. The artists John Everett Millais 

and , to a greater extent, Edward Burne-Jones have left 

many paintings in which the subjects are drawn from the 

Arthurian legend, though the~ and Tennyson, have in­

spired a host of other later nineteenth- century paint­

ers of Arthurian pictures. 

aeval 

Hawker inherited something of the true medi­

spirit of the Pre- Raphaelites . Unlike them, 

however, he was inspired by the ascetic religious zeal 

of the Middle Ages , rather than by the delight in its 

picturesque beauty which William Morris took . As the 
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vicar of a remote Cornish parish he shows in his work 

how his natural instinct was stimulated by Cornish tra­

ditions and legends. His Quest of the Sangraal, (l) of 

which he , unfortunately 5 completed only the first 

Chant, has a certain Hebraic flavour and is redolent 

of the mystical fervour which gradua lly came to pervade 

his life and thought . ( 2 ) He describes how four cham­

pions, Lancelot, Perceval, Tristan and Galahad set out 

on the quest to t he north, south, west and east respect-

ively. His lines have~ manly and vigorous ring , with 

much movement and di gnity ; as in the opening lines : -

"'Ho for the Sangraal, vanished vase 0-f' Tfcaven, 
That held like Christ ' s own heart an hin of blood: 
Ho for the Sangraal! ' How the merry s~out 
Of reckless riders on the rushing steeds 
Smote the loose echo from the drowsy rock (

3
) 

Of grim Duna.egal,, thron'd along the sea!" 

His knights are of rather sterner stuff than 

the knights of mediaeval romance : -

Now feast and fest ival in Arthur' s hall: 
Hark, stern Dundega.l softens into song .; 
They meet for solemn severance, Knie'-- ~ Xing, 
Where gate and bulw~rk darken o'er the sea. 
Strong men for meat and warriors at the wine, 
They wreak the wrath of hunger on the beeves , 
They rend rich mors 1::ls from the savoury deer , 
And quench the flagon like Brunguillie dew. 
Hear! how the minst~ql s prophesy in sound, (4) 
Shout the King ' s wa~sha el, and drinkhael the Queen! 

This is splendid s tuff : this is Celtic . It cannot be 

r egretted too much that Hawker did not complete the 

(1) 

(2) 

(3) 

(4) 

R.S. Hawker: Cornish Ballads and other Poems, 
1869: Quest of the Sangraal . 

He greatly mourned the dea th of his wife. A few 
hours before his own death he was admitted into 
t he Roman Catholic faith. 

Quest of the Sangraal . 

Idem. 
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fragment . 

Only a few years later another man almost as 

mediaeval in temp~r a s Hawker and Morris , William West­

wood (the friend of Charles Lamb and a later disciple 

of Izaak Walton) wrote two Arthuri an poems that are 

also true to the old spirit of the legend: The Sword 

of Kingship (1866) and The Quest of the Sancgreall , 

( 1868) . His poems are more charming than many of the 

other minor nineteenth- century poems because he keeps 

to the original versions of the stories , as told in 

Malory . The influence of Tennyson (who influenced to 

a gr eat er or lesser measure most of the minor poets , 

especially those who essayed Arthurian subjects -- five 

of the Idylls had appeared by 1868 and eleven by 1872) 

i s clearly seen in these lines from Westwood ' s Quest: -

So evermor e t he months drew to a close; 
The apple ripened to its ruddy prime; 
The pear dropped , gol den, in the orchard grass; 
Athwart the gusty sky long flights of s torks , 
With whirl of wing and noisy clap of beak, 
Passed s outhward . . • still no tidings, and the 

queen , 
At midnight kneeling in her oratory , 
A "mea culpa i " quivering on her lips 
A "mea maxi ma culpa!" heard the bells 
Roll forth their bra zen clangour o ' er the world, 
Ring out the old year , welcome in the New. (1) 

There are quite a fair number of minor poems 

by writers who wrote so little tha t they are now scarce­

ly remembered, poems that were inspired directly or in­

directly by the example of the Tennyson, and also show 

the greater poet ' s i nfluence . We can make the barest 

mention of them. Of the best of these are G.A. Sim-

cox's 

(1) 

Farewell to Ganore and Gawain and the Lady of 

Quest of the Sancgreall, quoted by Maynadier, 
Op. cit . , p. 369 . 
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Avalon (both 1869), and F . Millard's Tristram and 

I s eul t ( 1870) . At the end of the century and much more 

modern in treatment i s the remarkable Last Ballad (1899) 

of John Davidson , which we have already noted (p . 228 

supra) . At this t ime, too, the Arthurian matter was 

once more dr amatically handled in the plays of J . Comyns 

Carr, namely King Arthur(l ) and Tristram and Iseult . 

Beyond the borders of Great Britain, too, 

poets were writing poetry based on Arthurian romance . 

Early in the century the American James Russell Lowell 

first attempted to trea t the old matter in the modern 

spirit with an original theme in his Vision of Sir 

Launfal (1848 ) . It teache s anew the old moral story 

that true charity consists of love and not alms given 

from a sense of duty . Sir Launfal before setting out 

from Arthur ' s court on the quest of the Holy Grail has 

a vision. When he departs he flings a few coins to 

a leper outside the cas tle, from a mere sense of duty. 

When he returns much later , disillusioned be cause he 

has failed to achieve his quest , he has learnt true 

humility . He again finds the beggar there . This time 

he shares his single crust of bread with the unfortun- . 

ate , and gives him water to drink from a wooden bowl . 

' Twas a mouldy crust of coarse brovm bread, 
' Twas water out of a wooden bowl , 

yet with fine wheaten bread was the leper fed, 
And 'twas red wine he drank with his thirsty 

soul '. ( 2) 

The leper is transfigured into the image of 

Christ who tells Launfal that the Holy Grail is there 

(1) See also p . 298 infra. 

(2) Quoted by Maynadier : Op . cit ., p . 381 . 
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in the wooden bowl. So he learns that ~he Grail does 

not need to be sought but is right there for him at any 

time that he bestows real charity. The verse is pe d­

estrian in parts (as in the lines quoted) , and the 

scenery is that of New England , yet the poem is not de­

void of merit . 

Ambitious in intention, if not so successful 

in the performance , was the plan of another .American, 

Richard Hovey, to write an Arthurian "poem in dramas " . 

He had planned to tell the whole Arthurian story but 

completed only four works : two masques, The Quest of 

Merlin and Taliesin , and two five - act dramas The 

Marriage of Guenevere and The Birth of Galahad. 

These have none of them more than the average merit of 

minor works. 

In Australia , too , A.L. Gordon in The Rhyme 

of Joyous Garde (1868) depicted Lancelot' s remorse . 

At the end of the century and the beginning 

of the present one mediaeval romance and more particu­

larly the legends of Arthurian romance, under the in­

fluence of Tennyson ' s poetry and also Wagner ' s operas -

which had by this time all been presented in England, 

as well as on the continent -- were still interesting 

the minds of the public and the scholars , English and 

European. In the transactions of Folk- lore Societies 

Mr. Alfred Nutt , Miss Jessie L. Weston and others were 

delving deeply into the Celtic and Scandinavian mythol­

ogies . European schol.ars were brilliantly editing 

the mediaeval manuscripts that had long lain dust­

covered in various libraries, a nd a host of writers of 

greater or lesser importance were hotly attacking or 
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defending the various theories on the origins of Arthur­

i an romance in the literary journals or indepen'dently 

published monographs . It is truly remarkable what a 

great spate of critical works flowed from the printing 

presses from about 1880 to about 1910. 

After the first decade of the new century, 

however, Tennyson's reputation suffered a temporary 

eclipse when it b ecame fasionable to detract his Victor­

ian correctness, and the Idylls of the King were al-

lowed to lapse into disfavour . This was due partly 

to the natural reaction that set in after the period of 

intense popularity of his work, and partly to the new 

spirit of a new age - the Edwardian. The intense ac-

tivity in Arthurian research had also reached its peak 

and begun to decline, and since then studies devoted to 

origins and sources and other critical questions have 

been few. I have beem able to trace, in English, a 

meagre dozen critical works, including two text edi­

tions, from 1920 to date . (l) 

Yet throughout the golden thread of Arthurian 

poetry has continued unbroken in English Literature . 

There has been a s teady production of Arthurian poetry 

to the present day . But since the beginning of this 

century two aspects of the matter have come to the fore. 

Firstly, there i s the attraction that the immortal story 

of the love of Tristan and Iseult seems to have for 

modern poets to the exclusion almost of other Arthurian 

themes. Secondly, there is what seems to be the 

(1) See Bibliography. The two text editions to which 
I refer are J.R.R. Tolkien and E.V. Gordon: Sir 
Gawain and the Green Knight, 0 .U. P . , 1925, ancr-­
Gwyn Jones and Thomas Jones: The Mabonigion , Dent 
Everyman, 1949 , 
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conclusion of the poets that the dramatic form is the 

fittest method of treatment of the legend. 

The important dissertation of Miss M.J.C. 

Reid, The Arthurian Legend , Comparison of treatment in 

Modern and Mediaeval Literature, (1938) is the only re­

cent critical work I have been able to f ind that gives 
' 

a commentary and criticism of twentieth century Arthur­

ian poetry (up to the year of publication of her book). 

Where her subject- matter is so wide and treatment so 

ample it i s difficult to indicate the quality of her 

work in such short space as we have . 

She traces the treatment of all the legends 

belonging to the various branches of the composite leg­

end in modern English poetry from the appearance of 

Malory ' s Mort e D' Arthur (1485) to the present day 

(1938 , as above) . She also exami nes all the modern 

poetry on separate characters, apart from Arthur and the 

Arthurian legend as a whole, such as Gawai n, ·Merl:il.1',1, 

Lancel ot, Balin, Tristan,. and related subjects such as 

the Holy Grail and the Wagner operas . 

So she contributes a "study on the literary 

value of myth and legend 11
• She shows how the revival 

of folk- t ales in Ireland, for example, is part of an 

Irish national movement felt in the domain of litera-

ture and politics. The Arthurian legend, however , 

does not play a similar part for the English. She 

comes to the rather disillusioned conclusion that Ar­

thurian legend is '' likely to hold in some measure its 

place in English literature as embodying romantic 

ideals and aspirations . But so far ArthlJ.!ian legend, 

except perhaps the Grail Legend and that of Tristan, 
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has appeared unsuitable to modern conditions, and so has 

not fulfilled its high promise or been adequately re­

presented in English literature". (l) 

Her ana lysis of twentieth century .Arthurian 

poetry is useful , and the only criticism of the kind so 

far . She has unearthed and di scussed the following 

particular works: -

POEMS: 

Laurence Binyon: Tristram ' s End (1913) 

the American 
E. A. Robinson Merlin (1917) and Tristram 

(1928) 

A "Poetic drama" by Gordon Bottomley: 
Merlin ' s Grave (1925) 

PLAYS (all in verse) : -

J. Comyns Carr Tristram and Iseult (1906) 

Michael Field (Katherine H. Bradley and Edith 
E. Cooper ) The Tragedy of Pardon 

(1911) 

Arthur Symons 

Thomas Hardy 

and: 

Laurence Binyon 

John Masefield 

NOVEL: 

J . C. Powys 

Tristan de Leonoi s (1911) . 

Tristan and Iseult (1917) 

The Famous Tragedy of the 
Queen of Cornwall at Ti n­
tagel in Lyonesse (1923) 

Arthur (1923) 

Tristan and Isolt (1927). 

The Glastonbury Legend 
(1933). 

(Comyns Carr had also written another drama, King 

Arthur in 1895) . It will be noted that of the twelve 

works list~d here no less than seven deal with the 

(1) Reid: Op . cit . , p . 263 . 
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Tristan legend; the Tragedy of Pardon also treats the 

Tristan story) • 

It is clear how the Tristan story has captured 

the imagination of modern poets . Because it is a sto-

ry of passion but not of courtly romance (except in so 

far as some of the later trouv~res worked elements of 

the amour courtois into ~-t) it has more attraction for 

modern taste than the Lar.celot story on which mediaeval 

writers lavished their inventive powers. 

This is at once a pointer to the reason why 

the Arthurian legend has not been found fit matter for 

inspiration by the more modern writers. Modern thought 

and taste call for modern treatment of the matter, and 

of the old romances with their load of artificial sen­

timent and. fantastic adventu.r?. only the Tristan - which --~--
is a purer theme that is sufficient in itself without 

the support of adventitious ornamentation - lends it­

self to modern treatment : it is a story essentially of 

spiritual conflict, such as the writers of our time 

love to analyse and portray. 

And yet , in my opinion, the Tristan story is 

not the best part of the Arthurian legend . It is and 

remains, after all, only a story of lawless passion. 

Despite its undoubted beauties and merits -- the por­

trayal of deathless love, faith that i3 proof against 

all obstacles and trials, the conflict in Tristan's 

mind between honour and fa ithfulness - - in spite of all 

these it is ethically of very little value . It is my 

conviction - one may even call it my critical creed -

that poetry (literature) if it is to be of any perma­

nent value, must contain in itself the eternal moral 
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truths : it must tea ch some lesson, and this, ( see 

above Chapter V, p .119 footnote) I believe, even the 

most subjective lyr ic~ do . From this point of 

view I feel that the Lancelot story, and more especial­

ly the Arthur s tory - - even with its repulsive incest 

motif - - with its tremendous tragic significance, lends 

itself much better to worthy literary treatment. I 

shall develop these thoughts further in the Conclusion 

t o this essay. 

, 
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CHAPTER XI: The Arthur of the 
great Victorians. 

"There, too, we read of Spenser' s fairy themes, 
And those that lliilton loved in youthful yearsi 
The sage enchanter Merlin's subtle schemes; 
The feats of Arthur and his knightly peers. " 

William Wordsworth: Artegal and Eli dura. 

A ,.. I'" A I' 

"I sot ma drue, Isot m' amie , 
" /'\ En vus ma mort, en vus ma Viet " 

Gottfried von Strassburg : Tristan. 

HE one great poet of modern 

times who has written most 

and best on Arthurian themes 

is Tennyson, whose Arthurian 

poems were produced over a 

period of half-a- century, 

between the publication of 

The Lady of ShaJ.ott in 1833 

, und that of Merlin and the 

Gleam iJl 1889. 

During this time however two other great 

poets, Matthew Arnold and William Morris, wrote poems 

on Arthurian subjects, while towards the end of the 

century Swinburne, too, appeared in the Arthurian 

lists. But before and after them Tennyson wrote, so 

that he is anterior to them in point of time and yet 

later too, owing to the long period and the extent of 

his production in this field . So, while their work 

is inferior both in volume and quality to his, it is 

perhaps best, first, rapidly to note their work before 

pausing rather longer to examine Tennyson ' s greater 

achievement in the matter of the Arthurian legend. 
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11/1..ATTHEW ARNOLD (1822 - 1888 ) ::..s the first 

poet whom we note . Perhaps a greater critic than poet 9 

he wrote early and wrote little. His poetical work 

was received with indifference and met with neglect . 

His work, or some of it, especially the elegiac part, 

is exquisite, but the whole is of limited r ange . In 

his poetical method he is essentially classical as he 

was by nature an a r dent Hellenist, and by inclination 

anti - romantic . In quality and style his poetry is 

calm, stately, subdued and cold - almost statuesque. 

He wrote one poem only on an Arthurian theme -

Tristram and Iseult, which appeared in tha Volu1ne Empe­

docles on Etna and Other Poems in 1852 . 

In it he chooses to describe, not the great 

passion itself in its highest moments, but the close of 

the passionate life, a nd he e~ds with a warni ng of the 

fate which overtakes the man who f9.ils t') go·rnrn his 

passions . The poem though noble in s pi ~it fails in 

essential emotion. It is of a piece with tre subdued 

colour and melancholy ref lective nature of the rest of 

his work . It was perhaps an unfortunate choice of 

subject this for him, with its tale of a stc rmy love so 

unsuited to his nature . Shelley, yes , mie;h+ 1-vnre none 

justice to it - perhaps as much as Swinburne was to do 

to it later, but Arnold could not infuse into it the 

intense feeling and sensuousness which th.3 subject de­

manded. 

He wrote it in three parts which have re­

spectively as their central figure Tristan, Iseult of 

Ireland and Iseult of Brittany. It is dramatic in 

form and quality. 
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The dying Tristan lies in Brittany waiting 

for the ship that is to bring to him the first Iseult -

La Beale Isoud - that she might perhaps nurse him back 

to health. The main narrative and commentary, in 

seven- and eight- syllabled lines of great movement , is 

interspersed with shorter passages in heroic couplets 

representing Tristan ' s fevered dreams and the memories 

that well up and crowd upon his mind . 

It is a chastened and domestic Tristan, with 

two children by his lawful mate, Iseult of the White 

Hands , that now lies on his dbath- bed, a spent force . 

Though this pi~ture of him is incongruous to 

the old romance , the description here and in the third 

part , of the two children, is beautifully drawn: -

11 
- - - They sleep in shelte:r ' d rest , 

like helpless birds in their warm nest 
on the Castle ' s southern side". 

The poem does not follow the tradition that Tristan 

dies at the false report of Iseult ' s non- arrival . She 

does a rrive , and in Part II they discuss their fatal 

love at length, the movement and rhythm of the poem now 

changing to four- lined s tanzas. Contrary to the old 

tradition of an Iseult that, like Helen of Tr oy, can 

never grow old, Iseult is here represented as aged and 

faded, worn with passion and weary of life, And each 

offering the other belatea comfort, the two lovers 

expire . 

In Part III of the poem, a year later the 

sorrowing and fading lonely Iseult of Brittany is por­

trayed with her children - and how she tells them the 

tale of· Merlin ' s enchantment by Vivien, from which, and 
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the poet ' s own comment, fo llows the moral of the man 

who is foolish enough to fall slave to his own passion. 

The best part of the poem is the famous pas­

sage that gives a portrait of Iseult of Brittany after 

Tristan ' s death: -

"And now she will go home, a nd softly lc1.y 
Her laughing children in their beds, and play 
Awhile with them before they sleep; and then 
She 'll light her s ilver lamp, which fishermen 
Dragging their nets through the rough waves, afar 
Along thjs iron coast, know as a star, 
And take her broidery frame, and there she ' ll sit 
Hour after hour, her gold curls sweeping it, 
Lifting her soft- bent head only to mind 
Her children, or to listen to the wind. 
And when t he cloclc peals midnight, she will move 
Her work away , and, let her fingers rove 
Across the shaggy 0rows of Tristram ' s hound 
Who lie~ guarding her feet, along the g::-ound: 
Or else she will f~ll to musing, her blue eyes 
Fix ' d, her s light hands clasp ' d on her lap; then 

rise; 
And a t her prie- dieu. kneel until she have told 
Her rosary beads of ebony, tipp ' d with gold, 
Then to her soft sleep: and to- morrow ' ll be 
To- day's exact repeated effigy" . (1) 

Arnold ' s treatment of the matter of the old 

story , therefore, is very free and quite alien to the 

original s for he has modernised it . It is pleasant 

enough to read, and has beauty and pathos but it fails 

to move ono very much, the most attractive parts being 

the description of the two children, in which respect 

it has very little affinity with the Arthurian legend, 

and might as well have been any other poem of a Victor-

ian nature and setting. One cannot help feeling that 

the matter was not really congenial to Arnold ' s nature 

nor his powers . 

Yet , Arnold, who was no admirer of romance 

(1) Tristram a nd I seult : 11. 76 - 95 . 
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as such, was a keen student and admirer of Celtic lit­

er~ture - that is, the British matter of which he has 

written the sympathetic s tudy noted in Chapter II 

above , and so, as a poet~ h9 felt the attraction of the 

tale of these two Celtic lovers . 

WILLIAM MORRIS (1834 - 1896) was totally 

opposed to Matthew Arnold in spirit and outlook. His 

mediaevalism which he expressed in his philosophy and 

the nature of his employ~ants and literary productions 

is well- known, and his A.rthurian essays are more satis­

factory than Arnold's, a.nd in certain respects they 

bear comparison with Ten~yson's greater achievement . 

His mediaevalism was a mti.(:h grea~er passion with him 

than is the case with any other poet of like temper , 

including - perhaps - WQl~er Scott, and throughout his 

long life he lived this ~omantic predilection of his . 

He himself said that he was "a dreamer of dreams, born 

out of my d'.l.e time" . 

Even in his ex~rF,me youth the foundati on was 

l aid for those varied ir~erests of his in 'the past 

which were later to be expressed in all his literary 

work. As a child he r ~"'llled the woods and fields, an 

errant knight in imagination. He accompanied his 

father on visits to old churches, monuments, cathedrals. 

The poems of his first v•)lune breathe th0 atmosphere 

of mediaeval religious l'!''~stici.sm, of the dim vastness 

of arches a nd a isles, th~ mellow beauty of old panel­

ling and stained glass vri..ndows . He was, throughout 

his life, a v,orsh:::..pper of beaut:v . His one great 

friend was the a rtist Burne-Jones . He became one of 

t he main supporters and most active member of the 
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Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, and came under the influ­

ence of men like Carlyle and Ruskin and especially 

Rossetti; in his youth his favourite reading had been 

Chaucer, Malory and the Scandinavian myths , while he 

was later also much impressed by Tennyson ' s poems, es-

pecially Maud and The Lady of Shalott. And even 

Browning ' s love for intrica t e situations and for swift 

ellipses of thought and - anguage are traceable in The 

Defence of Guenevere . He himself became a poet and 

romancer, designer, deco:i:-ator and cra ftsman. Being 

wealthy he was free to appl y himself to his many and 

varied interest s . For him the Middle Ages, when 

craft smen too~{ a pride and delight in creating beauti­

ful things , was t he ideal time, the only r eal a nd 

worth- while age . (l) 

So steeped was he in mediaevalism that his 

poetry i s much more r eal and convincing than that of 

any other poet, f or be l~_-ved in those times in his imag-

inL.tion. He desc~ibes ~he middle ages with details 

as of things remembered :from his own childhood. The 

detail of such poems as The Defence of Guenevere and 

King Arthur's Tomb i s not the vague detail of earlier 

poets: :L.t is all precise and described as if the poet 

were telling what he has seen with his own eyes . 

It was inevitable that, apart from his main 

interest in the Norse Sagas to which the greatest part 

of his work belongs , he should be drawn to the matter 

of Arthurian romance. 

(1) One of the many crafts he fo llowed was tha t of 
printGr, and at his Kelmscott Press published 
beautifully printed and bound books that rival the 
best med:j,.aeval illum:i_nated bq.oks in beauty and the 
loving care lavished upon therrmaking. 
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His purely mediaeva l works consist of shorter 

poems , s ome dramatic in fo rm, others of the ballad 

type, based on subjects from the Arthurian romance, and 

other media ... val t hemc..3 . Ex~mples of these we see in 

his first volume, The Defence of Guenevere and other 

Poems, ( 1858) . Poems f rom this volume that a re based 

on the Arthur legends are : The Defence of Guenevere, 

King Arthur ' s Tomb, Sir Galahad, and The Chapel in 

Lyoness . 

After having read these , it i s inevitable 

that one should compare them with Tennyson ' s poems on 

the same subject . It has been said that Tennyson , 

being essentially a thorough representative of the 

nineteenth century , writes on the sub ject of the Middle 

Ages from the point of view of a nineteenth century 

outlook -- he infuses i nto his poems the atmosphere, 

the ideals and the mor als of his own century. He 

makes of Arthur , not a t ypical representative of four­

t eenth century Chivalry, but rather a nineteenth cen- • 

tury gentleman. 

"He writes of the Court of King Arthur, as if 

it were an old tale worth exploiting by a modern civi­

lized poet . For him it i s a story of no time or 

place". (l) :F:or Morris , on the other hand , it is not 

merely an apt subject around which to weave a story, 

but an intensely real period and background in which 

he i s able to live and experience the spirit and pas-

sion of the people and their times. When he describes 

the emotion of Guenever , he is not merely a sympathetic 

(1) H. Clutton- Brock: The Life and Works of William 
Morris - p . 84 , 
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poet who i nterpr ets very successfully the thoughts of 

a woman who once lived : he i s Guenever . 

For Morris it is a story of a time better 

than his own, not, of course, the real, legendar y time 

of King Arthur, but the Middle Ages still familiar to 

Malory. 

. 
"The 'Idylls of the King ' . . •. were as far 

as possible removed in spirit and manner from 
Morris ' s Arthurian pieces . While Tennyson ' s 
knights are gentlemen of t he nineteenth century, 
Morri s, alike in t he Arthurian poems of t his 
volume , and in those founded upon Froissart, 
and in all his later wor k in which the s cene 
i s laid in the Middle Ages , is genuinely and 
profoundly mediaeval . On e of his most s ingul­
a r characteristics is that he s eems a lways to 
have been more at home in distant and purely 
imaginary ages than he was in his own generation. 
His whole life is an a ttempt to revive the past; 
not to revive by slavishly copying, but a s it 
were to reincar nate the spirit of the past . And 
it i s a t this point tha t his work as ' artis t, 
manufacturer and socialist ' touches his work as 
:poet 11

• (1) 

The poems are not easy to read . They have 

not yet acquired the ' cantering facility ' of the 

writer ' s l ater and longer works. They are confused 

and overcharged with emotion, there is a sort of breath­

less passion about them, owing, l a r gely, of course, to 

the subject -matter . 

Here are the opinions of three cri t ics on 

this point . 

