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Chapter 1

Merlin

For other uses, see Merlin (disambiguation).
“Merlyn” redirects here. For other uses, see Merlyn (dis-
ambiguation).

Merlin is a legendary figure best known as the wizard

-

Ny
g 77

Merlin reciting his poems, as illustrated in the French book from
the 13th century “Merlin”, by Robert de Boron.

featured in Arthurian legend. The standard depiction of
the character first appears in Geoffrey of Monmouth