Clutton- Brock says : " ' The Defence of 
Guenevere ' and 'King Arthur ' s Tomb ' are 
troubled and confused .. ..• Morris has too 
much t o say in them; he is like a child 
trying to tell a s tory and at the same time 
to express its own delighte d interes t i n 
every detail of the story; and he becomes 

(1 ) H. Walker : The Literature of the Victorian Era , 
p . 5 30 . 
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bot h orea t hless and rambling in the effort . 
He i s full of s trange news about wonderful 
people in a wonderful world of his own dis­
covery; and he tel ls it all a s news, making 
no dis t incti on of empha sis between one fact 
and another 11

• (1) 

has 
too 
and 
i sm 

Hugh Walker : "In this volume Morris 
not completely ' found himself ' ; he i s 
much under t he influence of Rossetti ; 
the burden of t he Pre - Raphaelite symbol -

cumber s his faculty for narrative" . (2) 

Ol i ver Elton: "The style varies ; s ome­
times i t i s level and mus ical, lovel y and 
t emperate, a s i t is to be in most of Morris ' s 
poetry a fterwards ; more often it i s condensed, 
f ull of abr upt transition and broken melodies 
which expr ess tra~i~al frustration or despair 
or defi ance ". ( 3) 

Y8t Elt on i s correct , I think, where he s ays 

tha t Morris is rough, not from inexperience bu t because 

his sub ject s call for dis cords . In the Defence of 

Guenever e h& proj ects hims elf - better proba bly than 

any other poet except Shake s peare - into the mind and 

heart of a di s traught que en. 

Realization of her gui lt, fear of the impend­

ing punishment a nd a s ort of challenging condonation of 

her s in -- all these s truggle in the impassione d utter-

ance of the queen who i s being judged. Naturally she 

will not deliver a ca lm, logica l, reasoned defence a s 

of a grave, impas s ive a dvoca t e at the bar of j ustice . 

She can only plead her great love which i s her only 

justifica tion. She wants these men , rough warriors 

who cannot unders tand h~r , to see , to realize how it is 

(1 ) 

( 2 ) 

(3) 

Op . cit. , p . 84 . 

Op . c i t . , p . 530 . 

A Survey of Englis h Liter a ture 1830 - 1880; 
London , Arnol d, 1927, Vol • . II, p . 35 . 
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with her and Lancelot . To her their guilt is not 

guilt: i t is a nobl e, wonderf ul, almost godlike inno­

cence because there can be no wrong in their perfect 

love. She simply cannot realize that there is any-

thing unclean or sinful, in thei r love . If it clashes 

with the laws of man and God, then it is the laws that 

are wrong, not their love . 

There is the beautiful, arresting beginning 

of the poem: 

"Her hand close to her mouth touching her cheek, 
As though s he had had there a shameful blow, 
And feeling it shameful to feel ought but shame 
All through her heart, yet felt her cheek burn so, 
She must a little touch it; . • . .. " (1) 

Although she is the one who i s being tried she remains 

dignified . What a beautifuli calm despair in 

"0 Knights and lords, it seems but little skill 
To talk of well- known things past now and dead . 

God wot I ought to say 1 I have done ill, 
And pray you all forgiveness heartily! "(2) 

Yet, she feels , that that is not all there is tq it . 

There is her side of the matter too : She gives the 

powerful comparison of the choice between the two 

cloths, and then - - the poignant cry at the wrong 

choice : -

"Ah Christ ! If only I had known, known, known" . 

She appeals to Gawain , her chief accuser, to 

remember his own mother and to have pity . She pleads 

that he must not let her, Guenever, haunt hin, - in 

vain : -

(1 ) The Defonce of Guenevere , 11. J - 7. 

(2) Ibid. , 11 . 11 - 14. 
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"Ah! God of mercy , how he turns away! " 

In Morris ' poem we do not get real repentance 

on the part of Guenever . She persists in the sorry 

pretence t hat her relationship with Lancelot was purely 

platonic . Morris succeeds in making us feel sorry for 

a guilty woman who is defending herself and pleading, 

not because of the repentance of conviction, but rather 

from fear for well- merited punishment; he does not 

succeed in convincing me that Guenever had enough justi­

fication that I can condone her action. 

Both Tennyson and Morris have tried to ideal­

i ze the relationship existing between Guenever and Lan­

celot, but one is disillusioned if one goes to the ori-

ginal of Malory. Then one sees the unlovely intrigue 

in all its sordidness . • 

Those carresse s described by Lancelot were 

not inspired by mere f ri e ndship only .. .. . : -

" .. . .. she would let me lie 
And kiss her feet or , if I sat behind, 
Would drop her hand and arm most tenderly, 
And touch my mouth. And she would let me wind 
Her hair around my neck, so that it fell 
Upon my red robe ••... 
. . . . . . • • . . till the bell 
Of her mouth on my cheek ~ent a delight

11
(l) 

Through all my ways of being; ...• . 

Why , even over Arthur ' s tomb they feel the consuming 

temptation of their passion ... it is no blasphemy to 

cuckold a dead man ! 

" • .•.• Guenevere , bend low 
And kiss me once ! for God ' s love ki ss me ! . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Yea once , once for the last time kiss me, lest 

I die ". 

(1) King Arthur ' s Tomb, 11 . 41 - 49 . 
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nchri s t ! my hot lips are very nea r his brow, 
Help me to save his soul ! -- Yea , verily, 
Across my hus ba nd' s head, f a ir Lancelot ! 
•... This thing we did whi l e ye t he wa s a live, 
Why not , 0 twis ting kni ght , now he is dead?" (1) 

Knelt before t he rood i n her c el l she harangues God, 

alternately pl eading for f orgi veness and oegeing God to 

overlook her s i n . We can a dmire the genius in the 

poetry of Morris but we l ose patience with the Queen . 

There i s a childlike s i mplicity in t he prayer Morris 

puts into the mout h of Guenev&r , but her contradictions 

are absurd: 

" ' If even I go to hell , I cannot choose 
But love you Christ , yea , though I cannot keep 
From loving Lau.nc elot; O Christ! must I lose 
My own heart ' s love ? see , though I cannot weep , 
Yet am I very sor ry f or my s i n; 
Mor e over , Chris t, I cannot 1:-ear that hell , 
I am most fain to love you , a nd to win 
A place in heaven s ome time -- I ca~ot tell 
Speak to me, Christ ; I kiss, kis s , k i ss your 

fee t ; 
Ah! now I weep! " - - Th& nai d sai a. , "B:r the tomb 
He waitet h for you l ady r " . . ..• . . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ... . . . . . . . ., .. .. ..... . 
So Guenevere r ose and we n-:; to n re t him t here 11 ~

2 ) 

It i s to be thni~ 1ast meeti ng, where Guene­

ver will refuse Lancelot even a last k iss : but it is a 

meeting of t wo, who , dra.: ned of ::::as s ion , separate too 

late after t he man t hey 1 0th l ove d and honoured is dead . 

Like Guenever, we should a l l l ike to have our cake and 

eat itJ I mus t a dmit I l i re Tennyson ' s Guenever best . 

She is onl y fra il a nd human ; one can a t l east pity her, 

for she does t r y t o make a~ends, while Morris ' s queen 

is rather a hypocr ite . Of course , one must realize 

(1) King Arthur ' s 'l omb, 11. 203 - 212 . 

(2) Ibid. , 11. 173 - 185 . 
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that Morris may not i n these poems have att empted to 

give a justification or condonation of the lovers 1 

a c t ions . 

Perhaps he may - more than any other modern 

poet - have succeeded in associating himself with that 

s trange contradiction in medi a eval thought which we 

noted in discussing courtly love . In thi s event his 

Arthurian poems would be gr eater a chievements than is 

generally realized from a superfici al judgment. 

In Sir Gal ahad - A Christmas Mystery the 

ma i den knight i s described as s itt ing in a fo r est shrine , 

brooding over all t he knights he knows , including his 

f ather , who joy in doing br ave deeds for the sake of 

the women they love, while for himself there is only 

the Quest of the Holy Gr ail . Then in a vision four 

ladies and two a ngels appear who ar m him f or hi s high 

quest and his earthly longings are stilled: he is at 

peace . Sir Bors, Sir Perceval and Perceval ' s s ister 

appear and tell him that all the kni ghts who set out to 

seek the Grail ha ve died or come ba ck foiled . Yet we 

know that Galahad will achieve the quest . Thi s is a 

poem that presents a more human Gal ahad than Tennyson ' s 

s a intly knight. 

In The Chapel i n Lyoness Morris weaves a 

dream- like fragmentary mystery around a knight who is 

merely mentioned i n Malory. The poem shows how re-

ceptive Morris was to suggestions an.d impressions, and 

how he could create an i maginative picture from an evo-

cative suggestion. I n other of his mediaeval ball ad 

poems we too find lovely names: - "Miles and Giles and 

I sabeau, tall Jehane de Castel beau.» 
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Although his other mediaeval poems do not 

treat of Arthurian themes they are so good that one 

cannot resist lingering over them awhile to savour his 

artistry. 

In them Morris draws for us a very grim pic­

ture of the Middle Ages, such as we noted above (pp . 

95 - 97 ) . He does not l imn hi s beloved period for 

us in soft, sentimental c0l ours; the picture is stark 

and harsh, cruel, hard, intolerant . Most of the poems 

have tragic themes. He is at least true to his period: 

he i s a realist and does not draw for us a romantic 

fairy- land. 

There is an almost frightening grimness about 

Sir Peter Harpdon ' s End and The Haystack in the Floods. 

No unna tural ' deus ex machina' appears at the last mo-

ment to save the hero. The period is one when might 

was right and the good did not always triumph while 

evi l was appropriately punished . By his matchless 

suggestive description Morris heightens t he tragedy in 

his tales for the reader. In a poem like The Haystack 

in the Floods he exploits this characteristic of his 

of telli ng a story by suggestion. It is as if he tries 

t o see how much he can tell by leav ing it unsaid so 

t hat the reader must fill out the bare outline with his 

imagi nat ion. In this poem we get that unforgettable 

picture which is proof of Morri~ ' s power to describe 

detail from his remarkable observat ion : -

"And the wet dripp ' d from every tree 
Upon her head and heavy hair , 
And on her eyel ids broad and fair; 
The tears and rain ran down her face " . 

There is the powerful rhetorical repetition: -
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"Had she come all the way for this, 
To part at last without a kiss?" 

And then a little touch, a descriptive flash sandwic hed 

into the narrative, that is more telling than reams of 

description -- so psychologically true and real, which 

only a master- hand and mind can give : -

"She laid her hand upon her brow, 
Then gazed upon the palm., as though 
She thought her forehead bled, and -- "No" . 
She said, and turned her head away, 
As there were nothing else to say . • . " 

(cf. the similar action of Guenever above) . 

Truly in these poems Morris is revealed to us 

as the master of the telling phrase , the pregnant sen­

tence --- a quality whi ch he seems later to have lost 

in the voluminousness of his writing. These mediaeval 

poems are his exquisite miniatures, where his later 

works , the Scandinavian translations, are vast canvases, 

allowing only of broad treatment and not the deft ·, -... 

touches of this earlier work. In these earlier poems 

he is still quotable; this he is no longer in his 

later long works . 

ALGERNON CHARLES SWINBURNE (1837 - 1909) 

was one of the first of a long succession of poets to 

treat the subject of the Tristan and Iseult story in a 

modern way, with his Tristram of Lyonesse (1882) . The 

poem is written with all the lavish word- music of which 

this supreme word- master was capable . No one was 

better fitted than he to associate himself with .the 

pathos and passion of this tale and tell it in all its 

passionate power . 
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He retold the better known and more poetical 

mediaeval version (in which Tri stan di es before Iseult 

of Cornwall arrives in Brittany to heal him of his 

wounds) , and has given all its main scenes . (He was 

well acquainted with French, and could read his sources 

in the original language) . He does not aim at telling 

a swift and straightforward story. He takes the chief 

moments and lingers lovingly over them with his match­

less descriptive and melodic gifts. Especia l ly , and 

quite naturally, does he analyse and dilate at length 

on all the aspects of the passion of the two lovers, 

rather in the manner of, but with immeasurably greater 

artistry than, the old Provencal trouv~res when t hey 

gave their exhaustive disquisitions on the amour cour­

tois . 

Where Tennyson in the pl an of his Idyll s had 

been able to do less than justice to this story, it is 

a matter for gratefulness that Swinburne should have 

turned his great poetic gifts to the task of t el ling t he 

tale . Unlike the other and earlier poets he did not 

depart from the original traditions of the mediaeval 

romance, but kept very close to them. Long as his poem 

is he does not attempt to tell the whole story , but in 

the Prelude and the nine following Cantos he concen­

trates on the chief moments in the passion of the two 

lovers , as brought out in a few significant scenes . 

These are the drinking of the love- potion, the lovers' 

sojourn in the woods, Tristan ' s maiden marriage with 

Iseult of Brittany, and the death scene; also a pic­

ture of "the other''Iseult ' s realization of her position 

and the mounting hatred which leads to Tristan ' s 

deception and death. 
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Swi nburne ' s notorious lushness of description 

in the sensuous passages so ever present in his work is 

not wanting in this poem. It is a little more reti-

cent than the cloying prodigality of such things in the 

Laus Veneris, for example, but none the less present . 

So he tells of Iseult how 

" . . . . . . . Her mouth 
was as a rose a t hirst that pants for drouth,( ) 
Even while it laughs for pleasure of desire 11 •

1 

and the first part "The Sailing of the Swallow" ends 

with the description of their recognition of each 

other after the swallowing of the draught : -

"Their Galahaul.t was the cup, and she that mixed; 
Nor other hand ther e needed, nor sweet spee ch 
To lure their lips together; each on each 
Hung with strange eyes and hovered as a bird 
Wounded , and each ~outh trembled for a word; 
Their head3 neared, and their hands were drawn 

in one, 
And they saw dark, t hough still the unsunken sun 
Far through fine r c ~n shot fire into the south; 
And their four lips became one burning mouth" . 

Even so must have been the anagnoresis of the 

Paradisal pair after that bitter feast of forbidden 

fruit in the very dawn of the worldJ 

Much of the po~~ is taken up with long pas­

sages describing the thoughts aild emotions of the 

three actors, and these a re among the finest parts of 

the poem. Swinburne us,:rn all the resources of his 

poetic craft to portray tee various moods and facets 

of the story of passio~ate love and no less deep hatred 

and revenge . 

(1) Tristram of Lyonesse: Part II : The Queen ' s 
Pleasance . 
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There is a wonderful portrayal of Iseu.lt of 

Cornwall ' s selfless love as revealed in her prayer. 

She lmows that she and Tristan have sinned, not merely 

by breaking a commandment, but by the very intensi ty 

of their love : she worships Tristan as she ought to 

worship God . 

"Shall I more love thee Lord, or love him less -
Ah miserable ! though spirit and heart be rent, 
shall I repent, Lord God? shall I r~pent? 
Nay, though thou s lay me ! for herein I am blest, 
That as I loved him yet I love him best 
More than mine own soul or thy love or Thee , 
Though thy love save and my love save not me . " 

She knows that because of her sin in loving so deeply 

she has sacrificed all hope of heaven itself: 

"Where we shall never, love, 
Never stand up nor sing! for God above 
Knows us, how too much more than God to me 
Thy sweet love is , my poor love is to thee ! 11 

Ev3n though she should never attain heaven, 

she would rather lose Tristan ' s love than that he too 

should be punished -

11:~ay, Lord, I pray thee let him love not me , 
Love me not any more, nor like me die , 
And be no more than such a thing as I. 
Turn his heart from me , lest my love -~o o lose 
Thee as I lose thee, and his fair soul refuse 
For my sake thy fair heaven, and as I fell 
Fall, ar~d be mixed with my soul and with hell. 
Let me die rather, and only; let me be 
Hated of him so he be loved of thee, 
Lord : for I would not have him with me there 
Out of thy light and love in the unlit air, 
Out of thy sight in the unseen hell wher e I 
Go gladly, going alone, so t hou on high 
Lift up his soul and love him ---" . 

Yet scarcely has she , in the selflessness of her love, 

renounced him, when she pleads to have him back: 

"Yea, since I surely loved him, and he sinned 
Surely , though not as my sin his be black, 
God, give him to me - God, God , give him back! 
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For now how should we live in twain or die? 
I am he indeed , thou knowest , and he is I . 
Not man and woman several as we were, 
But one thing with one life and death to bear . 
How should one love his own soul overmuch? 
And time is long since last I felt the touch, 
The sweet touch of my lover, hand and breath, 
In such delights as puts delight to death, 
Burn my soul through, till spirit and soul and 

sense, 
In the sharp grasp of the hour, with violence 
Died , and again through pangs of violent birth 
Lived, and laughed out with refluent might of 

mirth; 
Laughed each on other and shuddered into one, 
As a cloud shuddering dies into the sun. " 

Truly Swinburne ' s knowledge of the psychology of a 

woman who loves as much as Iseult does is profound , and 

his genius here partakes of that essentially feminine 

quality, in the minds of the men who have best por­

trayed women in literature, as Shakespeare in many of 

his plays and Alexandre Dumas fils in his Camille , to 

name only two . 

Swinburne has also finely portrayed Iseult 

of Brittany whose feelings, when she realizes her true 

state, change from deepest love to deepest hatred , and 

the desire for revenge, so that at last she betrays 

the husband whom she loves and hates at one and the 

same time . Her wish is not so much to repay him for 

scorning her and failing to make her in every respect 

his wife, as to ensure that the other - and first -

Iseult too shall not have him. 

What a sympathetic picture of her as the 

ingenuous child princess who sees Tristan for the 

first time : -

11This maiden with her sinless sixteen years 
Full of sweet thoughts and hopes that played 

at fears 
Cast her eyes on him but in courteous wise , 
And lo , the man ' s face burned upon her eyes 
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As though she had turned them on the naked sun: 
And through her limbs she felt sweet passion run 
As fire that flowed down from her face, and beat 
Soft through stirred veins on even to her hands 

and feet 
As all her body were one heart on flame, 
Athrob with love and wonder and sweet shame " . 

As sympathetically has Swinburne drawn Tristan with the 

conflict in his mind when he goes to Iseult of Brit ­

-tany •s bridal chamber , torn between_pity for the i nno- : 

cent young girl on the one hand , and his pledged faith 

t o the distant Iseult on the other. 

11 
• • • • • • Yet at last, 

Soul- sick with trembling at the heart, he passed 
Into the sweet light of the maiden bower 
Where lay t he lonely lily- featured flower 
That , lying withi n his hand to gather, yet 
Might not be gathered of it . Fierce regret 
And bitter loyalty strove hard at strife 
With amorous pity toward the tender wife 
Thc.t wife indeed might never be , to wear 
The very crown of wedlock; never bear 
Children, to watch and worship her white hair 
When time should change, with hand more soft than 

snow, 
The fashion of its glory: • • . .. 11 

Compare t his passage with the one describing 

the same scene in the French prose romance: -

"Tristan espousa Yseult . Et furent les 
neupces et la feste grans . La nuyt vint que 
Tristan deust a ler coucher avec Yseult ; mais 
1 1 autre Yseult lui defent qu 'il ne gise a sa 
femme charnellement, mais l ' acol~r ne le 
baisier ne lui deffend elle mie. Tristan se 
coucha empres Yseult tout nu a nu , et le lumi­
naire luisoit si cler que Tristan pouoit bien 
ve!r la beaute d ' Yseult . Elle avoit la gorge 
tendre et blanche, les yeul x vers et rians, 
les sourcilz bruns et bien assis, face pure 
et clere . Et Tristan la baise et acole . 
Et, quant il lui souvient de Yseult de Cor­
noua ille , si a toute perdue sa volente du 
surplus faire . Ceste Yseult lui est devant 
et l'nutre Yseult est en Cornouaille qui lui 
deffend, si chier com il a son corps, que a 
ceste ·ne face chose qui a villenie tourne . 
Ainsi demoure Tristan avec Yseult sa femme" . 

Tristan loves Iseult of Brittany only in so far as she 
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reminds him of Iseult of Cornwall . (l) 

It is clear that, although we do feel acute­

ly with Iseult of the White Hands in her anomolous and 

unenviable position, the main sympathy must lie with 

Tristan and la beale Yseult in their ill- starred love . 

The poem stresses the theme of "brief joy, long sor-

row" . 

11 1'.t is a forlorn view of life . . . . and 
the tragedy is heightened by the irony of it . 
The death of the lovers is brought about by 
the Iseult whom they thought they could af­
ford to neglect , and on whom they never spent 
a thought . . . Yet in another sense their 
lot is less tragic than happy: they pass 
away before their love has lost the bloom, 
when it is still all i n all to them, and 
leaves no room for fear or doubt". ( 2) 

The poem concludes: -

"Peace they have tha t none may gain who live, 
And rest about them that no love can give , 
And over them while death and life shall be 
The light and sound and darkness of the sea" . 

The di fference in the tale, so far as the 

conception i s concerned, between Swinburne and his · 

medi aeval predecessors, is t hat where they l a id stress 

merely on Tristan's surrender to l ove, without giving 

it an excuse, with Swinburne the episode of the phil­

tre becomes the beginning and the end of the plot . 

The blame is thus , as it is also i n Wagner ' s treatment 

of the t heme, shifted from t he delinquents . Whether 

they are thus the creatures of Fate , and so guiltless , 

(1 ) From the Tristan of Thomas (ed . J . Bedier , 2 Vols . 
1905) . (In B~roul's vers ion Iseult of Brittany 
is alluded to as "Yseut a la crine bloie" and 
"le bele franche au chief bloi"). 

( 2) Maccallum: Op . cit., p . 281. 
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or less guilty; or whether their love has any merit 

being thus forced upon them, are questions that we must 

leave to the et hical convictions of everyone singly who 

reads this story. 

Be it as it may , Tristram of Lyonesse is con­

sidered by many to be · Swinburne's most perfect work . 

In A Tale of Balen (1896) Swinburne tells 

once again of the t wo brothers who slay each other owing 

to the relentless fate that follows Balen( l ) from the 

time that in an ;ill- sta rred moment he wielded the mystic 

spear of Longinus and struck the Dolorous Stroke i n the 

Grail Castle , for it was the dread and cursed spear 

that had wounded the Light of the World . 

Yet, i n truth, Balin ' s misfortune dates from 

an earlier time which was not even that when a t the be ­

ginning of his career he r efused to return the sword 

to the maiden whom he had freed of its enchantment , 

whence hi s name - Li Chevalier as Deux Espe~s . 

Balen is the type of man who is chosen as a 

plaything by Fate, who is star- crossed from birth. It 

was his own doom t o be followed by a relentless destiny: 

death followed wherever he went , death for all who were 

associated with him, and - eventually - for himself . 

So many knights, and damsels , met destruction owing to 

the baleful infl uence that seemed to emanate from him. 

Every deed of his , however well- intentioned , bore the 

curse and brought death and sorrow. And so he r an hi s 

short course unti l he had fulfilled the destiny which 

(1) More commonly, as also in Malory, "Balin". 

"' 
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Merlin with his terrible fore - knowledge had seen, and 

he slew, and was slain by, the very one whom he loved 

best of all . 

This poignantly tragic tale Swinburne has 

told with a straightforward vigour and str ength in The 

Tale of Balen. Long as the poem is the narrative no-

where halt s for psychological analysis or long descrip-

tive passages as in the Tristram. The stanza- form 

gives it a lyric- epic tone and the for m fuses admir ably 

with the meaning. 

Here and there we do find the long drawn out 

and rather exaggerated similes which tend to tire the 

r eader, and make him impatient because it clutters up 

the narrative and threatens to make one lose the thread 

of thought , as for example in the descripti on of the 

encounter between Balen and Launceor : -

"As the a rched wave 1 s weight against the reef 
Hurls, and is hurled back like a leaf 
Storm- shrivelled , and its rage of grief 
Speaks all the loud broad sea in bri ef , 

And quells the hearkening hearts of men, 
Or as the crash of overfalls 
Down under blue smooth water brawls 
Like j arring steel on ruinous walls, 

So rang their meeting then . 

As wave on wave shocks, and confounds 
The bounding bulk whereon it bounds 
And breaks and shattering seaward sounds 
As crying of the old sea ' s wolves and hounds 

That moan and r avin and rage and wail 
So steed on steed encountering sheer 
Shocked , and the strength of Launceor ' s spear 
Shivered on Balen ' s shield, and fear 

Bade hope within him quail" . 

This is nervous, feverish writing, and there is too 

much of it in Swinburne . It might be called the r e-

verse of bathos , where the occasion does not cal l 

for quite so much inflation of description: it i s 
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superlatively splendid bombast . Swinburne ' s weakness 

lay in his very strength - in his overwhelmingly easy 

fluency, the uninterrupt0d spate of his utterance . His 

writing is one monotonous plateau of excellence . One 

could almost somet i mes welcome a landscape of varying 

height of expression even if the variety of contour 

should be caused by varying quality . Such ornamental 

writing can be borne in short lyrics, but when it is 

sustained for hundreds and thousands of verses it ex­

hausts the mind and ear just as one ' s palate would be 

sated by an unvarying diet of the richest and most de-

licious food . This is the reason why of all men who 

pay theoretical homage to the Faerie Queene few read 

it in toto . The same applies to Swinbur.rain bulk. 

As Elton says( l ): 

"The paradox of Swinburne is this, that 
while in all his volumes there is hardly a 
line which fails of its intended melody , we 
are from first to last alive to thG f atal 
distinction between the blameless writing 
that we cannot remember and the perfect 
writing that we cannot forget" . 

The difference , he says, js made by the presence or ab-

sence of outline . That is the trouble with Swinburne: 

he is all just vague perfection. 

The point where Swi nburne differs from 

other voluminous poets is this: Where most long poems 

of other poets contain many hundreds of ambling lines 

that are distinguished from ordinary prose only by the 

regular rhythm, practically every line of Swinburne ' s 

verse is poetry on the highest plane. 

(1) Survey of English Literature: Vol . II , p . 55 . 
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In the pr esence of such prodi gality of lyri­

cal wealth and gift s of technical skill i n creating 

metres and melodies there is, really, no place for ad-

verse criticism. So we must admit that the 11 del ayed 

action" which annoys in the line s quoted above is, of 

course , due to the very structure of hi s stanza , which 

demands t hat every stanza should be almost all one sen­

tence , with the main statement at the very end. 

Note how cunningly he has knit the clauses , 

not t o mention the enjambement , i n the following:-

"And as the strong spri ng round him grew 
Stronger, and all blithe wi nds that blew 
Blither, and flowers that flowered anew 
More glad of sun and air and dew, 

The shadow lightened on his soul 
And brightened into death and died 
Like Winter, as the bloom waxed wide 
From woodside on to riverside 

And southward goal to goal . 

It may not all be very clP-a= but it is charming none 

the less , and he seems -':o be able to keep a grasp on 

his almost untamed fancy. Yet he could tell a story 

as rapidly as anyone and i n that same complicated tune : -

"Swift from his pl ace leapt Balen, smote 
The liar a cross his face, and wrote 
His wrath in blood upon the bl oat 
Brute cheek tha t challenged shame for note 

How vile a king- born knqvc might b~, 
Forth sprang their swords, and Balen slew 
The knave er e well one witness knew 
Of all that round them stood or drew 

What sight was there to see" . 

Unforgettable is his picture 0f tha ~irP. Lady of the 

Lake : -

"A lady like a windflower fair , 
Girt on with r ai mant strange and rare 

That rippled whispering round her, came . 
Her clear cold eyes , all glassy grey, 
Seemed lit not with the light of day 
But touched with gleams that waned away 

Of quelled and f adi ng flame." 
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Truly heart- wrenching is the scene of the brothers ' 

recognition of each other after the t r agi c fratricidal 

fight: -

"But Balen rose on hands and knees 
And crawl ed by childlike dim degrees 
Up toward his brother , as a breeze 
Creeps wingless over sluggard seas 

When all the wind ' s heart fails it : so 
Beneath their mother ' s eyes had he , 
A babe that l aughed with joy to be, 
Made toward him standing by her knee 

For love ' s sake long ago" . 

But so one could go on till one had quoted all the 

poetry Swinburne wrote . It requires little argument 

to prove that Swinburne 1 s Arthurian poetry, like his 

other , i s of a superlative kind. Had he handled other 

portions of the l egend snch as the love of Lancelot and 

Guenever they would all have been on the same high 

level of excellence . Think what he could have made of 

the last grim battle and the passing of Arthurl 

ALFRED, -- - LORD TENNYSON was born in 1809, ---became poet- l aureate in 1850 (the year of his marriage) 

in succession to Wordsworth, was raised to the peerage 

in 1884 (being the first of the few men who have been 

thus honoured purely as a re·::ard for l iterary and not 

for political or philanthropic labours), and died in 

1892 after a period of literary a ctivity of great rich-

ness and diversity of more than s ixty years . 

He was t he youngest of three literary brothers­

but Frederick and Charles, although they too produced 

much tha t was good, a re completely lost in the blinding 

lus tre of their younger brother. The fruits of his 

early collaboration with t hem we a lready have during 

their univers ity years in Poems by Two Brothers . 
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At Cambridge he formed the centre of a bril­

liant coterie of young intellectuals, gifted in differ­

ent directions, and his poetical tra ining began in his 

undergraduate years? where among the young lights of 

the Apostles Club, and especially under the influence 

of his intimate f riend Arthur Henry Hallam, his intel­

lectual and poetical education commenced. 

At the age of twenty Tennyson wrote the prize 

poem 1 Timbuctoo 1
, which was lauded with extravagant 

praise . In 1830 his first volume of poetry appeared 

and in 1832 his s econd . In this latter volume we get 

a foretas te of his interest in the Middle Ages in The -
Lady of Shalott . It is, however, with the two volumes 

of 1842 that Tennyson r eally was heralded as a great new 

poet . In the second of the two volumes a serious stu-

dy of Arthurian legend, already indicated ten years 

before, is s hown with t he appearance of Sir Galahad, 

Sir Launcelot and Queen Guinevere and above all by 

Morte d ' Arthur, which was later to be expanded into The 

Passing of Arthur in the Idylls . These two volumes 

contained most of what he had previously written with 

this difference: the latest collections show the care 

lavished on his work by a conscientious craftsman. 

Not many English writers practised self -

criticism to a greater extent than Tennyson. He re-

vised, altered and excised ruthlessly and his emenda-

tions were , mostly , very judicious. In this way he 

substantially altered , among others, Oenone, The 

Palace of Art , The Lady of Shalott. 

Tennyson ' s interest in the Age of Knighthood 

had begun early, as we s ee from the tentative essays , 
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The Lady of Shalott, Sir Galahad and Sir Launcelot 

and Queen Guinevere . Now he began nursing the idea of 

drawing on a vast canvas a sort of Epic o~ Drama of 

Arthur . He meant the Idylls to be his most serious 

contribution to poetry, the long tarrying work on a 

large scale and a great theme . 

He called his essays in this direction ' Idylls : 

'little pictures ' of picturesque scenes and incidents , 

for, although planned on a heroic scale , and to be 

written in a heroic measure, he must have realized that 

they fell shor t of being truly epic . 

The poems which he had previously written 

upon episodes or characters of Arthurian romance -­

except for Morte d ' Arthur -- were lyrics, that did not 

permit of being expanded. These poems , therefore, are 

only indications of the attraction that the theme held 

for Tennyson. In Morte d ' Arthur he found and perfected 

the line along which he would carry out the plan. In 

, this poem for the first time he exploited blank verse, 

and it is remarkable that in this early experi ment he 

showed a skill and mastery which he never afterwards 

surpassed . 

He worked at his plan intermittently, how­

ever , and not at all chronologically, and had begun, as 

we see, at the end with Morte d ' Arthur . 

When the collected twelve books of the 

Idylls were issued, the work was 
0

dedicated to the me ­

mory of the Prince Consort who had died some time be­

fore . In the ' Dedication: Tennyson identifies Albert 

the Good with his 'king's ideal knight ' , in a very 
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attractive summary of his qualities. 

For the materials of his Idylls Tennyson 

drew principally upon t wo sources , Malory 1 s Le Morte 

D' Arthur and Lady Charlotte Guest' s translation of 

the Mabinogion . He followed his originals rather 

closely in most of the tales -- a f act that has been 

urged against him as a reproach. But the same object­

ion holds for Shakespeare , so that, a t least, Tennyson 

s ins in good company. We may, therefore, ignore this 

obj ection. The grea t cycl es of romance (including the 

Arthurian legends) have become part of the r aw material 

of literature and are there to b e utilized by a ny man 

who can do so , especially a Tennyson . 

Of mor e i mpor tance than the measure of fidel ­

ity to sources is the method and the quality of the 

poetic treatment. 

The Idylls are not really mediaeval in 

spirit . In truth, Tunnyson •s int~r ust in the .Mlddl~ Ages 

is a cademic rather than a ctual . He took the middle 

ages for his theme , but he is an intensely modern poet . 

It is doubtful i f there was ever another English poet 

(except perhaps Chaucer) who was more a product of his 

own age than Tennyson. He stands out as the poetic 

exponent of the cautious spirit of Victorian l ib~r a lism. 

His poetry is important as a record of the intellectual 

and spiritual l i fe of the time . At once .sceptical and 

mystica l in his own temper, he was peculiarly fitted to 

become the mouth- piece of his century ' s doubts, diffi­

culties, and craving for the certa i nties of religious 

faith . 
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This brings us to the following question: 

What was Tennyson ' s purpose in writing the Idylls? 

Was he the modern poet clothing an old theme in modern 

thought to teach his contemporaries something that he 

firmly believed? A:re the Idylls intended to be di-

dactic? What of the vexed question about the allegory 

conta ined in this work? 

One would imagine that any great poet has 

some sort of message to impart in his work . As every 

poet must inevitably have some sort of articles of 

faith, if he is a truly great soul and has learnt some 

lessons of life , and if he is not to be a mere poet­

aster - an i nstrument of sounding brass or a tinkling 

cymbal - so , too, we shall find that Tennyson has 

something to teach in the Idylls, and that is that 

there is more betwixt heaven and earth than the philo­

sopey of the nineteenth century dreamed of . 

Of course , it is in his In Memoriam that 

Tennyson gives us his complete philosophy of life and 

death but in the Idylls he also brings out a great 

conviction of his as we shall see. 

Of the A:rthuria n tales he speaks as "New- old, 

and shadowing Sense at war with Soul" . (l) He also 

adds , however , "poetry is like shot- silk with many 

glancing colours . Every reader must find his own in-

terpretation according to his ability , and according 

to his sympathy with the poet" . 

This would seem to indicate that he had no 

obvious message to impart; he did not want to write a 

(1) Dedication to his tragedy 11 Locrine 11
• 



- 331 -

metrical homily or a poetical sermon with a mor~l that 

hi ts one in the eye . He merely wrote in my 01 inion 

-- an epic, admittedly a very episodic one , taking a 

few high- lights of the Arthur cycle , in order to sketch 

for us the figure of Arthur, the perfect gentleman, 

knight and King; to sLow us his ideal , which, human 

nature being what it is, is foredoomed not to be real ­

ized ; but -- and this is the important point - - when 

all seems lost all i s not lost . 

B~ing a product of his time, as we have said, 

Tennyson naturally r eveal s in his writings,the two con­

tending aspects of the nineteenth century . Orthodox 

religion is struggling to maintain its position in the 

face of the advancement of scientific research and 

knowledge which, superficially, seems to strike at the 

root of all established faith . 

All T~nnyson ' s work shows that throughout his 

life he was also trying in his own mind to reconcile 

these two movements that seem to contradict each other 

in every way . We can tra ce in his development a s imil­

ar series of mental and spiritual steps as we see in 

Shakespear e . We see him, develop from the youthful 

poet, under the influence of Keats and Coleridge , in­

tensely alive to the sense impressions of beauty, co­

lour, smell and movement , and not concerned with the 

more serious espects of life, to the mature poet of in­

dependent spirit, who has l eft the juvenile irresponsi­

bilities behind to wrestle with the great pr oblems , 

and having gone from doubt finally attained a grand, 

calm peace and conviction of faith . 

Thus in In Memorian he sketches for us one 
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of the problems he has probed and solved. When ques-

tioned on faith or dogma. Tennyson would ulwo.ys say: "I 

have given my belief in In Memoriam." And here faith 

has the last word . 

11 Tennyson • • •.• had a profound interest 
in the progress of sc ience . His general 
acceptance of the scientific view is real and 
sincere, dominating his thoughts a bout Nature 
which Wordsworth knew only ' by simple obser­
vation and interpreted by r eligious and sym­
pathetic intuition' . Ever docile to the 
lessons of Sci ence, amid a grim ' fight with 
Death' Tennyson yet gives us God and immortal­
ity_ 'the i ndestructible and inalienable mi­
nimum of faith which humanity (the 'man in 
men ' ) cannot give up because it is necessary 
to life ' , b~cause ' the man in us is deeper 
than the methodical thinker 1 " . ( 1) 

The ideal of In Memoriam remains the nucleus 

of his message to mankind in all his work . So , in the 

Idylls, a lthough the history of the Round Table seems 

to end with the Order crushed and all its ideals 

brought to nought, yet Arthur ' s last words are prophet­

ic , and indicate the continuity that exists in all 

man ' s striving. 

quished . 

The good cannot be irretrievably van-

There is thus a thread of allegory throughout 

the Idylls . But I think it is unnecessary to press this 

search for allegory too far . To maintain , for example , 

that the Round Table is ' but an image of the mighty 

world ' ; that Arthur represents •religious faith ' ; 

Merlin ' Science ' ; Modred ' the sceptical understanding ' ; 

the three Queens ' Faith, Hope and Charity •, as some 

critics do, i s , in my opinion, criticism gone r ampant 

and carried to the absurd length where th,e critic sees 

(1) R. Brimley J.ohnson: Tennyson and His Poetry, 
London, Harrap . 
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more in a poet ' s work than was ever intended to be read 

into his work. 

Let us rather take the Idylls on their face 

value and examine them as a work of art in which the 

author develops a perfectly straightforward theme - in 

his own words: •the dr<;;am of a man coming into practic­

al life and ruined by one sin '. 

It i s a t a le of individuals - idealized, it 

may be , a little beyond reality - who are real enough 

in their strength and their weaknesses, demonstrating 

in their brief act in the drama of life the l esson sum­

marized in the three lines from The Holy Grai l , of 

which, Tennyson himself said: " I have expressed there 

my strong belief in the Reality of the Unseen" . The 

end , when the king speaks of his wcrk and of his vi­

sions, is intended to be the summing up of all in the 

highest note by the highest of human men. These three 

lines in Arthur ' s speech are the (spiritually) central 

l ines of the Idyll s: 

"In moments when he feels he cannot die 
And knows himself no vision to himself, 
Nor the High God a vision". (1) 

Thus, as Elton says, 11 Arthur who 

together all the virtues , is left and dies . 

binds 

It is a 

tragedy; but, as in Shakespeare, the world is to begin 

again after it , with the prophecy of a new hope and 

order" . ( 2 ) 

The tragedy of the whole Round Table is fore -

(1) The Holy Grail . 

(2) A Survey of English Literature: Vol . I , p . 354 . 
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shadowed in the very first book. 

Arthur binds together the knights into an 

order with very high ideals : 

"A glorious company, the flower of men, 
To serve as m0del for the mighty world, 
And be the fair beginni ng of a time. 
I made them lay their hands in mine and swear 
To reverence the King, as if he were 
Their conscience, and their conscience as their 

King 
To break the heathen and uphold the Christ, 
To ride abroad redressing human wrongs, 
To speak no slander, no , nor listen to it, 
To honour his own word as if his God ' s , 
To lead sweet lives in purest chastity, .. ... .. .... ... ... .. ... ... ...... ....... 
Not only to keep down the base in man 
But teach high thought, and amiable words 
And courtliness, and the desire of fame, (l) 
And love of truth, and all that makes a man" . · 

He is the epitome of uncompromising purity and upright­

ness, and his standards are almost impossibly high, 

yet he inspires intense loyalty. 

" ... The King in low deep tones 
And simpl~ words of great authority , 
Bound them by so strait vows t •) his own self, 
That when they rose, knighted from kneeling, 

some 
Were pale as at the passing of a ghost, 
Some flush 'd and others dazed, as one who wakes 
Half- blinded at the coming of a light. 
But when he spake and cheer'd his Table Round 
With large, divine, and comfortable words , 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . I beheld 
From eye to eye through all their Order flash 
A momentary likeness of the King: 
And ere it left their faces . • ••. . . 
Down from the casement over Arthur, smote ( 2 ) 
Flame- colour, vert and azure, in three rays . . " 

Lancelot is 

and the two 

II his warrior whom he loved 
And honour ' d most • ..•• •• • •• • " 

"For each had warded either in the fight, 
Sware on the field of death a deathless 

love 11
• 

(1) Guinevere . 

(2) The Coming of Arthur . 
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This same Lancelot it is who is sent to bring Guenever 

home and on tha t first day the damage is done: the seed 

of tragedy is sown, for they are kindred spirits . They 

would have made a better match . The Queen could never 

hope to measure up to the standard of the King: She is 

too human, too red- blooded, passionate, in love with 

life and love . From the day that she had arrived at 

Arthur ' s Court, whither Lancelot had brought her to wed 

the King, she realized the mistake: 

"Her journey done, glanced at him, thought him cold , 
High, self- contained , and passionless, not like 

him, ( l) 
' Not like my Lancelot ' " · 

11 
• • • • • • • ' I am yours, 
Not Arthur ' s , as ye know, save by the bond ' " . 

Whether the King is aware of this from the beginning, 

or only rGalizes later - when the whole miserable in­

trigue is so obvious that even he who could not have 

dreamt tha t he would be so betrayed by the t wo who were 

nearest his heart, must see - is not clear, but it would 

seem that he did not knowingly condone the relationship 

for he tells her: 

"I hold that man the worst of public foe s 
Who either for his own or children ' s sake 
To save his bl ood from scandal , letshis wife 
Whom he knows f a lse , abide and rule the house: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Worst of the worst were that man he that reigns J 
Better the King ' s waste hearth and a ching heart 
Than thou reseated in thy place of light, ( 2 ) 
The mockery of my people, and their bane" . 

In Gareth and Lynette we see the Knighthood in all 

its fresh , clean, beautiful youth, as yet unstained by 

the rot which will later set in, and like a canker eat 

(1) Guinevere . 

(2) Idem. 
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into the fair heart of the flower of Chivalry. This 

is a wholly delightful, romantic tale , without a sug-

gestion of a shadow. But already in The Marriage of 

Geraint we learn tha t the foul breath of scandal, yet 

not wholl y unmerited 9 has become attached to the fair 

name of the Queen. 

Vivien is the mouthpiece of the intolerant 

world. She is the type of all scandal- mongers . She 

is Evil personified, taking a devilish delight in dis­

illusioning and torturing Balin, with her instances 

bearing out the suspicion that he had felt but that he 

had thrust asi de, thinking that he must have imagined 

it . He is forced to believe in the guilt of the Queen 

and Lancelot, so that he cries out . . . 

11
• • • • • • and cursed the tale, 
The told- of, and the teller" . 

It is this bitter cry of despair of his that brings 

upon him Balan a nd t hat leads to the fratricidal battle . 

In all her actions Vivien is the spirit of 

evil that is bent on besmirching all tha t is clean and 

fine . She goes a bout in Arthur ' s court dropping her 

poisoned seeds here and there to ger minate slowly. So 

she contributes towards the breaking up of the Fellow­

ship. 

Even old Merlin, of wisdom all compact , can-

not resist her evil strength. With all the wisdom of 

the ages at his command he falls for the seductiveness 

of her carnality. Vivien soon has him in her toils 

and so destroys him. This is symbolical of how sin 

conquers both the heart and the head. 
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For a moment the higher ideals triumph as the 

knights ride bravely forth after the Holy Grail . Does 

not this religiously inspired search symbolise that 

same divine discontent , the spirit of ' do or die ' , ad­

venture for adventure's sake, the eternal courage and 

blind faith of Youth which appears in a l l Myth and 

Legend? ls not the "wandering flame" of the Grail the 

same as that which led the heroes of Ancient Greece 

over uncharted seas to the far- off Colchis to seek the 

Golden Fleece? Or that sent Oates out to die in the 

storm, and many thousands of other men~ women and chil­

dren to find their deaths in opening up new frontiers . 

And will the failure of the many not always inspire 

the fresh attempts of others? 

Then the picture darkens again. Pelleas, 

the simple youth who comes from his broad acres in the 

country , knows not the wanton ways of woman, for , 

"Out of the waste islands had he come . 
Where saving his ovm sisters he had known 
Scarce any but the women of his isles, 
Rough wives, that laugh ' d and scream ' d against the 

gulls (1) 
Makers of nets, and living from the sea;' . 

How rudely is his faith in womanhood 

in his sworn companions of the Order 

and, worse still, 

shattered when 

he is foull y betrayed by Gawain. But he is to be 

wounded even more . 

remove his doubts: 

He doubts, but there is no one to 

"Then fared it with Sir Pelleas as with one 
Who gets a wound in battle , and the sword 
That made it plunges thro ' the wound again, 
And pricks it deeper: and he shrank and wail ' d, 
' Is the Queen false? ' and Percivale was mute. 
' Have any of our Round Table held their vows? ' 

(1) Pelleas and Etarre . 

• 
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And Percivale made answer not a word . 
' Is the King true? • 11 (1 ) 

To Lancelot 

" ' No name , no name, 1 he shouted, ' a scourge am I 
To las h the treasons of the Table Round ' 
' Yea , but thy name? ' ' I have many names, ' he 

cried: 
I am wrath and shame and hate and evil fame , 
And like a poisonous wind I pass to blast ( 2 ) 
And blaze the crime of Lancelot and the Queen ' " · 

Life is not worth living when ther e is nothing mor e for 

which to live : 

"Slay then", he shrieked, ' my will is to be slai n '. 

... . and the irony of it that the Queen should say to 

him: 

"Or hast thou other griefs? If I , the Queen, 
May help them, loose thy tongue, and let me know" . 

The baleful figure of Modr ed is here - that same Modred 

who falsely list7ned at the key- hole when his mother 

spoke of Arthur to Leodogran, is biding his time 

" .•.. the same that afterward 
Str uck for the throne , and striking f ound his doom" . 

In ' The Last Tournament • things have developed to a 

s t age where the Red Knight can openly scoff: 

"Tell thou the King and all his liars, that I 
Have founded my Round Table in the North, 
And whatsoever his ovm knights have sworn 
My knights have sworn the counter to it -- and say 
My tower is full of harlots, like his court, 
But mine are worthier , seeing they profess 
To be none other than themselves -- and say 
My knights are all adulterers like his own, 
But mine are truer , seeing they profess 

(1) Pelleas and Etarre. 

( 2) Idem. 
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To be none other; and say his hour is come, 
The heathen ar e upon him, his long lance 
Broken, and his Excalibur a straw" . 

From the mouth of the clown Dagonet comes the bitter 

truth: 

"Ay, ay, my brother fool, the king of fools ) 
Conceits himself as God that he can make 
Figs out of thistles, silk from bristles, mil k 
From burning spurgej honey from hornet- combs , 
And men from beasts -- long live the king of 

fools ! " (1) 
• 

Finally the King is left alone with his 

ideals , in splendid isolation. With a small, gall ant 

band he goes to what he must reali ze is the end of 

everything. Yet we get the invincible splendour of 

his faith when he tells Bedevere, ' the latest- left of 

all my knights ' 

11 The old order changeth , yielding place to new, 
And God fulfils himself in many ways , 
Lest one good custom should corrupt the world , 
Comfort thyself: .. . . • . 
Pr ay for my· soul . More things are wrought by 

prayer 
Than this world dreams of .... . 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
For what are men better than sheep or goats 
That nourish a blind life within the brain, 
If , knowing God, they lift not hands of prayer 
Both for themselves and those who call them friend? 
For so the whole round earth is every way ( 2 ) 
Bound by gold chains about the feet of God" . 

Tennyson ' s last Art hurian poem was the lyric , 

Merlin and the Gleam (1889) which seems to be a sort 

of last word to the Idylls . The poem (like the 

' gleam' ) is symbolical of poetry, and its gener al note 

is one of hope and encouragement where the aged wizar d 

bequeathes his quest of the Gleam - that is , the poetic 

(1) The Last Tournament. 

(2) The Passing of Arthur. 
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ideal - to his younger fellows: -

11 0 young Mariner, 
Down to the haven , 
Call your companions, 
Launch your vessel, 
And crowd your canvas, 
And , ere it vanishes 
Over the margin , 
After it, follow it, 
Follow the Gleam" . 

After enj oying an initial popularity that knew almost 

no bounds, and tha t lasted till well after his death, 

Tennyson ' s work in general , and the Idylls in parti­

cular, early in the present century suffered a tempera-

ry eclipse and set- back in popular taste . There was, 

namely, a natural reaction to the unparalleled popular­

ity the p9&t had enjoyed in his life- time •• The oppos­

ite reaction would seem to be coming at present, and 

his work is sv,inging back into favour . 

Here we must take leave of the Arthurian 

story in poetry. Not that the last word was spoken 

by Tennyson and Swinburne. We have noted how the 

legend has produced, through the centuries , a steady 

stream of poetry: a stream that is sometimes a flood 

and sometimes a mere trickle, but always flowing un­

broken, for it has always fascinated, and will a lways 

fascinate the poets , not only of England but of the 

world . The nineteenth century was i ndeed the Golden 

Age of the Arthurian legend, not only in the literature 

noted in the preceding pages, but also in the revival 

of interest in origi ns and the critical studies of old 

MSS . that were unearthed in European libraries and 

painstakingly edited. And it holds its interest to-

day. From time to time fresh studies - the fruit of 

scholarly research - see the light of day , and new 
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poems and dramas arc penned: modern writers have espe­

cially recognized the fine dramatic possibilities of 

the legend. Although other matters engage our poets ' 

interest now, we feel sure that they will turn to him 

again. 

Vlho knows whether another Shakespeare or 

Milton may not be destined for English literature in 

the fulncss of time - for Arthur shall grow not old but 

live to come again and be 

"REX QUONDAE, REXQUE FUTURUS" . 
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CHAPTER XII : Conclusions . 

''When I came back fr•m Lyenesse 
Rith maglc in my eyes, 

All marked with mute sunnise 
My radiance rRr4 and fathomless, 

Vlhen I came back from Lyonesse 
With magic in my eyes." 

Thomas Hardy: Lyonesse. 

E have now followed Arthur 

from the first mention of his 

name in written records, 

through English literature, up 

to the present time over ape­

riod of more than eleven hun­

And in so far as he may be a mythical 

personage from the dawn of Celtic civilization he has 

been with us not hundreds, but - it may .be - thousands 

of years. Even now he is still honoured in poetry 

and prose , for the makers of liter ature still find in 

the legend pertaining to him and his knights fit mat­

ter for their craft. 

But he has lost hi s power to s tir the deepest 

national emotions - he is only a vague figure tn the 

storied past . The legends now seem r emote, naive and 

even childish, so that they are fit chiefly for child-

ren to read - in suitably edited versions . Students 

do; indeed, still busy themselves with erudite works on 

minor aspects of the subject and bring all the weight 

of their learning and i ndustry to bear on textual and 

philological matter s arising from the few manu~cripts 

that still bear editing. 

The poetry directly inspired by the legend 

appears fitfully at intervals, and though ·the treat-
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ment is just and the matter worthy, yet it fails to 

move us as the romances must have moved the mediaeval 

audiences of the trouv~res and minstrels. 

A number of scholars have made painstaking 

and thorough studies of the origins and growth of the 

legend and subsequently published their findings . 

Nothing new seems to be left to discover, nor even does 

there seem to remain any new way of restating the ol d 

views . 

And what a welter of conflicting views there 

is in these many works . Theories are abundant and 

diverse, and their advocates are all equally positive 

in their conclusions. Reconciliation and order must 

come , for the different views , theories and hypotheses , 

however ingeniously contrived and ably stated, when 

they are so mutually contradictory, cannot all be cor­

rect. Either of the extremes must be discarded or 

finally a ccepted as a deeper and more penetrating study 

brings some sort of finality. This is the task await-

ing scholars: this is still the Arthurian pr oblem. 

After the amazing activity in critical exegesis of the 

Arthurian legend in the nineteenth century, especially 

among European scholars , surely the time has come for 

English resaarchers to assume responsibi lity and to 

attempt to achieve final clarity. 

For the research of the last century has not 

brought complete agreement or spread the light into all 

the dark corners . In fact it has had the very oppos­

ite effect . It has caused numerous dusty old manu­

scripts to be unearthed in the various libraries of 

Europe, and made them avail a ble to all who wish to 
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study them. It has vastly increased our knowledge of 

how the old romances came to be; of their mutual in-

terrelation, of their nature and scope. That has 

been done, yes, and one cannot praise too highly the 

indefatigable and loving labour expended on, and the 

brilliant learning devoted to, the various aspects of 

Arthurian romance . 

This overwhelming flood of knowledge has , 

however , also had a confusing effect . In the analyti-

cal processes of literary research what was a rela­

tively clear problem in the beginning, when not so much 

was known, has become obscured by the very abundance 

of theories , and the figure of Arthur is buried under 

the debris of scholarshi p - the flood of books and ar­

ticles - that confound the serious sear cher. 

That is why I have attempted to consol idate 

and uni fy the different problems in the foregoing 

pages - to get some sort of footpath cleared through 

the immense clutter of discovered and concluded details. 

That is why I have examined not only Arthur­

ian Romance as such in its historical evolution, bu~ 

have also gone to the commentaries and surveys of other 

and more learned writers on Arthurian subjects in order 

to see what guidance they can give me and other search-

ers . 

And what has been the fruit of this labour? 

Here we may repeat the conclusion we noted at the out­

set of this study: 

"Arthur must have flourished about the 
beginning of the sixth century in England; 
he probably was a British war captain who 
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may or may not have been known as Arthur, 
and perhaps helped to fight against the 
Saxons; he has little claim to be con­
sidered a Celtic divinity and the extent 
to which Arthurian romance is Celtic or 
Norman- French in origin has not yet been 
sati s factorily determined". 

Thi s surely is not a very impressive result 

for the accumul a ted Arthuria n lore listed in J . D. 

Bruce ' s survey , Volume II, pages 380 - 412 and 446 -

460: 48 page s_ J.n all ( Evolution of Arthurian Romance) . 

Let u s see how English and American scholars 

help in the way of el ucidating the problem. It will 

be sufficient to note shortly the argument of the half­

dozen most important : Rh,s, Nutt , Weston, Chambers , 

Bruce, Loomis . But before I can present very shortly 

the main sta tements of ea ch of the above I must una­

voidably make wha t may seem a small digression. 

~e have noted above in passing how most prob­

l 0ms gene~ally evoke two widely divergent views' that 

lead to theories which are diametrically opposed in 

their premises, inferences and conclusions : so it is 

with various aspects and details of the Arthurian l~g-

0nd, so too with the Arthurian legend as a whole. 

In most of the contrasting theories on the 

question of origins in Arthurian legend we have the 

views of what may be described as the "Celtic School" 

on the one hand , and on the other the "Continental 

School" (whose theories - it is to be expected - are 

positively , and sometimes violently, Anti- Celtic) . 

The Celticists are essentially students of comparative 

mythology, a nd they see the details of Arthurian story 

as having their ultimat e source in the corresponding 
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themes and motifs of British and Gaelic myth, especial­

ly as reflected in the great and well- preserved body 

of old Irish literature . The origin of the basic 

themes of mediaeval Arthurian romance must therefore 

derive from the Britons whose old literatuxe ,preserved 

i n a great body of oral tradition, provided the Norman­

French romancers with the matter and the inspiration 

for their versions of the old tales . The wide diver­

gence of the twelfth century romances of the trouv~res 

from the s i mple , often crude originals is due, of 

course , to t he reshaping of the old matter by the soph­

isticated courtly s pirit infused into the bones of 

the old mythic stories . (Whether the Norman- French 

trouv~res obtained t his original matter through the 

channel of t he insular Britons, or the Celts of Brit­

tany is a point to which we shall return below) . 

The s cholars who support the "Continental" 

view do not concern themselves at all with myth as 

such, and therefore do not a dmit tha t the motifs of 

Arthurian legend a re derived from Celtic myths and hero­

tales, but a ffirm that they can all be traced to ana-

logues in European and Oriental stories . (They do 

occasionally admit that the sources of some romanti c 

themes· are to be found in m~rchen a nd folk- tales with­

out , however, saying of what folk) . Furthermore they 

deny that the Britons shaped the legend even roughl~ , 

as we know it, and credit the Norman- French trouv~res 

with the i nvention of the greater part of the Arthurian 

legend (i . e . the framework of the story as opposed to 

the many l a ter Arthurian romances) . They admit that 

the tradit ion of Arthur as a grea t war- leader against 

the Saxons may have some historical basis, but claim 
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that the chivalrous tales of Arthur and his brilli ant 

court of knights-errant are entirely the creation of 

Norman genius. They consistently refuse to allow 

that element s which the Celticists trace to Welsh and 

Irish parallels are anything els~ but motifs gathered 

from European, classic and oriental sources . 

Only two sections of the Arthurian story are 

grudgingly a llowed to be of Celtic origin, the original 

legends , namely , dealing with Tristan and with Merlin -

not the later elaboration s which , of course , are the 

invention of trouveres 

Because , as I have said above, some of the 

Arthurian critics who are also Celticists , trace cer­

tain parts of the Arthurian legend to Celtic mythol ogy, 

it would have been advantageous to take a rapid look at 

the development of the Science of Mythology as it has 

developed over the l ast hundr ed- a nd- fifty years. In­

teresting as such an excur s ion would be we must resist 

the temptation , however , to follow such an enquiry, as 

it would lead us too far afield . 

We must be content merely to refer, in passing, 

first to the Philological School of Mythologists , as re­

presented in Max MUller (1823- 1900) who based his sys­

tem on the linguistic studies , early in the nineteent h 

century , of the brot hers Karl and Wilhelm Grimm. The 

school of MUlleT and his disciples traced the matter of 

most ancient stor ies to myths of the Sun God . By ap­

plying linguisti c laws and a little ingenuity to the 

comparison of the names of the gods in different lan­

guages it was easy for these mythologists to demonstrate 
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the essential similarity between different mythical 

characters. (l) And if the episodes in the myths even 

of totally differing characters and names showed a cor­

respondence, thes e characters could also be reduced in-

to one solar hero. John Rhys was, to a certain ex-

tent, a disciple of this school of mythologists "who 

saw sun gods everywhere" . 

Scarcely had. rtlU.ller',s system acquired wide 

recognition when many critics arose to attack the weak­

nesses in its methods and premises, and other schools 

of thought advanced their interpretations of myth. 

Some of the most formidable critics wtr~ Sir E. B. Tylorl 

William Robertson Sruith ...1.:-:.d Andre,~, Lang, representing 

the 11Anthropological School". They discounted 

MUller ' s philological arguments but did not discard all 

his propositions . 

One of the most valuable contributions of 

the Anthropological School was the principle that "the 

treatment of similar myths from different regions, by 

arranging them in large compared groups, makes it pos­

sible to trace in mythology the operation of imaginative 

processes recurring with the evident regularity of men­

tal law; and thus stori e s of which a single instance 

would have been a mere isolated curiosity take their 

place among well- marked and consistent structures of 

the human mind. Evidence like this will again and 

again dr .L ve us t o ad...1Ili t that even as I truth -is stranger 

than fiction' so myths may be more uniform than 

(1) As f or example: Diaush - Pi tar (Sanskrit)= Zeus 
pater (Greek) = Jupiter (Latin) = Tyr (Teutonic). 
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history'' . (l) 

In other words mythologists began to study 

the recurrence of any particular mythological motif and 

to compare the similarities in the different versions. 

The result was the discovering of the wide- spread nature 

of a few identical basic myths found among all nations , 

savage and civilized, wno could never have influenced 

each other ' s religious thought by direct contact . 

"The diffusion of identical myths ,e, Lang 
argues, is due to the universal preval.ance of 
similar menta l habits and ideas at one time 
or another, but he admits that this argument 
may be pressed too far, and that it will 
•scarcely account for the world- wide distri - ( 2 ) 
bution of long and intricate mythical plots ' " 

Thi s method of comparing myths for their sim­

ilarities in order to t~ace origins is still a useful 

principle used by t he students of Arthurian legend. 

Alfred Nutt used the meth0ds of the Anthropological 

school. Those mythologist s a lso demonstrated clearly 

the relation between myt h and primitive history: the 

mortal hero is exalted to godhead, the gods consort 

with semi- his torical per~onages . 

A revolution in mythological thought and 

method was effected by the enquiries of 'Sir James G. 

Frazer with the publication of The Golden Bough towards 

the end of the last century. 

( 1) 

I n his work he relates his views i n mythology 

Sir E. B. Tylor . Pri mitive Culture: (London 1871), 
p . 282. Quoted by Lewis Spence: An Introduction 
to Mythology, p . 55 . 

(2) Lewis Spence : Op. cit., p . 70. 
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chiefly to Veget ation and the deities connected there­

with, and associates it (the vegetation principle) 

with the divine king whose lot i s so closely bound up 

with the agricultural activit ies of t he tribe . Most 

myths then, a ccording t o Fr azer, rela t e to the cult of 

some god of ve6etation1 and they are not unconnected 

with fertili zi ng or generative functions. Frazer ' s 

gods are therefor e very closely related to the earth, 

the seasons~ and the germinati ng seed. 

Miss Jessie L. Weston is a disciple of Sir 

J. G. Fr a zer in her s t udy of the origins of the Grail 

Legends: sof tooy was W. A. Nitze . 

After this short note on some of the chief 

mythological "movements" of recent time s (a note whose 

unavoidable brevit y is probabl y not conducive to much 

lucidity) . and now that we have placed our Arthurie.n 

authorities in their mythological '1milieu11
, I may pro­

ceed from where I had to break off on page 345 above . 

John Rhys began to examine the Arthurian leg­

end in the light of Celtic mythology in his Hibbert 

Lectures on the Origin and Growth of Religion as illus­

trated by Celtic Heathendom in 1886. This work was 

followed by Studies in the Arthurian Legend (1891) and 

by Celtic Folklore , Welsh and Manx (1901) and other 

related articles and books . 

He explains the whole of Arthurian romance in 

terms of Solar Mythology , identifying the central fig­

ures of the Arthurian s tory with Celtic heroes like 

Lugh and Cuchul a i nn . Thus Gawain i s clearly a solar 

hero from various characteristics and peculiarities: 
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his gay , sunny disposition, his shining countenance, 

but most of all f rom the fact that his streng-th waxed 

till noon, after which it waned again. But not only 

Gawain: Peredur (Perceval), Owein (Yvain) and even 

Lancelot too, from a comparison of the details in their 

stories, are personifica tions of the Sky- god, even as 

is Arthur himself. Rhys compares the Welsh stories 

from the M:abinogion of these heroes with the corres­

ponding French romances and comes to .the conclusi on 

that the Welsh stories are the originals , or at least 

closer to the original myth . 

He equates Pelles, the Grail Keeper (who i s 

also t he "Maimed King" ) wj_ th Pwyll who was once head of 

Annwn - Hades . The Gr a::.l too, then has i ts origi n. ,,in 

the Cauldron of Plenty and Fertility of the Head of 

Hades. 

The weaknesse s in Rhys ' studies are the fol­

lowing:- His parallels a re sometimes very far- fet ched: 

stages in the derivation of one name from another 

being assumed owing to a scribal misreading or misspel-

ling of the name . Moreover, although he had a pro-

found knowledge of Welsh literature he had little know­

l edge of Norman- French literature (or did not concern 

himself with it much) and his sources are the Mabino~ 

gion (which have come to us in late redactions and 

MSS . only) and Malory ' s Morte D' Arthur , and not the 

original French romances . 

However, I cannot subscribe to the criticism 

of E. K. Chambers which we have mentioned ~bove . (l) 

(1) See Chapter III, p . 76 above . 
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Rhys ' s work must always remain an example of thor ough­

ness in the study of the Arthurian Legend . 

~orking independently in the last decade of 

the nineteenth century was the great folk- lorist Alfred 

Nutt who wrote much and lectured widely on Celtic liter-

a ture and related matters. He, too , was a 11Celticist" 

who vigorously ndvanc8d the claims of the Britons as 

the original shaper s of the Arthurian legend 1 alt hough 

he had a bias towards identifying the Arthurian theme.s 

with simil ar on0s in Aryan mythology generally. In 

several of a series of vory readable and instructive 

pamphlets (l) he at1d others have advanced convincing ar­

guments to prove the early existence of British mythiG­

al and legendary matter, not only oral but written, 

which was imparted to the continental poets both before 

and after the Conquest by Welsh bards as well as Breton 

s i ngers . In other words , he argues convincingly that 

the Arthur~an traditions existed in l i terary form be­

fore even Geoffrey of Monmouth, and that to the British 

belong the honour of creating the Arthurian legend long 

before Chretien and his compeers . This claim is borne 

out in another of thG pamphlets (No. 11) of the series, 

The Mabinogion by Ivor B. John . 

Two of Nutt ' s greatest works were his The 
. 

Voyage of Bran1 Son of Febral, 2 Vols . , 1895 - 97 and 

Studies on tho Legend of' the Holy Grail with Special 
( 2 ) 

ReferencG to the Hypothesis of its Celtic Origin, 1887, 

(1 ) Popular Studies in Mythology, Romance and Folklore; 
David Nutt (London ) - Nos . 1, 3, 4, 8, 14 . 

(2 ) In spite of all efforts I was unable to obtain any 
of his major works . I had to f orm my judgment s 
on l0ss0r essays and many references to him by 
other authorities . 
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About the begi nning of the pre sent ~entury 

Miss (later Dr.) Jessie L. Weston - a fertile writer -

produced a whole s eries of works on Arthurian matters , 

the wide range of which may be seen from these few se­

lected titles: 

The Legend of Sir Gawai ne 1 1897. 

The Legend of Sir Lancelot du Lac , 1901. 

The Lesend of Sir Perceval, 2 'Vols . , 1906 - 1909. 

The Quest of th~ H0: y GT~il (1913) 

From Ritual to Romarice (1920) 

and trans l a t i ons of Gvr mun verso romances 1 e . g. Parsifal . 

She was indeed a devoted Arthurian scholar. That she 

had the courage of an independent mind and the ability 

and learning to def end her views the third- named work 

abundantly proves, although the redoubtable Bruce dis­

poses of her arguments a R he does with most of those 

of the writers with whom he disagrees . There is nothing 

particular to state about her critical work, apart from 

pr aising her ~cholarship and the enthusiasm with which 

she writes , except with regar d to the last- named work. 

Here again she is perhaps a little too original. Under 

the influence of Sir J . G. Frazer ' s Golden Boush she 

also became an ardent apostle of the Vegetation- god 

br anch of mythology . Ih this line of research nearly 

every mythical theme i s reduced to terms of agriculture 

and seasonal myths , and the cerbmonies and rites prac-

tised in order to ensure plentiful crops . Her attempts 

to resolve the more esoteric aspects of the Grail legend 

in terms of this mythological system by tracing the leg­

end to a ·western development of the cult of Di ana and 

seasonal myths of fertility like the Eleusinian myster­

i es , , we may dismiss as a curiosity of scholarshi p . 
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When we come to James Douglas Bruce the Arthur­

ian commentator and arbiter par excellence what shall 

we say? A close study of his great Evolution of Arthur-

i an Romance, 2 Vols . (1922 - 23) is compulsory for 

anyone who wants to become acquainted with Arthuri an 

literature. His knov,ledge not only of French Mediae­

val Arthurian romance but also of the vast r ange of crit­

ica l works on all the aspects of the Arthurian romance 

is truly staggering. In his discussions of the vari­

ous matters he quotes , dis cusses and criticizes all the 

Arthurian critics, even the authors of fugitive Arthur­

i ana in l iterary periodicals . He is broad-minded and 

fair enough to present all the conflicting views on any 

matter however trivial, and never dismisses any•worth­

while theory or viewpoint without adequate examination. 

Yet he has his natural limitations . He seems to have 

l i ttle knowledge of Celtic literature and less interest 

in it except in so far as it touches the fringes of his 

own especial interest - French mediaeval romance . But , 

m.ore, he is stubbornly anti- Celticist. Throughout his 

work one feels his conviction that there was no Ar.thur ­

ian legend to speak of before Chr~tien de Troyes came . 

I shall return to him shortly at the end of this section 

when I give my own views on the origin of the Arthurian 

legend, in order to indicate the points on which I have 

to differ from him. 

Another writer who has writ ten a fine and 

very scholarly work on Arthurian origins is Sir Edmund 

K. Chambers in his Arthur of Britain (1927) . In this 

he has made an exhaustive examination of the old Latin 

chronicles and h istories in order to determine the 



- 355 -

historicity of Arthur. The way in which he has fol -

lowed up every littl e reference in what has been writ­

t en , and also in topographical researches and local 

traditions, is indeed admirable . 

He says with r egard to the question whether 

Arthur lived and what his status was : -

11History asked to determine how much 
veritable fac t may underlie the imposing 
structure of t he Arthurian Legend, can only 
give a col d response 11 • (1) 

Yet when one reads all the a ccumulated fact s 

and the wa i ght of evidence he adduces , one cannot help 

feeling t hat he is convinced that there is enough proof 

to warrant a belief in the existence , once, of a British 

hero named Arthur who was the dux bellorum against the 

Saxons . 

Chambers deals r a ther harshly with Rhys ' s 

philological juggling when he discusses Arthurian legend 

in the light of Celtic myth. He evidently wants to 

have no dealings 'Ni t h vague myths but prefers documented 

history. We have noted above( 2 ) the impatien ce with 

which he disposes of Rhy s ' s philological arguments . He 

i s himself however uncriti cal when he depreciates tha t 

reposi t ory of myth - misunderstood and garbled, it may 

be, but a store- hous e of mythical data nevertheless -

namely Malor y ' s Morte D' Arthur. 

We have seen so far how Rhys and Nutt have 

adduced i mpressive proofs for·the origin of the 

(1) Arthur of Brit a i n : p . 168 . 

(2) See text supra; p . 76. 



- 356 -

Arthurian legend in Celtic literature; how Dr. Weston 

seeks some of the origins in the classic myth of ancient 

Greece; how nruce will have none of this but hugs his 

Chr~tien and his Byzantine folk- tales; how Chambers 

is also cool towards roma~tic mythic flights . 

So we come to the most recent work that I 

could trace that handles the questions of Arthuri an 

or igins, and we have another triumphant exposition of 

Irish myths and hero- tales as the original fount of the 

themes of Arthurian Legend, and everybody is back in his 

place as a blazing solar hero: I refer to Roger S. 

Loomis ' s: Celtic Myth and Arthuri an Romance (1927) . (l) 

Loomis proves that there was a great and 

well- known body of Arthurian tradition before the second 

half of the twelfth century when the Norman- French trou­

vbres began to write romance poems, and cites the famous 

bas- relief sculptures over the north- east portal (Porta 

della Pescheria) of the Cathedral of Modena, which 

date from the beginning of the eleventh century. They 

portray an Arthurian adventure which has not yet been 

fully identified - although one theory is that the theme 

is the rescue of Guenever (Winlogee) on the occasion of 

one of •her many abductions . 

Arthurian names and stories wer e also current 

In n~rthern Italy before the first written Norman- French 

r omances . These Arthurian stories could only have come 

(1) Roger Sherman Loomis was the husband of Gertrude 
Schoepperle, author of several wor ks on the Arthur­
ian leg~nd. Some years after her death he mar­
ried Laura Hibbard (also an Arthurian student and 
writer of works on the Arthurian Legend) . This is 
surely a unique example of teamship and kindred 
interest in literary history . 
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from British sources - certainly from Breton conteurs. 

Loomis attaches great im:porte.nce to the Arthurian tra­

ditions current in Brittany from the time of the Celtic 

exodus from Britain to thG Continent . He denies that 

the Welsh had any share in imparting the traditions 

either to the English or the Normans: only the Breton 

conteurs were the intermediaries . In this connection, 

however, he again claims that one of the most influen­

tial of all the conteurs, the only transmitter of the 

Matter of Britain to non- Celtic society whose name has 

been preserved, was the Welshman Bleddri (Bledhericus, 

Bleheris - French Breri) .- the Breri to whom both 

Thomas (in his Tristan) and Wauchier de Denain in the 

Continuation of Chretien's Perceval refer, but whom 

Bruce considers"no doubt merely one of those innumerable 

instances in mediaeval literature of a writer ' s bolster­

ing up his narrative by the citation of fictitious au­

thorities" (l)_ like Wolfram von Eschenbach ' s Kyot and 

Geoffrey of Monmouth ' s 11liber" . 

Loomis uses the comparative method in order to 

equate many Arthurian knights with characters in Irish 

myth, and all in the person of the sun or sky- god. He 

makes much (in accounts of fights) of the "Old God" and 

th0 "Young God" - every fight is therefore a manifesta­

tion or symbol of the sun that sets (the old God) being 

vanquished by the ascending Young God; or as symbolical 

of the solar year . In these parallels he goes much 

further than Rhys , and his arguments are sometimes forced 

and far- fetched . In his discussion of the romance of 

La Mule sans Frein (Chapter XII) for example , the mule 

(1) Evolution of Arthurian Romance I , p. 156 . 
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that bears Gawain to his quest is itself "the old god 

who brings the young god to the scene of his trial!" 

One more sentence will be sufficient to show 

the conclusions to which Loomis comes with his train of 

thought and a rgument : -

"Altogether the case is complete that 
Grail Bearer, Grail Messenger, Perceval ' s 
wife, and Perceva l ' s sister a re identical, 
and a r e but variant names of a vegetation 
goddess (! ! ) known centuries before in Wales 
and Ireland 11 

• ( 1) 

He sees in the Gr ail legend, not the Diana 

cult as Miss Weston does, but the Eleusinian mysteries 

themselves, the rituals connected with Demeter and Kore 

like those in Samothrace. 

He says that if we could imagine an initiate 

into these cuits of Eleus i s a ttending a performance of 

Wagner ' s Parsifal he would recognize in it the rituals 

he knew and understood . 

Loomis thus represent s the mythological wheel 

"come full circle" - he combines , in his interpretation 

of the Arthurian legend in the light of Celtic myth, 

the Solar mythology of Max MUller and the Vegeta tion 

mythology of Sir James ;!!~ Frazer: one could not have 

it fairer ! 

But this is enough: we could go on a lmost 

indefinitely exploring the work of those many people 

who have a theory and a great deal of erudition, and 

who try to say the l ast word on the matter of the 

Arthurian Legend. 

(1) Celtic Myth and AJ.~thurian Romance: p. 283 . 
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Let us see where we have arrived, and sum 

u p: -

Vie have read enough to s ee where Arthur stands 

now. The Arthurian legend is the playground for men 

and women of greater or lesser wisdom to run about in, 

and some have cast of~ all restraint and run wild . The 

wildest and most grotesque mythical interpretations 

have been made, and all in the name of serious Arthurian 

research. ~'1.d everyone takes another stand, brings up 

another theory or interpretation propped by an imposing 

show of learning, and each theory or interpretation is 

correct in its narrow way, and contains a part of the 

truth. If ever a successor of Bruce comes, and he 

takes up the commentary where his great forerunner left 

it off , he will discuss and criticize these later works 

from his own point of view and in the light that has 

been granted him. For it would seem that everyone has 

a preconceived idea which he sets out to prove to his 

own satisfaction. The hypothesis i s formulated and 

then all the evidence that bears it out is adduced. 

And , of course, if one collects all these facts that 

bear out the hypothesis 0ne may at the end propound a 

view with all the s anction of a law. 

Nowhere does one see a humble enquiry, the 

collection and collation of all the evidence and a con­

clusion then made, which shall be valid, and constant 

and final . 

And this, surely, is what the Arthurian Legend 

needs: an enquirer who is unprejudiced, with no 

a priori views , and free of that load of scholarship 

which can be such an embarrassment and hindr ance that 
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it prevents the student from approaching the problem 

with an unencumbered and unfettered mind . 

After a century- and- a - half of research and 

writing the result is still : 

"Arthur must have flourished about the 
beginning of the sixth century -----" 

and so on and so on: we know it by now. And so the doc­

tors disagree while the patient languishes, and those 

to whom we look for guidance give us stones for bread. 

I am not prepared , and I think no other se­

rious student need be, to accept all the dicta of the 

great Arthurian s cholars as final: in this field no 

one is, as yet, the ultimate authority . 

M.y reasons for this statement are the follow-

ing: -

(a) Nearly everyone has attempted to approach the 

problem from another angle, and give some sort of fresh 

view - views which, as we have seen - may differ to a 

degree where they are in direct opposition. 

(b) Even the greatest scholars tend to minimize 

the views and findings of rivals , not always with imper­

sonal and irrefutable arguments , but often with more or 

less acrimony , coloured by own opinions . 

this are many - I mention a few: 

Instances of 

1 . One of the more humble labourers in the 

Arthurian vineyard was Dr. Sebastian Evans . He, 

too, was a book- lover and. mediaevalist , and in-his 

limited way a crea tive artist . Besides his good 

translation of Geoffrey ' s History 9 and the fine 
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one of the High History of the Holy Grail (the 

French Perlesvaus) he wrote one or two Arthurian 

poems of merit, besides an original contribution 

to the solution of some of the problems: The 

Quest of the Holy Grail: an Intr oduction to the 

Study of the Legend. 

Oliver Elton who is always just in his judg­

ments praised him. (l) 

J . D. Hruce, of whom one should have expected 

somGthing bett er, dismisses Evans curtly - and 

cruelly - with a footnote to his Bibliography : -

" .. . . . I purposely omit from the above 
list, as destitute of value, various 
writings on the Grail, such as those ( 2) 
of Sebastian Evans •• •. • and others" 

2. Sir E.K. Chambers, as we have seen 

above ( 3), disparages Rhys, and so makes himself 

not guiltless of the charge of being 11uncritical" , 

for Rhys was by no means so very uncritical in 

taking Geoffrey of Monmouth and Sir Thomas Malory 

as sources of myth: they ~ sources of myth in 

so far as they were collections of British tradi ­

tions . 

3. Bruce depreciates some of Nutt •s work( 4 ] 

and a good deal of Miss Weston ' s . ( 5 ) 

See: Survey of English Literature , 1780 - 1830, 
Vol . I I , pp. 105 and l06. 

(2) Bruca: Evolution of Arthurian Romance: Vol . II, 
p . 399 . 

(3) Chapter III , pp. 75 - 76. 

(4) l volution, I : pp. 108, 269~ 305~ 357. 

(5 ) _..:.;volution, I : pp. 67- 68~ 86 , 282- 288· y IIY 90- 103. 
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4 . When Dr . Oskar Sommer , in Volume III of 

his great edition of the Marte D' Arthur, went 

exhaustively into the matter of Malory ' s sources, 

his work was generally hailed as scholarly and 

definitive . Eugene Vinaver in his own book dis-

misses most of Sommer 's conclusions with remarks 

implying that much of the great old scholar ' s en­

quiry was superficial and valueless . 

So it is with the study of the Arthurian 

Legend: if that is how the wise ones are handled how 

shall we foolish ones fare? 

• 
In a study where so much must necessarily be 

presumed, much is conjectural; where such widely di ­

vergent. views can be so convincingly adduced, every 

man ' s guess - or call it opinion - is as good as another. 

Anyone who makes a deep and loving study of 

the Arthurian legend - even if his methods are not pr o­

foundly scie.ntific - must inevitably begin to arrange 

the few known facts in a sort of order in his own mind 

according to his own lights . I, too, may perhaps 

advance a few thoughts which, I hope, will help to 

s olve the puzzles around Arthur or, at any rate, will 

indicate lines of thought and research that may lead to 

solutions . 

A. In the course of my reading - and its range 

and depth have not been too limited - I have noted the 

matters on which agreement seems to have been generally 

reached , but on which I should still like to add one or 

two thoughts I have not seen advanced elsewhere . 
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B. Also , I have noted those parts on which there 

is no agre0mant yet, but rather difference in opinion, 

usually represented in two opposite views . I should 

like to comment on these and restate the view that to 

me seems correct . 

A. Agreement reached: 

Agreement on broad principles has been reached 

by scholars on the following points : -

(1) There is some historical basis for assuming 

that Arthur once lived - the dux bellorum 

against the Saxons. 
• 

(2) He was of British descent and so ultimately 

Celtic . 

(3) The Norman French trouv~res took the mass of 

old British tradition as the foundation on 

which to base a whole new literature of ro­

mances that a rose as a result of the Proven­

cal cult of courtly love in the twelfth cen­

tury . 

I think the 'whole argument of this study so 

far has borne out these three statements . 

want to add the following : -

To them I 

I have already indicated above (ch. III) how 

the composite tradition of Arthur may have originated. 

(The argument may present obvious weaknesses, especial­

ly to one who , holding some other theory, is a priori 

i nimical to mine - yet , for lack of more positive evi­

dence mine is as interesting a possibility as any other) . 

I see the matter thus: -



- 364 -

(1) There must undoubtedly have been in the 

Celtic pantheon a god - under some name, even 

Arthur, Artorius or any other - who corres­

ponded , perhaps in name but certainly in cha- •• 

racteristics and traditions , to the Arthur 

of t he early Welsh poems, Triads and Mabino­

gion stories , who was t he compeer of the 

other recognized Celtic gods . 

(2) Arthur may possibly have been, and very pro­

bably was , a Celtic leader of the "heroic" 

period, that is , of the first to the sixth 

centuries of the Christi an era . He could 

even ha ve been a Gaulish Celt.• Evidence 

from the earliest chronicles is very slim 

that ther e was a historical British Arthur 

who fought against the Saxons in the s i xth 

century . If there had been a real Arthur -

the hero of the Battle of Badon Hill - the 

chroniclers would have been mor e explicit and 

detail ed . This does not entirely, however, 

discount the possibilit y that there may have 

been such a man, no t necessarily a King 

Arthur but a British champion and a redoubt­

able fighter , who may have had any name , but 

became identified with a semi- historica l 

Arthur, perhaps a very minor British chief­

tain of some uncertain time and place. 

(3) Marvellous tales of Arthur and/or the great 

fighter and demigod of a dim pa s t lived on 

in the floating traditions of insular and 

Breton Celts long before a written tradition 

could cast them into permanent and inflexible 

form. In the course of time and many 
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centuries later the Norman trouv~res learned 

of these traditions which so appealed to 

their imagination that they - in the way in­

dicated in Chapters III and VI - seized on 

the matter and made it the nucleus for their 

literature of chivalry and romance . 

That there was ever an actual mediaeval 

Arthur, a chiva lrous knight and king of Engl and is, of 

course, historically impossible.: all the kings of Eng­

land from William the Conqueror onwards are known and 

catalogued in written history. Arthur thus, I am con-

vinced, evolved in the process of a thousand years of 

story- telling and hi~ ori;ins are to be found in 

(a) a lost Celtic god (the remnant, perhaps of 

Gwydion, as Rhys conjectured) and 

(b) a historical petty Celtic chieftain (perhaps 

even MaBlgV'{n Gwynedd ' s uncle - see p . 25 supra) who 

by accident or confusion or faulty memory became asso­

ciated with another Arthur to whom some slight refe­

rences exist in the earliest British Chronicles . 

This is s omething like the composite Arthurian 

torso reconstructed by Rhys - and such a process of 

evolution of the British hero is, I maintain, not only 

possibly but probable . 

What we must utterly rej ect is Bruce ' s fond 

idea that Arthur was entirely a creature of Geoffrey 

of Monmouth ' s fertile imagination. If we credit the 

suave Canon of St . Asaph with so much originality 

(which is not borne out by any other recorded evidence) 

then he must have been the greatest inventive genius 

of the Middle Ages - greater than Chretien de Troyes 
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and worthy of comparison at least with Dante . Instead 

of this, I think, Geoffrey was a clever man with a jour­

nalistic bent, well- up in the traditions of the British 

peoples and clever enough to turn a well- told a nd 

topical tale. He is merely an early representative of 

the class of "slick" writers whom we have even now who 

can s0rve up a "best- seller" based on old well- known 

materials - a sort of mediaeval Fulton Oursler . He is 

no more than this: what 11made" him was the grateful 

material he handled. 

B. Differences of Opinion: 

We glance for a moment at the points on which 

there is divergence of opinion. Notice must be of the 

briefest even at the risk that exigencies of space will 

necessitate categorica l statements which cannot be sup­

ported by ~n imposing weight of proof or argument 

(after all , nearly every detail of the Arthurian legend 

contains wi thin itself the germ of a long dissertation or 

discussion - and this essay of mine is also , after all, 

a short survey) . 

The points where there is divided opinion, 

and a restatement of the most likely view will be use­

ful, may be best put as questions to which I shall try 

to supply the answer . 

' 
(1) Did the British traditions of Arthur come to 

the French (a) via the continental Celts, 

that is, the Bretons of Brittany or (b) the 

insular Celts, that is the Britons of Western 

England ( the Welsh)? 

I thinlc the weight of evidence lies with 

(a) although (b ) is at least as important . 
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We have noted the Celtic emigration to Armor­

i ca . Practically. nothing survives to- day_of a nati on-

al and inde.Ih.mdent Armoric.an ( Breton ) literature.. 

The emigrants must, however, have carried with them 

their religion, their legends and their traditions . 

Although they became within a very short time to all 

intents and purposes French rather than remaining 

British they retained much of their original culture 

including some remnants of their language which became 

a dialect of French. Their lais of old traditional 

matter would have been the first channel for the dis­

semination of the Arthurian legend on the continent , 

even before the Conquest. Romances based on these 

earliest traditions have however been lost, superseded 

as they were by the later romances based on Arthurian 

traditions garnered on the spot in Britain after the 

Conquest, when conditions for the growth of a society 
• 

Arthurian romance were more favourable, that is in the 

time of chiva lry and feudalism. 

(2) Are the details of the Arthurian legend for 

the gr eater part derived from (a) Celtic 

sources or (b) European and oriental 

sources? 

Here the answer is very decidedly (a): 

we see this in a number of ways, first being 

the very way in which the trouveres utilized 

the British Arthurian matter. 

When Anglo-Norma n French society came into 

renewed contact with the old British matter - of which 

they had already had some knowledge a cross the Channel , 

and before the Conquest, from their Breton neighbours -

th~y realized that they were now actually at the source 
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of the traditions . They must daily have become 

acquainted with more and more of the traditions and, 

besides, Geoffrey ' s book was making the matter as well­

known as their own songs of Roland and Olivier had 

ever been. They did not take a merely polite and aca­

demic interes t in the Arthurian legend as if it were 

the simple but rather quaint m~rchen or folk- tales of 

their conquered foe which it would be worth- while get­

ting to know for mere go odwill or patronage. 

The reverse was the case. They quickly saw 

the advantage to them of accepting and embracing this 

new l i terature which, despite much they found awkward, 

incomprehensible and unmanageable, contained so much 

that was new, original, virile and worthy and, above 

all , was so suited to the genius of their song- makers . 

They t hus made i t their own - partly, it may have been, 

as Evans saw it (cf . pp. 147 , 148 supra) - because it 

hel d promise of becoming the epic material of a new 

Anglo- British- French nation and empire. 

Indeed did they adapt it and change it , and 

expand it with many motifs garnered from many parts of 

the world including the East, but t he central mass of 

basic Celt i c mater ial was there: they re- shaped but 

they never tried to re- make it altogether into a French 

national literature . This is how the matter presents 

itself to me , in a general way . More pertinent 

reasons for my bel ief in the essent ially Celtic nature 

of French medi aeval Arthurian romance are the follow­

ing - t h~y represent what I consider Celtic elements 

that I have not found noted before by any of the autho­

r ities I consulted: 
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(a) References in romances to historical British 

characters ~ 

In Marie .of France ' s lai of Guigemar (non­

Arthurian) there . i s ~ K:..ng !/leriaduc of Brittany. Does 

this not perhaps refer t o the Celtic Conan Meriadoc 

whose career we have noted on p . 31 above? 

(b) Direct references t o Wales and Welsh heroes 

in French romances , even those of Chretien, e. g . 

Perceval li Gallois - Perceval the Welshman. I am 

convinced that from internal evidence, e . g . the use of 

the dart as a weapon (short throwing spear(?) ), it is 

clear that Percdur son of Evrawc (from the Mabi nogion) 

is the original of Chretien ' s Perceval li Gallois, and 

not vice versa es some have tried to argue . 

Why should so many heroes of mediaeval French 

romances be British, and t .he setting of the story the 

vague romantic Britain r a ther than French and France , 

when the trouv~re could as easily, and to greater 

national advantage , ha ve made it otherwise? My answer 

i s: because he. did not dare - the hearers would know 

he was tampering with well - known tradition and making 

unwarranted changes. 

(c) The romance of Yvain contains a motif of a 

rain-making, or storm-raising charm, as well as other 

primitive elements, that I can only consider Celtic, 

as being qui t .e foreign to well- known French practice 

and culture. 

(d) Add to this various instances ·of primitive 

social arrangements as to eating and sleeping in 

various romances , pointtng to a ruder society than 

that of the highly civilized and refined Norman- French. 
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Also the fre 2- and- ea.sy sexu.ality of the characters in 

some French ro:n.::..nces , \;here the hero is often tempted 

or invit;.:d to enjoy the favours of the lady of the 

castle in which h& is □aking a casual stay , reminds 

one of the practice of rude ho spita lity prevailing in 

somL simpl&r co~ unitibs even to- day . (Cf . the Eskimos 

and va.rious native tribes among whom sexual relation­

ships are not con~"1ected ·.vi th moral i deas . ) In this 

respect I r~f~r to the stori8s of Tristan and Iseult , 

Perceval, and Yvain(l) to name only thre~ . 

(e) Where so many tales in French Arthurian romance 

revolve around the Fa iry Jl.hstress theme, most often 

where a water- f a iry is i nvolved , such as Mor gain la F~e , 

the sources would also seem to be Celtic , for Celtic 

literature is closely bound up with magic themes , chief 

of which are those that entail a mortal hero loved by a 

water spirit: cf. in this respect Cuchulai nn and 

Liban , Arthur and Iforgan. There is a full discussion 

of this matter i n Lucy Allen Pa ton ' s exhaustive study( 2 ) 

(1) 

Even i n the :Morte D1Arthur we see how wide-

Cf. A. C. L. Brown: I wain, a Study of the Origins of 
Arthuria n Romance: Harvard Studies & Notes in 
Philology & Litera ture , Boston, Ginn & Co . ,1930. 

The author m~k Js out a good case for the Celtic 
sources of Chretien ' s romance , by comparing the 
story to a great number of Irish and other t a l es 
( •

1various parallels - f requently f ar - fetched as it 
seeills to me" , s ays Bruce , ,.,volution , Vol . I, p . 
p . 94,n. ) in which there is close correspondence of 
deta il; especia lly t he journ&y of the hero to the 
Oth~rworld iu I Tiain corr esponds closely to the Cel­
tic i dea . Referring to an Irish tale preserved due 
t o the f a ct that i t told of Cuchulainn who was re­
g~rded a s a historical persona ge , Brown says: 
1

; . . . • • In the s ame way, the original t a le of Iwain , 
from ··lhich according to the hypothesis Chretien 
drew , \;as conne cted no doubt with the historical 
Owen , a hero of th8 Brythonic Celts. 11 

Iwain,, p . 39 , a nd see also p. 120. 

(2) Sea p. 230 s upra . 
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spread is Mor gan ' s influence where she affects the 

lives of Arthur, Lancelot, Pelleas, Merlin, Tristan 

and Alisander le Orphelin. 

(f) In many romances we meet with sudden, un-

expected and unexpl ained acts of savagery that seem to 

accord ill with French usage , but_ that can be brought 

into relation with Celtic practice . Among these are 

the numerous cas es of impaled heads of knights, as 

in Erec, Li Biaus Descouneus, Le Chevalier as deux 

Esp~es , La Vengeance de Raguidel , and others . They 

all re- echo the incident where Kulhwch, having accom­

plished all th~ tasks set him 9 wins Olwen ' s hand and 

then slays her father, the gaint Yspaddaden Penkawr , 

and cuts off his head and sets it on a stake . (Cf. 

the head- cutting motif in so many Celtic tales, e.g. 

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and Bricriu •s Feast~ 

(g) There is a curious and important incident in 

Chretien ' s Le Chevalier de la Charette, wh~ch re-
~ ~ 

counts~of the kidnapped Guenever by Lancelot . She is 

imprisoned by Meleagant in a castle on the island 

of Goirre. This castle can be approached by two 

bridges only, the one quite submerged , and the other 

consis ting of a s word blade laid on edge . Lancelot 

chooses the latter, painfully wounding his hands and 

kn~es in crawling across it . Now to me it i~ clear 

that here we have a clear instance (not understood by 

Chretien or the other French romancers) of an invasion 

of the Celtic Otherworld . Goirre (cf. Isle de Voir:cye -

Glass Castle) represents the abode of the dead beyong 

the waters (cf. the domain of the Fomors) which can be 

crossed only by bridges a long which no one would care 

to return. Negotiating the submerged bridge gives 
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access to the castle by way of the water itself; the 

sword bridge , I can state confidently, is none other 

than a faint remembrance of the Knife of Ossla 

Gyllelvawr(l) from Kulh=ch and Olwen which when laid 

across a stream serv~d ts a bridge for Arthur ' s whole 

army . (This is one of the points which, although it 

suggested itself to me, seems to have struck none of 

the many authorities who discuss this story with its 

strange motif) . 

(h} One l a st point: There are innumerable re -

ferences to chess (cf. the automatic chessmen in 

Perceval) in Arthurian romances . Now it is admitted 

that the Norman- French may have become acquainted with 

the game through conta ct wi~h the Saracens and other 

Arabic nations on the C~usades . Yet, judging from 

the new translation of the Mabin_2,g?-on by Gwyn Jones 

and Thomas Jones, the g'-~e described in the Mabi nogion 

tales (Dream of Rhonabwy and Peredur) is not chess as 

we know it , but a W:;ls' e;ame celled ~dbwyl~. (in 

which the king on one side is hunted by men, without 

a king , on the other , and the game is played on a 

board like a chess- board ). 

These instances of Celtic elements in the 

romances - a fe w of many - are sufficient to demon­

strate m:y view that we have sufficient evidence to 

maintain that French Arthurian Romance is essentially 

of Celtic origin. It does not matter how much the 

Nor man- French genius has transmPtod the old met al: 

it has always been essentially Celtic , and in my 

(1) See Ch. II , p . 44 supra. 
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opinion it is sheer wilfulness to deny it its true 

nature . 

One or two last questions remain for us to think 

over and to answer i ·n the light of all the discussions 

above . 

What of the future of the Arthurian l egend as 

a source of inspiration in literature: has it had its 

day or can it charm Englishmen again? What is its 

rea l value, and has this value ever been truly grasped 

so that the story ' s great central theme could be uti-

lized to the full in a manner worthy of it? Is it now 

only a field for critics to prowl around in, or can it 

also still serve as a theme for creative literature -

"the literature of power that moves" as opposed to "the 

literature of knowledge that instructs" . (l) 

The compar atively rare appearance, in later 

years, of works inspired in either field by the Arthur­

ian legend would almost seem to justify the conclusion 

that the legend is now a spent force, and that not much 

more remains to be wrung from the once great sub ject by 

either critic or creative writer. 

There are many desert patches in the fair 

Arthurian field, many places where the fair music of 

the song is suspended in an uneasy silence . Why does 

the Arthurian theme seem so attractive to our greatest 

poets so that they return again and agai n to sip tenta­

tively of the nectar of this flower, yet as ofteq 

(1) The phrases are de Quin·cey'e . see R. A. Scott- James : 
The Making of Literature: London, Martin Secker, 
1932. 
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wander off again and neglect it altogether? Why was 

not the enchantment of the Arthurian story sufficient 

to cause, for the great romantics, Byron, Shelley and 

Keats, the procuring 11 for these shadows of imagination 

that willing suspension of disbelief for the moment 

which constitutes poetic faith11 ? Why did Milton pick 

up the subject and drop it again? Why did Shakespeare 

ignore it altogether? 

The truth lies in the very nature of the 

legend. And moreover the very way in which the process 

of growth and development of the legend took place held 

in itself the causes of its decay. Wholly British in 

origin, and having an ovm int rinsic worth and native 

interest that cannot be denied , it is yet an alien thing 

that has become what it is through the contamination of 

foreign influences . The original blend of myth and 

history has been worked not by the spirit of native 

popular imagination but by the fantastic spirit of fo ­

reign romance. The indigenous stories had been appro ­

priated to express the unreal and untenable ideals of 

an alien class . The native charm had been lost in• the 

artificiality of the accretions to the original. And 

they had become altogether too fantastic, too unreal , 

too untrue, too remote . The essential truth and eter­

nal greatness of the central theme had become too much 

obscured by fantastic incidentals. And so the great 

themes of the legend, the nobility, the spirituality 

and the sublimity of the subject, have been diluted to 

make it fit matter only for idle tales to beguile the 

leisure of children. 

Arthurian poetry thus no longer succeeds in 
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awakening national aspirations, and it has not taken on 

the stature of national importance . Its historical 

foundation was too shaky, and it was merely a French 

treatment of very old dim British legend. When it be ­

came the property of the alien class that class did 

much to develop it into a form fit for polite literature, 

but in the process of re- shaping it, deprived it of 

most of its virility and vitality. Besides, in the 

very beginning of the change , the trouv~res by con­

sciously putting the accent on the element of court ly 

love, lost sight of its great central truth and meaning. 

The Norman- French poets were dazzled by the details of 

episode and pageantry in the story and had not the wis­

dom and power to utilize its main tragic theme, and so 

failed to establish it and make it develop along the 

lines it should have t aken . They were like children 

playing with materials fit for handling only by adults, 

and so they created a pretty story out of matter that 

should have produced a sub~ime tragedy. Malory had a 

momentary vision of the magnitude of the story but even 

he could not influence its development, for its main 

features and their treatment were already fixed when he 

retold the romances . He could unify and consolidate, 

but he could not a lter beyond indica ting where the real 

strength of th.a legends lay. 

In the hands of the trouveres the wild Celtic 

legends gained assurance and a sleek, sophisticated 

beauty , but lost much of their spontaneous charm and 

simplicity - their appeal was now to the head rather 

than to the heart . We see this very clearly when we 

compare the best of the Arthurian romance stories with 

old Irish tales which correspond somewhat in theme . 



- 376 -

The average modern El].gli shman who has mostly 

Anglo- Saxon- Norman blood in his veins, and only a little 

of the Celts, is left unmoved to - day by tales of the 

minor peccadilloes of Gawain, or the fantastic peregri­

nations of Perceval , even the stodgy adultering of 

Lancelot . But let our Englishman read the annals of 

the Ultonians and the Fianna. No fighting here like 

that of the automatons of romance who prance about so­

lemnly ahors e or afoot at the jousts and strike ponder-

ous and slu ggi sh blows in senseless tournaments . Here 

we have f ierce , red- blooded, living champions in action, 

who lived, wooed and strove lustily in a time when a man 

fought and killed his enemy for a prize worth taking: 

a herd of shaggy, long-horned cattle, or a broad- hipped, 

tawny- haired woman. It was a time then when passions 

were violent , and love was mostly tragic, because the 

artless artistry of the native bards recognized the 

rightness of truly tragic themes . We are still deeply 

stirred by the love stories of Naoise and Deirdre , of 

Cuchulainn and Em.er, and of Br anwen and her fatal beauty. 

If the Arthurian legend, as we learn to know 

it in the early Welsh poems and stories, could have 

continued developing and growing in its native sur­

roundings and retained its original spirit it might to­

day have presented a wealth of myth and legend as great 

as that of classic Greece . But the influence of 

national history sent it in another direction, and it 

became a thing of transient greatness and fleet ing in­

fluence. With the growth of a new English nationalism 

i n the fifteenth to sevent eenth centuries the Arthurian 

l egend was no longer a national tradition: it belonged 

to a past phase of the nation' s growth, and no longer 
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reflected nn.ticna l aspira tions . It could evoke no 

deep emotions , no patriotism. Its details carried no 

promising materials for the modern poets and, in fact , 

the whole business was considered rather chil dish and 

silly a nd hardly worth a poet ' s serious attention. 

Only one or two of its parts still had possibilities: 

tho mysticism of the Grail Qu est 9 and the lawless 

passion of Tristan a nd I seult . 

The Norman- French trouv~res had failed to 

grasp the essential beauty a nd poss ibilities of the 

Arthur- Guenever-Lanc elot story. The tragic potential­

ities of the story of a noble man who sinned , albeit in 

ignorance , and who came to a downfall as the punishment 

for that one sin, a man who was too great and noble; 

of another man who was a~ base as he was noble; and of 

a woman who sinned because s he was so very woman: all 

these el~ments a re in t >.-; Arthur story even to - day for 

t he poet who ha s the vis ion and the power to forge them 

into a mighty dramatic work. 

For the grand centra l theme is still there, 

waiti ng for that happy union of romantic and imagina­

tive faith with true genius, that will revive the old 

story t o produce an imperishable English epic . Arthur 

stil l awa its the native singer who will fashion it into 

an epic poem or great prose tragedy (perhaps the fit ­

test form into which the matter can be cast) on the 

t erri bl y tragic theme of Arthur ' s sin and suffering. 

He is still unborn, but surely he wi ll come , 

who will arouse Arthur, where he rests in his El ysium, 

and call him for th once more to walk among men , and 

gladden the hearts , not only of his Britons , but of all 
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who love and honour him : ,_ 

For such a one the lines from John Leyden ' s 

"Scenes of Infancy1
' : -

"Say who is he , with summons strong and high 
Shall bid the charmed s leep of ages fly; 
Roll the long sound through Eildon ' s caverns vast , 
While each dark warrior rous es at the blast: 
The horn, the falchion grasp with mighty hand 
And peal proud Arthur ' s march from Fairyland?" 

I feel certain that Arthur may still be a 

force in the cultural history and literature of Europe . 

Arthur could still serve for a poem on a truly epic 

scale - the scale, say, of the Aeneid or the Par a dise 

Lost and the poet would have to be of the stature and 

temper of Milton, no less . 

Or it could be made into a tragedy or a series 

of tragedies, for it is perhaps too long for a single 

work - by a successor of Shakespeare or the Goethe of 

Faust . 

To portray properly its pomp and pageantry , 

and to portray the vast ~anvas of the whole panorama 

of mediaeval Europe , however, the fittest medium for the 

story would be a motion picture production. The film 

is perhaps the only medi1m which has t he resources and 

technique to do full jus ~~ce to the story . A trulb' 

epic film could be made, ~rovided the production were 

supported by studious research and preparation and in­

telligent direction ~ith, however, a nice balance be­

tween restraint and lavishness so that the proper 

measure of spectacle and magnitude which the subj ect 

would demand, could be obtained without the blundering 

of riotous fancy; which the "super- colossal II school of 
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production would inevitably give free play. 

If the main events of the whole composite 

legend were combined in due proportion and logical s e­

quence, with the various currents and influences and 

branches of the story interweaving into a well- knit 

whole , so that the plot gradually unfolded to its in­

evitable tragic end - what a great and lasting work of 

art it might be . Such a screenplay would, of course , 

demand nothing less than superlative excellence in 

every part: scenario, costumes, scenes, effects, pho­

tography, dialogue and acting, but especially in sym­

pathetic direction. The story itself is worthy of such 

treatment for it carries i ts own constant and unfailing 

appeal. 

It contains all the ingredients required to 

capture and hold the interest of all who love a good 

story: courage and adventure, love and hatred , jealousy 

and scheming , colour and movement , glamour and wonder~ ­

I t has all the themes that contain moving and tragic 

possibilities: baseness and treachery that bring ruin, 

adulterous love that causes sorr ow and b~ings repent­

ance - yet this apparent gloom is relieved by enough of 

faithfulness , honour 1 courage and nobility, and withal 

by the hope of Arthur's return from Avallon when all 

wounds shall have been healed over , all wickedness ex­

piated. 

But most important of all , despite its ori­

gins - both in pre- historic times and in the Middle 

Ages when moral standards were not strict - it is an 

intensely moral t a le tha t carries its great moral 

truth and me ssage in it8 own artistic excellence. 



- 380 -

And its lesson is that sin will always bring sorr ow , 

but must as inevitably be punished: the sin and the 

suffering and the sorrow, however provide the crucibl e 

from which souls will rise purified and refined with 

all the dross removed. It conforms , therefore , to 

that ideal which I believe should be the ideal of a l l 

great literature, namely to please and to instruct , and 

so more deeply , as all "sublime " art should, to pur ge 

or cleanse the emotions . It will , in short, "make men 

better" and so serve to the one great end to which all 

creation moves , namely, that all shall be done to glo­

rify God. 

Expl i cit: @>t finint yry ilaiatrt 
,t.3llll.@>. sn11 liur.e be lestnire bel rut 
.f\rtua. 
liex 11nu.s tttHittt tnus a bn111v. fttt. 
Amen. 
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APPENDIX I : Tristan ·and Iseult . 

"Ich weiz wol, ir ist vil gewesen, 
die von Tristande hant gelesen; 
und ist ir doch niht vil gewesen, 
die von im rehte haben gelesen" . 

Gottfried von Strassburg: Tristan. 

The Tristan story could only be noted very 

shortly in the main text above. It may not be out of 

place 

value 

and it will certa inly have some interest and 

to note rapidly some of its mai n f eatures, and 

attempt to arrive at an idea of its development . Such 

a short examination will reveal that in it we have a 

valuable storehouse of Celtic traditions. (A study of 

its origins can s erve a s a pointer, too , towards the 

general Celtic nature of the Arthurian story as a whole), 

The original Tristan story, critics seem to 

be agreed, is undoubtedly Celtic, although -- as in 

other legends rela ted to the Arthurian story -- opinion 

is sharply divided on the ques tion of the extent to 

which we can trace purely Celtic elements and traditions 

in the story as we have it now. Some critics woul d see 

in it, too, a crea tion wholly of French genius , yet 

there is much in the Tristan tale that can be traced 

much further back than French mediaeval chivalric and 

romantic notions . I n fact, close examination of the 

story reveals many tra its to be found in undoubtedly 

pure Celtic saga and tradi tion, that point to the exis­

tence , once, of a version of the story much older than 

the extant French redactions . 

The earliest French mediaeval romance Tristan 

poems date from a little after the middle of the twelfth 

century . Chr~tien says in Cliges that he wrote a poem 

"about King Mark a nd the fair Iseult" . Of this poem 
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no MS . has been pres·erved. The earliest MSS . of the 

Tristan story that have come down to us (listed here in 

modern editions) are : -

(1) One of a poem by the Anglo - Norman Thomas , 

(1155- 1170): ~e Roman de Tristan par Thomas , 

ed. J. Bedier , 1902-1905, 

(2) Another by the Norman poet B6roul (end twelfth 

century): Le Roman de Tristan par Berou.l , 

Ed . J . Muret, 1903. 

(3) A Middle High German poem by Eilhart von 

Oberge (about 1180- 1190) : Ed . F. Lichtenstein, 

1877. 

( 4 ) Another by Gottfried von Strassburg (about 

1210): various good editions t the latest by 

K. Marold (1906) . 

(5) The Prose Trist~n, MS . 103, Biblioth~que 

na tionale. 

(6) Two poems The Mndness of Tristan, (end twelfth 

beginning of the thirteenth cent uri es): 

Les deux poemes de l a Folie Tristan, ed. 

J . Bedier, 1907. (The "Oxford" and the 

"Berne" MSS . ) 

Another old redaction, useful as a study of sour­

ces , is a Norse prose saga of Tristan,: Saga af 

Tri stan ok I sondar , ed . Brynjulfson , 1878 , 

Tristams Saga ok Isondar, ed. E. Kolbing , 1882. 

These different versions all in the l ast in­

s tance derive f rom a common origi nal source, which, in 

i ts turn, must hnve beP.n (:Omposed of very ol d elements , 

much older than the French mediaeval romance poems . 

This mi ght have been Chretien ' s los t Tristan poem, but 
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it is not likely. The lost original must date from 

about the middle of the t welfth century, before any of 

the r edactions noted abov c. , but after Geoffrey of Mon­

mouth ' s Historia (1138), which had made the traditions 

of Arthur common property (for i n the Tristan poems 

Tri stan is associated with Arthur) . At that time Chr6-

tien was too young to have writ t en such a mature work 

as the original Tristan roma nce must have been. 

The existence on ce of such a lost original 

Tristan poem, the source of all the earli est extant 

romances, is one of the f ew questions on which scholars 

of romantic and Art huri a n matters ar e in complete agree­

ment . It i s by collating the detail s of the story as 

found in the many versionb noted, that the composite , 

hypothetical prototype had been constr ucted, of which, 

nat urally, no manuscript or copy exist s , but which in 

its theoretical form clearly shows how many purely pri­

mitive traits survive in t he later sophi s ticated romance 

redactions . I t indica tes what the nature may have been 

of the original primitive and plain tale which the 

French trouv~res so eagerly seized upon and pressed into 

service as a means for di sseminating their doctrines of 

courtly love . 

The task of ~econstructing the composite s tory 

. as it may have been -- t he "Ur- Trista n" , as it is gener ­

ally· called -- was ably 0ttempted by J . B~dier in the 

second voi ume of his grea ~ edi t ion of Thomas ' s Tristan. 

(In 1907 W. Golther i ~ ~;q Tristan und Isolde made a 

similar and independent reconstruction) . Space does 

not permit a summary of this story being given: a 

detailed one is given by Bruce , Evolution, Vol. I , 
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pp. 166 - 171 , i . e . of the Bedier- Golther reconstr uc­

tion) . 

M. B~dier has listed the fo llowing t r a its 

which he concludes t o be of Celtic origin: - (a ) the 

story of Mar k and the horse' s ears ; (b) Tristan ' s 

ability to i mitate t he songs of birds ; (c) t he arc 

gui ne feut (Trist an ' s bow that never mi sses the mark); 

(d) the fairy castle of Tint agel; (e) the stream 

flowi ng through I seu.lt ' s chao.ber; (f) the room in 

which tho knights of Arthur sleep side by side wit h 

Mark and his queen. These, B6dier concludes , are the 

only fea tures of t he Tristan tradition tha t seem to be 

genuinely Celtic. They are parts of a bruta l t a l e of 

a husband duped by a lover redoubtable for his physical 

strength and a master of pr imitive arts . It i s , how-

ever , not t his ' barbaric Decamer on ' tha t we think of as 

the story of Tristan and Iseult, states Bedier; the 

story of Tristan and Iseult , he says , i s significant 

only as it i s tragic -- t he t ale of two hapl ess mortals 

bound to each other by a supernatural power, and living 

in the midst of a socie t y in which their love viola tes 

a sacre d and i ndi ssoluble tie . Because M. Be dier is 

satisfied that among the Celts the marriage tie was 

neither sacred nor indissoluble he i nfers that we must 

attribute to the French the first tragic treatment , and 

hence the real invention 0f the story . In other words , 

M. Bedier has traced som~ Celtic elements in the 

Tristan story but he believes that its origin as a 

tragic s t ory i s entirely French. The chief texts of 

the Tris t an story a re those of B~roul, Eilhart von 

Oberge, Thomas , the Folie Tri stan 1 and the prose Tristan 

romance . M. Bedier concludes t hat these all derive 
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from a single twelfth century poem now lost, and the 

author himself owed little or nothing to previous re­

dactions: he crea ted the s tory a-t,one stroke in all 

its excellence. 

From B~dier ' s conclusions it would seem thus 

that, whatever the r aw materia ls were which the unknown 

poet who made the Ur-Tris tan wor ked over , the f act 

remains that the tale was created whole and perfect in 

all its tragic intens ity by a Norman- French writer , and 

its spirit and meani ng are wholly French. 

But we may a l so ask what were the form and 

the source of the version from which the French poet 

drew. Did he, merely taking the name of an unknown 

Celtic warrior, i nvent t he t a le out of nothing, incor­

porating in it the few Celtic traits B~dier lists, or 

did he have for his source u still earlier versi on - the 

Ur-ur- Tris t an - which may even have been an original 

Celtic tale containing many more purely Celtic tra i t s 

and traditions than Bedier thoug~t? 

The same Celtic narra tive genius which crea ted 

the tales we have noted in Chapter III a bove could I 

feel sure have been respons ible fo r such a t ale of 

lawless and tragic passion as that of Tristan and Iseult : 

not such a tale , indeed, as the full and detailed re­

cons tructed archetype , but one with the padding and 

trappings of French courtly lore removed so t hat the 

basic unadorned narrative of elementa l passion remained. 

The story of Tristan, even as we have it in 

the French versions, doe s not - - to my mind -- fit into 

the gener a l pattern of French mediaeval romance . It 
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is rather a tale that in the extant French (and German) 

redactions has been so retold and consciously altered as 

to serve as a medium for the expression of French courtly 

ideals and sentiment, but originally was a plain love­

story of which we have many similar examples in Irish 

saga, a lthough they may not all be of such a high order 

and what I may call "modern excellence" as the Tristan. 

The tragic compulsion of the love- draught -­

which is the central fact of the story -- was a strange 

and disturbing element for the Norman- French redactors , 

that t hey did not quite like , nor know how to handle. 

They had to try and minimize the significance of this 

factor which would clash with the proper teachings of 

the amour courtois, where love - - even unfaithful adulte-

rous love was a matter of free choice; as a paraphras, 

of 11. 187 - 194 of Gottfried von Strassburg •s Tristan 

expresses it : 

"The service of love is voluntary service, 
which the lover joyfully a ccepts with 
his whole mind 11

• 

Because the irresistible compuls ion of the 

potion would seem to detract from the voluntary quality 

of their love, a new system of ethics, a new concept of 

faith and morality had to be invented. And thus we 

get the baffling picture of a Tristan who fears to be 

unfaithful to his fine amante if he should have normal 

relations with his own wife• he would rather not commit 

' adultery' with his wife in order that he may remain 

true to his lover (herself another man•s wife) , a truly 

nice point of mediaeval morality! In this and in other 

extravagances we s ee the French influence transforming 

the natural primitive t ale into an artificial and 
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sophisticated romance which represents the 4uintessence 

of the amour courtois doctrine . 

But where did the French poet get his con­

ception of Tristan, the great warrior, harper, athlete 

and lover? Such a hero already existed in British 

literature. 

Tristan (Drystan) is mentioned, we found , in 

the Welsh Triads . His passion for his uncle ' s wife was 

an old and well- known story, as other triads attest . 

He is mentioned along with mythical characters from the 

Celtic pantheon s~ch as Edeyrn, son of Nudd (i . e . Llud) , 

and Mabon, son of Modron, as one of the chief counsel­

lors of Arthur in The Dream of Rhonabwy . In these and 

other loci, the names , story and characters are all 

British -- probably Cornish, and in some cases even pos­

sibly Pictish (see discussion by Bruce , Evolution, Vol. 

I, pp. 171- 186) . 

That there was more to the matter than Bedier 

thought has been the view of another scholar, Miss 

Gertrude Schoepperle . The most important critical work, 

for our purposes, on the subject of the Tristan legend 

is her Tristan and Isolt , A Study of the Sources of the 

Romance , 2 vols . : New York University Monographs No . 4; 

London, David Nutt & Frankfurt, Joseph Baer & Co . , 1913 . 

In this penetra ting study she traces the deri­

vation of the story to an Aithed (Elopement Story) of 

which that of Diarmaid and Grainne is the type, and -­

to a lesser extent -- the theme of the Imrama, (adventu­

rous voyages to unknovm destinations) such as that of 

Maelduin. (Another story from Irish legend which may 
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have helped to suggest and inspire that of Tristan and 

Iseult is the famous love- story of Naoise and Deirdre , 

the wife of Conchobar). 

Schoepperle says that Bedier is right in 

affirming that the extant versions reflect the person­

ality of the French r edactors , but Gaston Paris (in 

articles in Romania (1886 ) and Revue de Paris (1894 

M. W.S . ) was also right in his feeling that the tragic 

story of Tristan was of Celtic origin. Contrary to 

Bedier s he has found that the tragic treatment of unlaw­

ful love was possible among the Celts, as there are 

numerous tragic versions of the theme in old Irish 

1iterature (as in Di armaid and Grainne) , and she also 

found much other evidence of Celtic influence -- a much 

larger number of Celtic traits than Bedier recognized. 

By a comparative study of the poems and tra­

ditions she found in Eilhart von Oberge ' s version 

features to which there were no analogues in French 

literature, but which she frequently met in accounts of 

pri mitive beliefs and customs in Celtic romance . She 

was thus led to a ttribute a higher value to the Beroul­

Eilhart version than to that of Thomas or the prose 

romance, as preserving an earlier ver sion of the Tris­

tan story. She concludes that the version of Eilhart 

von Oberge is the most primitive version of t he Tristan 

story extant , and therefore represents most faithfully 

the original Tristan prototype. The most common 

source of all the later versions, the archetype from 

which proceed all the other extant versions of the 

Tristan story -- the one reconstructed by M. B~dier 

from the versions listed above , and which corresponds 
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so closely to th0 Eilhart version -- Miss Schoepperle 

calls the estoire . Tho Folie of the Berne MS . all udes 

to such a source , as does Beroul : 

"Si con.me l ' estoire dit , 
La ou Berox le vit escrit11

• 

The estoire, then 1 a ccording to Schoepperle 

was the common source whose chief features are preserved 

in Berouls Eilhart and the Foli e, while Thomas has 

modified it; M. B~dier has given chief place to the 

Thomas fragment (his poem has not been preserved whole), 

which compares best wit h his reconstruction. 

Miss Schoepperle does not 9 of course, impl y 

that the story ao we have it now was entirely a Celtic 

creation. The incidents of the l atter part of the \ 

estoire , present several of the favourite situations of 

the conventional courtly lyrics of the period , and im­

ply the currency of the notions of courtesy that were 

then in vogue . So , for example, in the l atter part of 

the twelfth and beginni ng of t he thirteenth centuries 

there were pastourelles and a whole class of chansons 

de mal mariee in v1hich the moral tone is light to say 

the least . The episodG of Kaherdin (Iseult of Brit-

t any ' s brother) and Camille in the Tristan story is of 

the nature of a pastourelle , that of Kaherdin and 

Gargeolain t hat of a chanson de mal mariee . 

But to return to the additional and unmi stak­

ab:he- Celtic traits that she claimed to have discovered , 

besides those listed by B~di er: Miss Schoepperle notes 

the follor1ing: 

(1) The Story of Mor hol t : It will be recalled 
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that a great knight cnllad Morholt, brother-in- l aw 

of the Iri sh king, comes from Ireland to exa ct the tri­

bute of every third child of fifteen years old, but is 

ready t o settle the matter with any suit able Cornish 

champion. All the Cornish knights hold back, but 

Tristan undertakes the combat , which t akes place on the 

Isl e of Saint- Samson only the combatants being present . 

Tristan mortally wounds his adversary, who dies before 

reaching Ireland again. Iseult removed t he fragment 

of Tristan ' s sword from her uncle ' s skull and kept it; 

from this she was l ater able to recognize Tristan as her 

uncle ' s slayer. 

Classic myth and legend offers many examples 

of dr agons and monsters to which tributes of humans are 

offered., . There are the stories of Beowulf, St . 

George , and Theseus and the Minotaur . Then there is 

the Celtic legend of the Fomori ans . After the death 

of Nemed , the Fomors oppressed the Nemedians and levied 

upon Ireland an annual tribute of two- thirds of the s ons 

and daughters of the Nemedians (besides also a t ax of 

grain and milk) to be paid on each day of Samhain - the 

first of November. The great hero Lugh eventually 

abolished the Fomorian tribute by conquering the monsters 

at the Second Batt le of Moyt ura •. Miss Schoepperl~ •s 

conclus ion is that the story of Tristan and Morholt , and 

of Lugh and the Fomorians are accounts of people suffer­

ing under a t ribute (of young people to be carried off 

to slavery? -- M.W. S . ) , imposed by a foreign power. 

(2) The Voyage of healing at the hands of the 

enemy : Tristan, too, had been wounded i n the combat 

with Morholt, and as the wound will not heal, he has 
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himself put into a boat and set adrift on the sea , that 

the boat may wander where it will. It drifts to 

Ireland, where Tristan is healed by an enemy, namely 

Iseult, Morholt ' s niece . The voyage in a rudderless 

boat is a favourite story in Old Irish literature, where 

such voyages are often impelled by r eligious motives , as 

i n The Voya ge of Maelduin. In Eilhart •s poem, the poet 

confides to the r eader that no one can heal Tristan ' s 

wound but Iseult . (Malory tells u s : "Then came there 

a l a dy that was a right wise lady, and she said plainly 

unto King Mark, and to Sir Tristram, and to all his 

barons, that he s hould never be whole but if Sir Tris­

tram went in the same country that the venom came from, 

and in that country should he be holpen or else never" , 

Bk. VIII , ch. viii , -- M. Vl . S. ) . The theme is popular 

in primitive fiction, c f . Telephus who was wounded by 

the spear of Achilles, and Cuchu.lainn 1 s healing of the 

wounds tha t he dealt the war- goddess Morrigu., and a 

simil ar situation i n the lai of Gui gemar . All of these 

stories are founded on a primitive belief that a wound 

establishes s ome strange r e l a tionship or affinity 

between the victim and t ~e person or weapon inflicting 

the wound . In t he Grail story the lance which had 

wounded the Fisher- King could a lone heal him. Miss 

Schoepperle says that this episode of Tristan •s setting 

out in a rudderless boat to secure the healing of his· 

wound at the hands of Mor holt 1 s kinswoman is parallelled 

in Greek, Irish and Norse literature, but is not found 

elsewhere in French romance. The theme of the rudder­

less boat i s not found in the Norse or the Greek stories. 

It seems possible then, in view of the other Celtic 

connections of Tristan, that the Morholt story is 
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traceable to Celtic tradition. 

(3) The Idyllic.life i n the forest: 

of the story conf orms to a more Celtic type . 

This part 

In the 

closely- woven fabr ic of feudal society it has no place. 

I t is not in fights and tournaments that Tristan excels 

(although French redactors approximate him to their own 

heroes) . n0 is a woodland hero, nimble of hand and 

foot; he has extraordin~ry possession of the five sensef 

and is fertile in ruses . He can tune his voice to the 

birds, t ake prodigious leaps , snare the fish and trap 

the game . (Tris~an cor~esponds, i n f a ct, to the mem-

bers of the Fianna Eirinn, the men of Finn Mac Coul's 

band , who had to pass a great number of incredibly diffi­

cult tests before being admi tted to membership -- see 

Charles Squire, Celtic Ivl:yth and Legend, pp . 203 - 207 

M.W. S. ) . 

The two lover s live on herbs and the simplest 

food whil e they shel ter in the forest from pursuit by 

King Mark . Their s must have been a care- free life 

like that of the other two hunted lovers described in 

the following translation of The Elopement of Deirdre 

with Naisi, f rom ~he Book of Leinster (about 1150), 

which wil l s how at once the quality of old Iri sh lyric 

verse : 

"Naisi , with mead of delicious ha zel nuts 
Came , to be bathe d by me a t the fire . 
Ardan, with an ox or boar of excellence, 
Aindle, a faggot on hi s stately back. 

Though sweet be the excellent mead to you 
Which is drunk by the sons of Ness, the rich 
in strife , 
There has been known to me , ere now, 
leaping over a bank, 
Frequent sustenance which was sweeter. 
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When the noble Naisi spread out 
A cooking hearth on the hero- board of tree, 
Sweeter than any food dressed under honey 
Was what was captured by the son of Usnach" . 

(Have not the same spirit and i ntenae love of an open­

air life been rec~ptured and expressed in matchless 

lines by a l a t er poet in whose veins there als o flowed 

Gaelic blood , hot with the love of gallant fighting , but 

whose frail body was laid away too soon on a Samoan 

hill- top: 

"I will make you brooches and toys for your delight 
Of bird- song at morning and star- shj_ne at night . 
I will make a pal a ce fit for you and me 
Of green days in forests and blue days at sea. 

I will make mj kitchen , and you shall keep your 
room, 

Where white flows the river and briiht blows the 
broom, 

And you shall wash your linen and keep your body 
white 

In rainfall at morning and dewfall at night . 

And this shall be for music when no one else is 
near, 

The fine song for singing, the rare song to hear •• " 

How much might he too have written of Chivalry had he 

lived longer . -- M. W. S . ) 

This is scarcely the kind of life which would 

have hel d attractions for the fragile fines amant es of 

the Norman- French extraction, nor is it lauded in the 

r omances of the times . 

(4) The Har p and Rote: This is another Celt i c 

story which has all the possibilities of having been 

woven into the Tristan story. It has been lost in 

the version of Eilhart but preserved in ~he Folie 

Tristan, (Berne MS. ) , the prose romance, and Thomas . 

A stranger visits Mark ' s palace . After they have dined 

the king who has learned from the stranger that he is a 
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minstrel, asks him to play, and , - like all the ki ngs 

of mediaeval romance who will never learn prudence -

promises to grant the don required before knowing what 

it will be . The stranger demands as his reward for 

having played nothing less than Iseult herself. He 

carries her weeping to his ship. Tristan sets off to 

the shor e to try a nd win her back . He plays so beauti­

fully that the stranger does not notice the tide rising 

above the gang- board . Tristan offers to carry the 

queen to the ship on his horse . As soon as he has her 

safely up he rides off, flinging a taunt to the helpless 

stranger for his folly. What the stranger won with 

his rote, says Tristan, he himself has won back with his 

harp. 

Etain. 

There is a similar story in The Wooing of 

The same theme of regaining a queen by means 

of a ruse is found i n the story of Pwyll , Prince of 

Dyved, where Pwyll nearly lost his wife Rhiannon owing 

to the unguarded gr anting of a boon. 

(5) The Love - potion: The belief in love- charms 

is of course universal among primitive peoples and in 

the Middle Ages . It partly exprosses the overpowering 

and often ar~itrary compulsion of love and also serves 

to remove the moral responsibility in a case of guilty 

love . The fatal charm which draws the two lovers to-

gether in the story of Diarmaid and Grainne is the 

' love-spot ' possessed by Diarmaid which makes him irre-

sistible to any woman who sees it . The theme of the 

geis - a charm which can only be broken at grave risk 
• is a comm.on one i n Irish literature . We have noted 

above that the element of compulsion implied in a fatal 
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and irresistible charm is really inimical to the 

doctrines of courtly love , and the Norman- French poets 

such as Thomas minimize the effect of the potion, and 

emphasize the natural compulsion of love . 

Considering all these portions of the estoire, 

to which she has found parallels in other Celtic 

stories , but of which there are no analogues in French 

literature, and taking them in conj unction with the 

Celtic traits noted by B~dier in his study, Miss 

Schoepperle comes to the conclusion that the Tristan 

story as a whol e is a Celtic rather than a French 

creation. The estoire, it is true, is a lready per-

meated with the ideals of amour courtois, so that the 

later redactors were not the first to introduce these 

ideals into the s tory. But the original source of the 
J,,C. 

ar~type she concludes must have been purely Celtic. 

Yet the original Celtic tale, stripped of its later 

elaborations and accretions , is still a great and t r agic 

tale which owes its excellence to its Celtic creator(s ) . 

She sums up thus (Tris tan and Isolt , pp . 469-

4 70) : -

"Our study of the traces of Celtic elements in 
the earliest extant versions of the Tristan 
story leads us to a conclusion that reconcil es 
the opposing views of Gaston Paris and M. Bedier. 
The story of Tristan as it was first conceived, 
and conceived in no less of tragic beauty than 
in the form i n which we now have i t was Celtic . 
Gaston Paris, in the glowing pages i nwhich he 
discusses it , speaks to us of the story as it 
was . Th& s tory of Tristan as we have it in 
EI'Ihart , in Beroul and in Thomas , is French , 
and M. Bedier , in his discussion of it speaks 
to us of the story as it is . 

In the present study we have tried to 
show, by examining in detail Celtic romances 
of a character s imilar to Tristan, that t he 
stori es current among the Celts in the twelfth 
century not only reflect a 'milieu ' entirel y 
different from that with which the twelfth 
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century French poets were familiarj but that 
they imply sentiments, emotions, conceptions 
of honour, moral ideas -- an entire psychology , 
different from that of the French. A Celtic 
story would have to be altered, in fact almost 
transformed, before it could be presented to a 
French audience . The poet must infuse into 
the 0eltic lovers the spirit of French 
Chivalry. He must supply them with a French 
background . He must adapt them to French 
life . He must complete their story a ccording 
to French ideas . He must connect them with 
the literary figures familiar to a French 
audience . He must modify, efface , transform, 
supplement, create . 

Such seems to have been the work of the 
poet who first conceived the idea of present­
ing the story of Tristan to a Fren ch audience . 
Such seems to have been the work of the poet 
whom we f ind telling the story in the latter 
part of the twelfth century. Such has been 
the work of every poet that has told it to this 
day" . 

Connecting up with Miss Schoepperle's work, 

I can add one or two further remarks . A few aspects 

of the story arising f rom the concluding incidents 

should be noted. The French redactors radically 

changed the simple course of the original story by com­

plicating i t with the two women who loved Tristan. 

Iseult of Brittany - Iseult of the White Hands - is no 

mere pal e echo of Queen Iseult of Cornwall - La Beale 

Isoud; she is a woman, and an impor tant character 

in her own right) who first arouses our sympathy for 

her unenviable part in the story, her fight to win her 

husband ' s love, and then shocks us into recognition of 

the tragic possibilities in jealousy, where she , like 

some dire, fateful figure plans the deception which 

will kill the very man she loves -- an issue which, 

however, is justified for her , as that a ction robs her 

rivar of him as well . 

Although we realize that the French poets , in 

giving this endi ng to the story, were inspired by the 
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examples in cladsica l literature of Oenone and of 

Theseus , we nevertheless feel grateful that they thus 

invested the story with an excellence it did not have 

before . In the origina l story Tristan perished inglor ­

i ously at the hands of his uncle, even as Naisi , too , 

after the return of the lovers , lured back from exile 

by promises , was treacherously slain by Conchobar . 

Diarmaid, too, although not slain by the wronged hus­

band, wG.e entrapped to llis death. In each case, thus, 

death followed on the guilty love . This was the ver­

sion of the prose romance, and the version that Malory 

followed, but the poetic version of the embassy to the 

first and oest- loved Iseult, the signal of the black 

sail (as in the s tory of Theseus), i s the more striking 

and tragic . So the poets improved on the base and dis­

appointing ending of ·c;he original. 

Yet even for the two I seults there is a paral­

lel in Celtic literature , namely in the Brythonic branch, 

for we have met the two Essylts - Essylt Vinwen ' of the 

white visage ' , and Es sylt Vingul ' of the narrow visage' ­

in the Welsh Mabinogion tale Kulhwch and Olwen. It is 

clear that this tradition may really in its turn have 

given the first glimmer ing of a suggestion for th& two 

later Iseults to the unknown French creator of the Ur­

Tristan, the estoire . 

It i s clear, too, that Tristan was not, and 

never really could be, a story of courtly love . It is 

too natural , too unaffected, too true a love- story for 

that . This even the French redactors sue,. as Thomas 

realized , and their poems a r e expressive of their pro­

test . Thomas paints the lovers more in their human 
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frailty, the victims of the magi c spell which they are 

powerless t o resist , and less as the exponents of the 

theory of courtly love . The estoire may, like Li Che-

vali er de l a Char ette , have been one of t _he most striking 

expressions of the twelfth century i dealization of un­

l awful love , but the tale told by the poets is of two 

very human lov&rs , torn by moral struggle . When , in 

Thomas , the lovers are adjured by the good hermit Orgrin, 

Tristan complains : -

II Sire , par f oi, 
Se ele m' aime (en bon foi, 
Vos n ' entendez pas la r a i s on) 
S ' el m' a i me , c ' est par l a poison11 

and Iseult had decl ar ed: -

11 Sire, por Deu omnipotent , 
Il ne m' a i me pas , je ne lui , 
Fors par i herb~ dont j e bui, 
Et il en but : ce fu pechiez" . 

And in Eilhart Tristan had insisted that he was 11nichem 

untruwe" ( to his king): it was all due to "der vil 

uns~lige trang" . " .. • .. It is laid on us by God ; we 

are powerless to resist it" (Schoepperle, Tristan and 

Isolt , pp. 449 - 450 ) . And when Tristan had a loving 

wife in Brittany , for whose embraces he longed, he suf­

fered cruelly in pr eserving his loyalty (as expected of 

him as the true lover of t he distant Iseult) : 

"Il out boen voleir de li faire , 
Mai s l ' amur le fait molt restr a ire . 
G0nte la sent , bele la set , 
E volt sun buen1 sun desir het 
Car s ' il n ' en oust ·si grant desir, 
A son voleir poust asentir . 
Mais a sun grant desir s ' asent" . 

Thomas 1 f ar from being the first to introduce 

courtly ideals i nto the tradition of Tristan , modified 

the extravagant lengths to which those ideal s were 
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carried in his source (Schoepperle, pp . 176 - 177) . 

Eilhart, too , had an intimation of the truth. 

When Tristan first met Iseult of Brittany, love was 

kindled by the memory of the other Iseult in Cornwall: -

·' ' Wie heizet dine swestir ? ' 
' Geselle, sie ist Isalde genant •. 
do wente der here Tristrant 
daz sie on hete irkorn. 
J,ie dachte., ' ich habe fsaldin vlorn: 
Isaldin habe: ich wedir vunden ' " · 

He weds her, but it is a maiden marri age: 

llMit dem edGlin wi gande 
was s ie m~r denne ei n jar 
(daz horte ich sagin vor war) 
daz sie ni wart s i n wi p . 
Daz vortrug di e vrauwe ane nit" . 

But after having parted from Queen Iseult in anger he 

returns to Brittany, consummates his marriage, and 

lives happily with his wife and her kin : 

"Do vorkos ouch her Tristrant 
uf s i nen gesellin Kehenisen 
und gcwan da r nach zu wibe 
s i ne swester dorch den zorn .. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . " .. ..... .. . 
do ha.ten vroude genug 
Tristrant und daz wip sin" . 

Verily, it i s for this that Bruce has shown 

in detail that the romance of Lancelot, which epito­

mizes courtly love in its greatest excellence, was 

written (by Chretien) originally as a counterblast to 

the heresy of the Tristan romance ; that it is in 

truth an Anti- Tri sta n . Tho original Tristan story , 

the final form of the Celtic story, as it had evolved 

out of old Celtic tra dition, we may therefore conclude , 

was by the beginning of the twelfth century well­

established as an i mportant and well- known tale belong-

i ng to the Celtic liter ary tradition. It was one of 
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the tales that the Norman- French trouv~r es may ~ave 

heard as current i n Britain, in a fuller form than they

had had it from the Bretons on the continent before . 

In content i t would have corresponded more 

or less to the Ur- Tri stan or estoira version, with the 

following differences: it would have lacked the ac­

count of Tr ist an 's enfances , which - according to the 

practice of the t rouv~r es who invariably invented an 

early history for a popul ar hero - was most certainly 

added later by the French maker of the estoire; it may 

have begun v,i th t he coming of Morhol t, or with Tristan 

setting off in s0arch of a wife fo r Mark (without the 

pretty story of the swallow and the golden ha ir); it 

probably had a more expande d version of the lovers ' 

exile in the wild; it may have had the duplication of 

Iseult, but the ending was much more commonpla ce, con­

sisting only of Ghe events moving up to the death of 

Tristan as an a c t of vengeance on the part of Mark (the

version used by t he prose romance and Malory) . Yet 

it would not have been a bare, episodic t ale . It had 

the same central theme of an intense and fatal passion 

due to magical effect of the potion, the same sympathe­

tic story of two hapl ess and per s ecuted lovers , the 

same psychological conflict of two people aware of 

~heir unfaith to f~udal lord and husband respectively , 

but powerless to resist their mutual pass ion> the same 

foreknowledge that their happiness was destined never 

to attain permanency, the same sense of impending doom. 

It probably conta ined a l arge body of C8ltic mythical 

and traditional matte~ such as is indicated in the 

relevant Triads, which was discarded when it became a 

French romance t al c . Judging from other t al es that 
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relate the relationship, it would already have con­

tained episodes associating Tristan with King Arthur, 

but in a relationship such as that existing between 

chieftain and follower in the Celtic heroic saga- cycle. 

Such, I feel certain, was the story with which 

the Norman- French conquerors of Britain became acquain­

ted . Such was the tale which they, with surprise and 

delight, discovered and appropriated. "Imagine" , they 

may have said, "such a super4-ative story existing in 

the rude literature of these barbarians: let us make 

a worthy courtly tale out of it! 11 It is always easier 

to expand and to improve rather than to create . And 

this, I think, is the literary history of the evolution 

of the world's greatest love- story. This is my recon-

struction of the Tristan story. Perhaps in this piece 

of speculation there may lurk a germ of truth , which 

• later research will, it is hoped, establish beyond 

doubt. 

-------000- ------
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BIB LIO GRAPH Y. 

11 0 for d. book Llnd a s hady nook , 
.. dther in- a- door or out , 
,!i th ttc blue sky ov0rhead 
And the street-cries all c....bout ; 

· 111ere I may r1:::ad all at my ease , 
Bo-~h of tho new and old. 
§Or a jolly good book , ~hereon to look , 
Is better to me than gold . An on. 

11 Cer·i,; ialy I must confe:ss my O\m barbarousness, 
I never heard the old song of Percy. and DoQg]_as , 
that I found not my heart moved more than with 
a trw,1pet . " 

Sir Philip Sydney: Apologie for Poetrie . 

It is no part of my intention to append an i m-

pressivc bibliography. The extant bibliography of 

Arthurian texts and studies, especially the latter , is 

too vast to be listed here ~ it has been more than ade­

quately done elsewhere : 

(a ) J . D. Bruce: The Evolution of Arthurian 

Romance, gives a ' s elect Bibliography of Arthuri an Cri­

tica l Lite r a ture' filling no less than forty- seven 

pages, the list enumer ating several hundred books and 

a r ticles . 

(b) Margaret J. C. Reid: The Arthurian Legend , 

has listed all the original poems , p lays and prose 

works after 1485, which have Arthurian subjects -- a 

list of the works of forty- eight authors . 

I supply here only the titles of works tha t 

have actually, in grea ter or lesser measure , been con-

sulted for purposes of the present s tudy . The list 

may thus be said to repr~~~ ~t ~hP minimum reading for 

the purpose of getting a fair knowledge of the Arthur-

i an legend and its related problems . Whi l e certa in of 

these works may be considered essential reading and 
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require to be exhaustively studied there are others 

that need to be read only cursorily or in part , and 

some contain only incidental references which, however, 

are useful for a full understanding of detail . 

All the works listed have not been equally 

thoroughly studied: in fact they could not , and did 

not need to be . They have accordingly been grouped in 

such a way as to indicate 

(a) their nature , and 

(b) the extent to which they were used , so that 

work s less thoroughly studied are so noted . 

Where the list, especially in the first section 

may present a somewhat meagre appearance , the explana­

tion is simply that Arthurian literature is woefully 

scarce in our South African libraries . In my research-

es I found references to many other valuable sources 

that were, however , unobtainable . In fact the greater 

part of the books required for this study had to be 

acquired by private purchase and at great pains, in 

most cases from overseas . Nearly all the Arthurian 

studies are now out of print and have become collectors ' 

items . 

The difficulties attendant upon a course of 

study wherein texts for consultation are not readily 

obtainable, are self- evident, and will account in part 

for any errors of omission or fact my work may have . 

For personal views I am, of course, entirely respon­

sible except in so far as I have by independent 

means , arrived at the same conclusions as some of my 

authorities . 
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LIST A ~ CRITIC~L WOnhS . 

( i) Select list of s_l~:Fvcyu , studi es , a nd mono 
gr aphs· on the origi n ".u(~ development of 
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used: they are all f airly obvious , and should offer no 
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138 , 158 , 160 , 223- 224, 
226 , 230 , 232- 235 · and 
moral laws 126-128; extra­
vagances in Lancelot 233, 
and Tristan 386. 

Andreas Ca~pel anus:De Arte 
Honeste Amandi (De Amore) 
113, 114, 117, 136. 

Anglesey , Isle of 58. 
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle 26 . 
Angus , Celt . Bros 61 , 62 , 

168. 
Anna, A' s s . in Geoffrey of 

!110nmouth 73, 150. 
Annales Co.mbriae 19, 24. 
.A."1.!r,vn , Celt . Hades 37 , 68 , 

351. 
Anoeth, see Oeth. 
Antor (Bctor) 207. 
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Apol ogi a pro Vita Sua (Card . 
Newman) 291. 

Apples , Isle of , Celt . Ely­
situn 206 , 219 . 

Arawn , Head of Hades 68 , 70 
71 . 

Argante, A' s s . in Layamon 
73, 156. 

Arianrod, Br . goddess 67 , 
72 , 73 . 

Armorica , s ee Bretons . 
Arnold, Matthew, 4, 10; Lec­

tures on the Study of C!e'I­
tic Literature 40 , 42 , 
28°4; 301, 302- 305; Tris­
tan and I s eult 302- ~ 
Ind . Crit . 

Ars Amatoria , see Ovid 
Artegall, Sir ( Spenser, Fae­

rie Queene ) 267 . 

ARTHUR , dux bellorum 12 , 17-
18 , 28 , 35 , 50 , 355 ; gr ave 
at Glastonbury 14 , 23 · 
Comes Britanniae 17- 18 , 
28 , 71; A' s t welve battles 
17; hound Cabal 18 , 46 ; 
s . Anir 19; other legend. 
ss . Amhar , Lla cheu (Lohot) 
Borre , Gwydre 19 ; A begets 
Modred on hiss. Margawse 
19; A' s death 19 , 22; A' s 
second coming ;'The Hope of 
Britain" 21 , 29- 30, 154; 
Hist . evid. of his exist . 
27- 30; as Culture god 33 , 
45 , 69, 70- 71; Kulhwch ' s 
uncle 43; as Bard 48 , 205; 
Head of the gods 50 , 69; 
relat . with Uorgan le Fay 
73 , 370- 371; corresp. to 
Gwyd:hon 72- 73; comp. with 
Eo chaid Airem 73- 74; the 
' passing of A' - his ' exit­
us dubius • 144 , 1 54 , 156 , 
189; knightly feats 150; 
' roi f a ineant • 151; A' s 
relat . to Mod.red 189 , 2659 
weapons and equ ipment : 
dagger, sword , lance, w.an­
tle and ship 43; 3xcalibur 
43, 193 209; A' s origins 
12, 78- 84 & see below Ar­
thurian Story; developm. 
of leg. in England 175-
176, 188- 199; La Morte 
Artu 201- 204; story akin 
to Gk. tragedy 202- 203, 
217 , 232; essen t . tr . nat . 
& epic qual . 377; 

Arthur contd . 
~ - leg. & 17th Cent . poli­
tics 274-276; A. leg. in 
mod . poetry 258- 300, 301-
341; failure as national 
epic 373- 378; its f~ur~ 
in Eng. Lit . 378- 379; A. & 
Mer l in 176; A. & Guenever 
s ee discuss . under Tennyson; 
Orig . of Art h . story : Tro­
j ~n ' the ory ' 275; confl . 
theories - Celt. & Contin­
ental s chools 343- 347; in­
concl. of theories 359- 360; 
addit. views advanced 364-
363; summary of addit . Celt . 
elem. in .Arth. story 36~-
372; Summary & Conclusion 
366- 372. 
Arthurian Society 7• 
Aryan reli gion 60. 

Ascham, Roger , on Le Morte 
D' Arthur 126 , 242 . 

Atres Peri llox , Li, 180 . 
Aunters of Arthur 176. 

Avallach see Isle of Appl es . 
Avallon (Ava lon, Avilion) 

29 , 189 , 206 , 218- 219, 
379 . 

Avellaneda, Alfonso de, 
plagiary of Don Quixot e 
263 . 

B.Al)B , The, Gue . war- goddess­
es 60, 69 . 

Badon, Battle of, 19 , 24 , 
25, 26 . 

Bages (File) see Bards . 
Balan 69 , 209 . 

Ba~i n _38 , 69 , 209 ~ 
Ballads , Arthurian etc . , 

259- 260 . 
Balor , Fomorian. 62 . 
Balzac , Honore de 107 . 
.Ban of Benoi c, King 229 . 
Banba, Fotla & ~riu, Queens 

of Ireland 64 . 
Bards 58. 
Barrow, Sarah F. 111, 119 , 

121- 122 , 1 23- 124. 
Ind . Crit . 

3attle of Otterburn 259 . 
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Bean- Sidhe (Banshees) 64 . 
Beauchamp Earl of Warwick , 

Richard 239 . 
Bee , Abbey of 22 . 
Bede , Eccl esiastica l His-io6y 25- 26 , i40, 141, 

4 • 

Bedevere (Bedwyr) 35 , 36 , 
48 , 150 , 167 , 193 , 1 94 . 

Bedier , J . : Ed. of Thomas ' 
Tris t an 6, 383 , 385 , 
Ind. Crit . 

Beheading GaJne 177 , 188 , 
371 . 

Beli , Br . god 66. 
Belinus, King 68. 
Beltaine (Feast of Mi dsum-

mer) 56 r 60. 
Beowulf 62 , 390. 
Beroul : Tristan 63, 384 , 

388 , 389 . 
Bevis of Hampton 260. 
Bile , Gae . All- father 60, 

66. 
Binyon, Lawr ence: Arthur , 

Tristram ' s End 298. 
Black Book of Ccermarthen 

19 , 34 , 39 , 43. 
Blackmore , Richard: Prince 

Arthur , King Arthur . 
273 - 274. 

Bl eddri (Bleheris , Breri) 
357. 

Blessed Damozel (Rossetti) 
291. 

Boann (= Boyne) 60 . 
Boccaccio: Decameron 107 . 
Bodb the Red , Gae . god 61 . 
Book of Aneirin (Aneurin) 

34 . 
Book of Ballymote 58 . 
Book of the Dun Cow 58 . 
Book of Lcinster 392. 
Book of t he Order of Chi-

vairy 243. 
Book of Taliessin 34 , 37 . 
Books of Lecan and Lismore 

5 . 

Bottoltley , Gordon: !llerlin ' s 
Grave 298. 

Boy and the Mantle 278. 
Bran, Br. god of UndervJOrld 

37 , 47 , 50, 67 , 68. 
Br~ndegore , King - s ee Bran. 
Br&nwen 67 , 376. 
Branwen the Daughter of Llyr 

37, 40, 47. . 
Brennius , King 69 . 
Bress , Fomoria n 61 , 63. 
Bretons 54; Br . emigr . to 

Britt~ny {Armorica) 30- 31, 
158 ~ 367; Armorican (Bre ­
ton) literature 31- 32 , 
203; influences Provencal 
trouv~res 158- 160. Breton 
Lais - sec Marie of France. 

Bricriu ' s Feast 371 . 
Bridal of Tr iermain - see 

Walter Scott . 
Brigit , Ga~ goddess 61 , 63. 
Brinkley , Roberta F.: Ar­

thurian Legend in the'T7th 
Century 27 6. 

BritonLJ & Gaels 52- 54-
Br oceliande , Forest of 208. 
Bron, The Rich Fi sher 213. 
Brovm, A. C. L. : Iwain , A Stu-

dy in the origi ns of Ar­
thurj.an Roinance 370. 

Bruce , J . D. : Evolution of 
Arthurian Romanco 7 , 81 , 
181, 188, 208; import . of 
his work 354; 383. 

Brugger , E. 6. 
Brut (Layamon ) 154- 157, 188. 
Brute (Br utus ), eponymous 

founder of Britain 142 , 
148. 

Buelt (Builth) 18. 
Bul wer-Lytton, Edward: 

King Arthur 290. 
BurnG- Jones, Edward 291. 
Byron, Shelley and Keats 

not attracted by the sub­
jects of mediaeval ro­
mance 283 , 374. 
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CABAL (Cavall) , A ' s hound -
see under Arthur . 

Caer Colvin - see Coll. 

Caerleon (-on-Usk) 17, 161. 
Caer Sidi (Caer Wydyr) -

see Celt . Otherworld . 
Caesar, Julius : Gallic War·. 

54 , 57 . 
Cairpre, s . of Ogma 62 . 
Calidore~ Sir (Fcerie 

QueeneJ 267 . 
Camlan(n), Battle of 19 , 

46 , 47, 144. 
Camulodunum (= Colch~s tGr) 

68 . 
Camulus, heaven-god Cumhail 

68 . 
Caradoc, one of A' s knights 

179. 
Caradoc of Llancarven: Vita 

Gildac 168 . 
Caratacus (Caradawc) 67. 
Carr, J. Comyns: King Ar­

thur , Tristram and Iseult 
~ °298 . 

Cauldron (Dagda ' s Undry) 
60 , 212. 

Cauldron of Diwrnach the 
Goidel 38. 

Cauldron of Hades (Plenty 
and Fertility) 37, 38 , 
68, 212 , 221- 223 , 351 . 

Caxton, William 14, 94, 
188 , 239, 240-243. 

Celtae (= Gaels) 53. 
Celts 52- 57 . 
Celtic & Norman- French lit­

erature contrasted 375 -
377. 

Celtic Otherworld 37, 45, 
207 , 371. 

Celtic religion 54- 60. 
Celtic Rovival 284 . 
Celtic traits in Tristan 

384, 389- 395 . 
Cervantes, Miguel de: 

Don Quixote 250, 261 - 264. 
Chambers, :C. K . : Arthur of 

Britain 75- 76, 251, 351, 
354- 355, 361 . Ind. Crit . 

Chansons de Geste (Charle-
- magnu Cycle) 98 , 129, 

- 80 .l .J . 

Chansons de mal mariee 104, 
389. 

Chapel in Lyoness - see 
Morris . 

Charl~magne 29 , 87 , 97, 
148, 158. 

Charl0s I, King 271. 
Charles II, King 273 . 
Chastity bolts 109. 
Chastity t ests 177-179, 

189. 
Chatelain dG Couey 181. 
Chatterton, Thomas 278. 
Chaucer, Geoffrey 93 , 99 , 

196-198; att. symp. to­
wards knighthood & Chiv., 
Prolo~~ _t_o_ Canterbury 
Talos Ll{n~ ht ' s Tale 197 ; 
not-attr:· t-o Arth . matter 
but :por·tr . con temp . chi-~ 
va lrv: Troilus and Cressi­
da , Palaia.on and Arcite 
i9uir0~ 1i'l§? ' Lay of ihe 
'ran1cl1n ; C. in sat-

irical vein: \"life of 
Bath ' s Tale , Tale of Sir 
~hopas l~Y'/-198. 

Chevalier a 1 •~sp6e 180 . 
Ch&valicr au Lion - see 

Yvain . 
Chevalier d0 l a Charette 

(Chr6tien de Troyes ) 165, 
168 , 170 , 229 , 233, 371, 
398 ; poem i s anti-Tristan 
399 . 

Chevaliers us deus 2;spees 
180, 371 . 

0 , c· - 25q . v!18yY na.s---, ✓ 

Chivalry: Prof . Hoarnshaw, 
J . R. Green , Bishop Stubbs 
92- 93; 92-100; its decay 
243- 247; 261, 262. 

Chr6ti0n de Troyes , Proven­
cal trouvere 9. 34 , 86 , 
110, 112 , 152 , 158, 164-
171; his infl . 171- 175 ; 
187 , 212 , 216 ; contr. w. 
Robert de Boron 218- 220; 
229 , 365 , 381 , 383, 399 ; 
Erec et }.~ide 34, 164, 
167-169, 37T; Cliges 109, 
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Chr etien (contd.) 
Cliges 121, 165 , 167, 169, 
381; Yvain 161 , 165, 169 1 

369; Lancelot - see Chev­
alier cfe!a Charette~ 
pra; Perceval le Gallois 
- see under scp. h0ading . 

Cian, f . of Lugh 62 . 
Claris et Laris 180. 

Clermont, Pope Urban calls 
to first Crusade 245 . 

Cliges (Chretien) 109 , 121 , 
l b5 , 167, 169, 381 . 

Cole , Old King, origin 68. 
Coll , Duke of Caer Colvin 

68. 
Conan Meriadoc (Kynan Meri­

adawc) 31 , 369. 
Conchobar Mac Nessa , King 

of Ulster 62, 65 , 397 . 
Concilium. in Monte Romarici 

35 . 
Conte del Graal - see Per-

ceval le Gallois 
Cordeilla 41 , 143. 
Coux Amoreuse 113. 
Courtly Love - see Amour 

Courtois . 
Courts of Love 107 , 109 , 

112 , 113, 114. 
Court of Love 112- 113. 
Cr edne , brasier of Celt . 

gods 61 . 
Creudylad (Kreiddylat) 41 , 

46 , 66 , 70. 
Cromm Cruaich , Gae . idol 

57. 
Cr usades 87 , 109 , 245 , 

372. 
Cuchulainn, ch . hero of Ul­

toni ans 59 , 62 , 65 , 161, 
350; relat . to Liban 370 , 
Toi.er 376, Morrigu 391. 

Cymbeline (Shakespeare) 
143, 266 . 

DAGDA, Celt. god 60 , 64, 
212, 

Danu, m. of Gae . gods 58, 
60 , 66 . 

D' Arboi s de Joubainville ,H. 
6. Ind . Crit . 

Davidson, John: The Last 
Ballad 228 , 294. 

Debate of the Body and the 
Soul, (Debate of) The Owl 
~the Nightingale 1!2. 

Debats d ' iunour 113 
Dechtire, m. of Cuchulainn 

62. 
Defence of Guenevere - see 
--wiorris 
De~eter and Kore 358. 
de Quincey, Thomas 373. 
pialofille of Merli n 205 . 
Diancccht , Gae . god of Heal-

ing 61 , 62 . 
Diarma id, Celt . Apollo 394, 

397. 
Di armaid and Grainne 387 , 

388. 
Diodorus , Gk. hist . 54. 
Divorce in M. A. - see Mid-

dle Ages. 
Dolorous Stroke 209 . 
Domnu, m. of Fomors 48 , 60. 
Don 1 ru. of Br. gods 50 , 65 , 

66. 
Don Quixote (de Cervantes) 

95 , 261- 264 , 286 , 287. 
Dover Castle 14 
Drayton , Michael : Polyol-

bion 270. 
Dream of i,;Iacsen Wledig 31 , 
~o , 
:Orear:1. of Rhonabwy 41 , 43 , 

4E , J'f:7; 387. 
Droit du Sei gneur 104. 
Druids 55- 56 , 58. 
Dryden , Joh..~ 196 , 272- 273 ; 

King Arthur , or The Brit­
ish worthy 273; Prol ogue 
to The Pilgrim 273- 274. 

Drystan - see Tristan 
Dumas fils, Alexandr e: 

Ca.11ille 319 . 
Du.rm.ant 1~ Galois 180. 
Duromart 180. 
Dylan, Br. marine god , 

twin- br. of Lleu 67, 72 . 
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EARLY ENGLISH TEXT SOCIETY 
1. 

Edeyrn, s. of Nudd 387. 
Edward III, Ki ng 243. 
Edward IV, King 239. 
Eilhart von Oberge: Tristan 

175 , 384 , 388 , 389, 398. 
Elaine of Ascalot (Astolat) 

192 , 227. 
Elaine , d. of Pelles, m. of 

Galahad 216, 230. 
Elathan, King of Fomors 63. 
Eleanor of Aquitaine, Queen 

86, 112, 164. 
El ton, Oliver 361, Ind. Cri t . 
Eleusinian Mysteries - see 

Demeter. 
Elizabeth I, Queen 265 
Ellis, George: Specimens of 

Early Engli sh Romances 
280. 

Elopement _l}_f Deirdre with 
Naisi 39 . 

Emer - see Cuchulainn 
Enid and Geraint - see Ten­

nyson. 
Eocha id Airem, seni - hist . 

king of Ireland 59 , 61 , 
62 , 65, 73 . 

Ercing (Archenfield) 19 . 
Erec et Enide (Chretien) 

34 , 164, 167- 169 , 371 , 
Eriu after wh. Ireland is 

named (Erin) 64. 
Escamor 180. 
Estoire ("Ur- Tristan") 389, 

395 , 398 , 400- 401. 
Essylt Vingul & Essylt Vin­

wen 46, 397 . 
Etan, wife of Ogma 62 . 
Et ain 1 wife of Mider 61 , 

65 , 73 , 76 . 
Ethniu, d . of Balor, m. of 

Lugh 62. 
Etna, divine smithy 79 . 
Eucharist, orig. in Grail 

leg. 212- 214 . 
Euhemerus, 4th cent. B. C. 

philosopher 77. 

Evans, Evan: Some Specimens 
of the Welsh Bards 279 , 
284. 

Jvans, Sebastian 360- 361; 
transl . of Geoffrey of 
r.Tonmouth ' s Historia 143; 
& of Porlesvaus 19·, 216 , 
219, 3bI . I nd . Crit . 

Excalibur (Caliburn) - see 
Arthur . 

FABLIAUX 102. 
I1'aerie Queene - see Spenser. 
Fairy rtistress motif 161 , 

230, 370. 
lalst aff - see Shakespeare . 
Fenians , Heroes of UlBter 

75 , 392. 
Ferdiad~ Ult. warrior 65 . 
Fergus 180. 
Fer-Sidhe (Farshees) 64. 
Fetishes 108. 
Feudal System 87- 92; 

break--up 99 . 
Fianna Eirenn - see Fenians. 
Field, Eugene: Proper Trewe 

Idyll of Camelot 287 , 
Field, Michael: Tragedy of 

Purdon , 298 , 299; Tristan 
d.e Leonois 298 . 

J!.,ielding, .Henry: Tragedy of 
Tr~gedies 276- 277. 

File (Bages ) - see Bards. 
Finn and the Fenians 59. 
Finn Mac Cumhail (Finn mac 

Cou.l) ch. hero of the Fe­
nians 65 , 68 , 392. 

Fir Bolg, anc . inhab. of 
Ireland 63. 

Fisher King (The Rich Fish­
er) , Keeper of the Grail 
Castle 170, 213 , 219, 
391. 

Flamenca 181 . 
Fletcher, R. H. 7 . 
Flollo, champ. of Gaul 151 . 
Floriant et Floriette 180. 
Foerster, Wendelin 7. 
Folie Tristan 384, 389 , 393. 
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Folklore Soci ety , ThG 7 

Fomorians (Fomors ) Celt . 
gods of sea and Under­
world 60~63 , 66 , 390. 

Fool, The (in King Lear) 
- see Shakespeare . 

Frauendienst 135- 136. 
Frazer , Sir J . G. : The Gol­

den Bou~h 353 , and see 
ilna:er 1fythology 1 and 
I nd . Crit . 

Frederick Barbaroosa 29 . 
Frere , J . Hookham: The 

M.onks and the Giants 287. 
Froissart, Jean: Chroniques 

95 , 97 , 99, 181-;-I'S"? , ~ 

G.AZLS & BRITONS 52- 54. 
Galahad 169 , 208 , 209, 

216, 220, 231. 
Galerant 181. 
Galli, Aquitani, D~lgae -

see Gaul . 
Gare t h (Beauma ins ) 182 . 
Garet h and Lynnette - see 

1'ennyson. 

Gar wen & Gwyll - see Indec. 

Gaul 5 3·-54 , 68- 69. 
Gawai n (Gwalchmei) 14, 20, 

41, 72 , 161 , 167 , 171; 
light lover 178, 337 ; 
182 , 188 ; his de~th 191; 
Grail hero 216, unsuit . 
& repl. by Galahad 216, 
220; 224 , 229 , 358. 

Gawain , Sir F. Madden ' s 
coll . romances 6, 284 , 
290 . 

Gawain and the Green Knight 
176, 177, 188, 189, 371 . 

Gei 3 , compuls . charm or ob­
ligation 394 . 

Geoffrey of Gaimar: History 
of the Britons (los-fT 
L ' estoire des Zn~les 151. 

Geoffrey of !iionmouth 9 ., 15 , 
25 , 40, 41, 49, 65, 68: 
69 , 73 , 82 , 139-151 ; H:::..s ­
toria Reyrn Bri_,,!.§:.:~~~a~ 
22 ' 139 ___ 51; ±i.:i..-:-:: 80ilr·-

te.s .tk9 , 140 - ·. 14-l. 

Geoffrey of M. (cont.) 
:r·~~z ._ for its popul.., & 
8 UCCSSS 145- i48; Imp. 
~nd infl . 149- 1~2; a,:2.­
~gecie:s ?~ Merlin _l4<:::, 

b; 158, 159, 168, 
171, 184 , 188 , 201 , 204 , 
205 ; Vita Merlini 206-
207; - 20, ~66 , 352> 
357, 365- 366, 383. 

Gerald c0 Barri - s ee 
Giraldus Cambrensi s . 

Gerbert de Tllontreuil 177 
186. 

Gereint fil i us Erbin 
( poem) 34. 

Gerei n t the son of Er bi~ 
- [prose t ale) 19, 32 , 

34, 41 , 42, 46, 168. 
Ge s te des Bretons - see 

ii a ce . 

Gi ant s ' Dance - see 
Stonehenge . 

Gifflet , rest . A' s sword 
to l ake (Fr . pr . Mort 
~) 193. 

Gildas : De Excidio et Con­
auestu ~ritanniae 24- 25, 
~~40, 141, 146. 

Gir aldus Cambrensis: Itine­
rarium Krunbri ae, De Prin­
cipis ~nstructione 23. 

Gl astonbury a ssoc . w. Aval ­
lon 189, 218- 219 . 

Gl ewlwyd Gavaelvawr , A' s 
porter 35 , 43. 

Gloriana (in Faerie Queene) 
267. 

Goethe 378. 
Goibni u, Celt . divine smith 

61 , 67 . 

Goirre (Isle de Voirre) ­
see Celt . Otherworld. 

Golther , W. 7; Tristhn und 
Isol ~~ restores Ur-Tristan 
JB"J:-

~~oJ.;y .,~r us :ind Gawain 176 , 183. 
Gordon, A. L.~ Rhyme of J_.£l.-

0u.s Garde 295 . -------
Gorl oi s, first h . of I gerne . 

:ri. . of A. 144 . 

G-ct"tf rir;d von Strassburg: 
Tristan 173, 174, 386. 
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Govanr:d.n 1 Br . god of smith­
craft 67, 70, 71 . 

Grail, The Holy 38, 170, 
183 , 210- 223 , 294; idcnt. 
with Celt . Cauldron of 
Plenty 221-222 , 351 . 

Grail Castle 38, 169, ~19 . 
Grailr orig. of Leg. 68 , 

220- 223 , 

Gratl quest & Med. Church 
doctr . 21 0-212, 214-215 . 

Grainnc: 394 , 
Gray, Thomas: The Bard 279 

~8.i. 
Gr0cn Kni~ht 260. 

Gre6 ory, Pof0, & med. vi0ws 
on mar2..... love 134 . 

Grendel, monster of thG 
abyss 62 . 

GriUJD, Karl & 1:/ilhelmj 34 7 
Guanhu,>ne.:r-a -- 0ee Gw:~ncvor . 

Guenever 19s 43 , 47 , 48,61, 
73 , 76, 107, 144 , 161, 
1 67, 168; fails in ch~s­
tity test 179; 195 ; dis­
cuss . un~er ' LancGlot ' 
223- 235 1 ; 285s and see 
under'Arthur ' and main 
discuss. und.er Te!myson. 

Guenever ' s abductions 168 , 
285 , 356. 

Guest, Lady Charlotte 32 t 
65~ 67, 1501 168, 284 ; . 
Ind . Crit; and see under 
Mabinogi on. 

Guigema~;£- of 369, 391 . 
Guillau.m~ t·.a i?d.lern(:) J..81 . 

Guinor , Ca:rc.:.doc I s chaste w. 
189. 

G1.,1.y of Warwick 260 . 

Guyon, Sir (F~~1-.L~ Qu~cna) 
267 . 

Gwalchr:;.ei - see Gaw~in. 
Gwendoloena , .i,Jerlin ' s w. in 

Vita Merlini 2C7. 
Gwenhwyvar - s&~ Gu011.J\rer . 

Gwyar - see r,ior.rig ti.~ 72 . 

Gwydbwyll, Wc:lsll form of 
chess 372. 

Gwydion, :Br. ILBrcu1~y 48 , 50: 
67 , 71 , 72-73. 

Gwyn, s . of Nu.dd 50, 66, 
70, 71. 

Gwyrtttv.r 66 , 70 . 

H.An.DY, THONLA.S: Famous Tra­
gydy of the Quesn of-rorn­
wall.. 2 9 8"". 

Hartraann vor .. Aue. Erec and 
Iwei~ 173, 174 ,--· 

Hawker, R. S. : Quest of the 
San&.!~al 290 , 291- 29~ . 

Hawthorn , giant - see Ys­
paddadon. 

Haystack iL the Floods -.....;.;.i.---,·-~-,-···--- - --S0 C l,1orrJ.G 

Heber , R. : Iilorte Arthur 
282; ~~~~of Guendo-
'.!..en l'.'.~3 . 

Hein:rich von Freiberg: 
Tri ~t•:)•1 1 7 ,; __ c_o.1_ .... "t • 

Heinrich von dem TUrlein: 
Die C:r6:1.e (Krone) 17 3 9 174:-;-2ib.- ----

Hen.i.dot 17 • . :::, 

Hengist & Horsa 149 . 
Hero0.s of Ulster 59 , 79 . 

Henry, Archdeacon of Hun-
tingdon: Historia Anglo­
rum 21- 27,' 14.2 . 

Henry I , King 14-8. 
Henry- II (Beauclerc ) 23 , 

86 , 87, 148 , 160, 184. 
Hephaeatu.s (Vulcan) 79. 
Hcywoo0., T~10:.~ns: Li.fe of 

l':.~f: r l. :i. ?:""1 ----
Hi b'b!-ird , I ,aura 35 6 . 

Hi bl...,ert L1:,•··tu.res •- sec Rhys. 

ill:Jih. .. liisto:~y_ c~:~ the Holy 
Gr,.-.;,iI - Gee i)erle=:ivaus 

Hi ,'3to:!'.'j_?. R~.i.!.;;;.m. :Hri tanniaa 
see ~-Gc}ci'T:i:·(:,;/ of I-fonmouth. 

HolinsL8d. 1 Honry 1-d, 266 . 
Holy G::-:\:·,il i The - see Grail . 

I:IoncrG:abl,~ Society of Cymm-
:codo::·ic-::1 7 . 

Ho:;,r1 Gf Britain -· see: Ar:..· 
1;h1.:2.·. 
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Huchown, Scot . kn . 1 189 . 
HugheB, Thoitac: The rlizfor­

tunes of Arthur · ~65 . 
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ennyso21. 
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In_ M~~~ •- see Ten.>1yson. 
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lJ?:)medon 180. 
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63 , 3901 396. 
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V , c .. -~, ~·--..J , '----r' • 
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.Droit du Seigneur. 
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70, 72, 372, 397. 
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e-cc . 
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Lancelot 107 , 129, 165 , 
166- 168, 171 , 176, 179 , 
182, 192, 223- 235 s 371 . 
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son 
Layamon : Brut , 14.9 5 154-

A -157 , lc9 . 
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!@Y of the Hop.syP-uc~le -

see Harie of F·rance , 160, 
161. 

Lay of the Last Minstrel 
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.LJa.r of Sir L::ur:f:3,l (M.c:::.r·ie 
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.-:,e.:;bha:c Gaebhal a (Bk . of 
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Leodegrancc (Leodogran) , 

Kin1 , f . of Guenever 47-
4:3 . 

Ler , Gna soa~god 61 , 64 , 66 . 
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under ,.rthur. 

L 1 estoire d~ Merlin (Vul­
gate) 176 , 184 , 201, 
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L 1 (:;Si:oi:ce: d e l Saint Graal 
- ("Viu-:fate ) 184 , 201 , -~, 

211 , 215 , 219, 220 , 230. 
Lewis, C. S. : Allegory of 

~ov~ 5 , 129 . Ind. Crit , 
Lewis , l'l:. G. (Monk): Tales 

of '\'ionder 280. 
Leyden , John: Scenes of In-

fancv 281 , 378 . 
-,:ii ban - s e r. Cuchulainn. 
Libsaus Dosconus 174-, 176. 
Li :3j_au::. J)escouneus (le Bel 
-----rn.c0nnu) 174, 371, 
Lionors ~ 

19. 
Li te1·a ry 
j udgm.erlt s 

has s . Borre by A. 

Criticism and moral 
119 , 379- 380. 
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function . 119 , 330, 379-
3'30. 

Liv:r'GS de C8.re.doc 169 . 
Livrca de Lancelot (Vulgate) 

1&4~;--.,~-154', 230 , 232 . 
Llou (Lugh), Er . sun- god , 

twi n --br . of Dylan 67 , 
69 , 72. 

Llongb0rth , Geraint at Bat­
tle o.f, 34 , 

Llud (Nudu ) Llaw ::i.::raint , 
Er. Zeu~ 40 , 46 1 66 , 70 , 
71 , 72. 

Llu~~d Llevellys 40 , 150. 
LJ.ifr Coch o Hergest - s ee 

.rt?cr "l31:. of I!e:t'gest . 
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Lljr, Br. seR-god 41, 50i 
65, 66 , 67. 

Lohot, A 1 s s . 167, a nd see 
Arthur. 

Longinu~i 255 . 
Loomis, R. S. : Celtic Myth 

and Arthurian Ho=n.71nco , 
1"1 3 5 6 , I nd .ern:--

Lot (Loth), King of Orkney 
19 , 7 2. 

Lot , F . 6 . 

Loth, J . 6 . 

Love Charms (Love spot) 394. 
Love draught in Trista~ 386. 
Lovelich ~ Holy Grail 176. 
Lowell, James Russell : Vis-

ion of Sir Launfal 294-
,.-:95 . 

Luchtaine, carr1un·bcr of 
Ce lt, gods 61. 

Ludgate Hill , te:mple to 
Llud 66 . 

Lugh Lanhfada, Ga0 . sun- go d 
62, 350, 390. 

Lugus - sec Lugh. 
Lytton, Lord - se~ Bulwer­

Lytton. 

i,l.A.BIN0GI0N (Lady Charlotte 
Guest ' s) 18, 31, 32, 38, 
39-42, G5 , 67 , 150, 284; 
Tennyson ' s source 329 1 

351. 
rlabinogion ( Gvvyn & Thorn.as 

,)ones ) 39 , 42 , 296, 372 . 

Mabon son of Madron 3b, 50 , 
68 , 387. 

Maccallum. , Ivl. \f . : TE.nnyson ' s 
i dyll~ of the Klntf"5, 

• vri t . 
Mac Cuill, rri.c1c Cecht & 

Mac Greine, ss . of Cgma 
62 , 64. 

I!iacpherson , JanH:-:3: 
65 , 278, 279 . 

0s.1irtn - •--uo-
Macsen Wledig 31 , 
Madden, Sir F . : Ed . of 

Gawain romances 6, 284. 
Maelgvm Gwynedd 25, 365 . 

-~gic SworJ 207, and see 
:Sxcalitu.r. 

Ha.l:Slocu.nus - se9 Maelgwn. 
Maid of Astolat (Asca lot) 

s ee ~la ine. 
Mt:.id Ivla.rian - see Peacock. 

Uai:med King - EJee Pe.lles . 
I~&.lleore - see Malory. 
Halory, Si r 'I'homas 2 , 14, 

19 , 21 , 72 , 73, 93, 95 , 
163 , 168 , 182 , 193 , 194, 
208 , 216 , 225, 227, 238-
257 , 4.00 
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ences under Morte D' Arthur -------·- -below . 

~&n , I sle of 64 . 
filanannan 11ac Ler , ei:,onym of 

I s le of hlan 61 , 64. 
i'la!lav,yddan 36 1 67 , 68 , 69 , 

70 , 71 . 
!larmwy·ua.an the Son cf Llyr -;ro~-- -
=-1ane s s i e:r 177 , 186. 

I'tlaponos , Gau. flUn --god 68 . 
?fl.arch son of Nerchion - see 

Ila .. ·gav,rne , A 1 ~3 s . in :1alory 
19 9 72. 

I:srie ~ Gouatess 
86 , 109, 1:::..2, 

I.'1arie ch: France 
1 ~? 3··t1 .o-, b'.;1 . 

of Champagne 
114-, 164. 

31 , 160- :. 

lbrxe, King of Cornwall 46, 
48 9 ~7 i 63 , 182 , 235 , 400. 

ii/lark rl'wain: A Yankee a t the 
Co"Qrt of King Arthur 
IB"6'=-~B7. 

IlarloHG , Ch:-..-:-ictophc:r 265 . 
I5e-rri u~ o:f Geraint - s ee 

Tenny a on. 

nEEr~ace of Sir Gav,ain 260, 
r.."/u . 

2'iasefield , John: Tristan . · 
.~nd. ls'J1 t 298 . 

r.~a.ti1 1 bonevol . J3r. god of 
Unc.1'<:':cworld 67 . 

~Vie~t h -t h~.: Son of Tllathonwv - ~~-· . 
ltV• 

J-:axi:-:-.u.r1 - sec I.1acsen. 
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Maynadier 9 G. H. : The Arthur 
of the F.:nr-1.ish r'oe-ts·-·-5 ,-­
!nd. Cri ~-------- ·-

Mediaeval Revival 277- 283. 
M.eurod (Medra.\vt) - see 

Modred. 

Meleagant 168, 371. 
Meliador 180, 181. 

Melwas , Guenever 1 s abductor 
168 , 285 . 

Melyagra~nce - see ~elea~ 
gant . 

Meraueis de Portl~~ez 
1 80. 

Merlin 23 , 144, 1 49- 150, 
176 , 204-210, 213, 269 , 
336 , 371. 

Merlin (Ballad) 260. 

Merlin (de Boron) 182 , 200 , 
207 ; 208 . 

Merlin {]1r . Pr. Vulgate rorrv 
sec ~ ' e s toire de Kerlin. 

Merlifl; (15th c . :poem: ) 1715 . 

Merlin and the Gleam - see 
~nys on. ··-

Merlin and Vivien - see 
Tennyson. 

Merlin & Vivien 208, 209, 
336 , 

I.flervelles de Rigom,2.2 1 80. 

Meyer , Kunc 6. 
M.iachy Celt . gee. 61. 
Midas , King 63. 
Mider, s. of Dagda , h . of 

Etain 61~ 65, 7 3. 
Mider- J:tain--.ti..ngu.A , love­
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Mider-::tain-Eocha itl tr-i - _ 
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- Guenever-Modred strife: 
73 , 76 , 168. 

· d ,., • . a. . ·P+' tt Mi a..1.e Eges: in 1 _,.._ . s . 
to relig . 96; har s hness 
of times in c ontr . to 
chiv. ideals 95- 97 ; dis­
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of castle life lOG- J.01; 
med. soc . life 100- 1021 
m0d, m.arr . & divorce 102-
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ancei wards~ips & child 

r:iddle Ages ( contd . ) 
mELrrii.-1.ge;s 103 ; extra - :--.o.ari tal 

relat . & infid. common 
102- 104, 109- 110, 178; 
230-231; and zec ehapter 
on Courtly Love . 

Complexity of the pf::riod , 
137. 

:.1ilc, eponymous lead. of the 
l\1ile sians 64 . 

Tv!ilE:sians , t'i:i:1:;t settlers of 
I reland 62, 64. 

)hllais, John Everett 291. 
1'/iill&rd , F: Tristan and. 

I seult 294. 
Milton, John: pro j . Arthur­

i ad not wr . 271--272; 
a t-tr. by subj . - ~ s tle 
to Ma,!.lSO 271 , ~~ of 
I)ar:!.2!?; """"212; 213 , 314 ; 318. 

r,'l.iustr0l~9! ~e Scottish 
~oruor - a~e - ~c©t t . 

Mira bilia 18 , 46. 
Mi s fortunes of Elphi n - see 
- Peacock. -
Modena C::1.thedra l - Arthurian 

sculpt . , 356. 

Moc1rec, 19 , 48, 50, 61 , 72 , 
73 , 76 , 144 , 191 , 192; 
his inccctuous birth 202; 
225 . 

t'lonastcrics - contr . to de­
·;re lop:i~i.. of Grail leg. 
210•-219 . 

!.font S·1; . Michel, giant of 
150 

1forc, ]:omorian 6 3. 
Morgsin la F6e - see ¼organ. 

~organ l e Fay 73 , 282 , 370-
"> '77 
...,,J l ... 1.., o 

~orholt 57 , 389- 390, 391, 
4()0 . 

:fo:rrieut goddess of battle 
' ~ c" '7? ~13 and ~ee 0 ,J, 0 I , - , 9 "' 

Cuch-c;.l a inn 391. 

William Morris 4, 10, 96; 
Th•.·, Hrtn~~-ck in the Floc•ds 
7"(":- ' 5 • ?49 ' '<-r,---JO r j t.;-- j.J. 9 - , C. -.J J. , 
301 1 3O5- Jl5; m.edia0valism 
305-308; Defence of Guen­
.::~r~re 306 307 · .309- Jll ; ,,..~;~I- ' ' - • 
i~~'}.L~j,hur I s '.12!~ 306 , 
307, Ji.L- 313; Sir Galahad 
307 , 313; Chan·rr-in Lyo­
ni:::ss 307 , ·3TIT"S"ir Pet er 
na;_•uacn Is 2'n d 31T-]15 . 
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M.ortc Arthure (allit .. ) 176 , 
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355, 370 , 391 . 
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of 64 , 390. 
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of 64 . 

Muirgen , see .M.orrigu. 
r.iule sanz Frain 180, 357. 

:MUller , Prof . Ivlax - see 
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34 7-351; ( s, ) Eiti+.ological 
School; Gri mm bros . 347 
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.i!rom7ri t U!.::..L t0 Jto.mance 
150"T353 . (dnoiar Mv=fh. 
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in Arth . Le~. 35d- 351-. -
Nut t 284 , 2 5, 349 s Voy-
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of the Holy Gr . , 352;­
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Loomis :C0lt. I-1yth & Arth. 
Rom. . 35b- 358. 
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Naoise & Deirdre 376 , 388 . 

N1.:,tanleod (A. S . Chr . ) 26 . 

Neilson , W. A. : C~j.J2,,E-S anq 
Sourc~s of th0 Uourt oT 
·--· -1n,---.-,--,-----1 d C ' t DOVe L-ii~ . n . 7 rl . 
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land 63, 390. 
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the Badb 69 . 

.r{ennius : Historia Br i tonum 
1 6 , 1 s , ·· 2t1q ·21, 35, 35";-
146 , 149 , 150 , 204, 205 , 
20 6 . 

Hewell, W. H. 7. 
newman 1 Car(tinal 291 . 
Nib .-~lu.ngenlied 17 4 . 

Nicodew.1R ~ Apoci .. . gos,cl of 
~4. 
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sec Vivien . 

l'htze , V:. A. 6 . 

Novel, 18th cent . 276. 
Nuada Argetlam, Celt . god 

of war 60 , 66 , 72. 
Nudd -- see Llud. 

.1.un ' s Priest- ' s Tale 1 98 

Nut-brovm Maid 259 . 
:fu-tt , .Alfred 6 , 215 , 221 , 

284 , 295 s & se0 l'!iythology. 
Ind . Crit . 
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gods 67 , 70. 

0 1 <JURHY , :';,UG.';li}~ 6. 
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Ogi(ff th( Dane 30. 
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ning & Ncvl!D.an) 291 . 

P .A.LAi'.WN AND J,.RCITJ ·- see 
Chaucer . 
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~e:nnyson. 

P,1lJ.es, King , Grail Keeper 
38 , 21 6 , 230 , 351. 
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?erceval le Gallois (Conte 
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ffG; 260, 27fJ:-279~ 28'0, 
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Pilgrim ' s Pr ogress 95 . 
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Frimitive reli gi0n 77- 79 . 

l'rl.nec Arthur (in Faerie 
◊-✓-~er~c ) 267, 269:--

Pror..(-)-tlleus 45 . 
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J?seudo--Robert de Boron Cy-

21.~-m. 
Pseudo-Wauchier 177 , 186. 
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40, 39-4 , 

QUEST OF 1'IIE :HOLY GR_i,_IL 169 , 
170 , 202 , 204," 216, 232, 
252 , 377 . 

Queste del Saint Graal (Vul­
gate . 184 , _201, 211: 215, 
220, 230, 251 . 
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M. A. 99; 186- 187; 246-
247 . 

Renaud de Beaujeu 86 , 174 . 
Rhiannon, m. of Pryderi 49 , 

50, 68 , 394. 
Rhys, John: Studies in the 

Arthurian ~e~end 6 , 34b . 
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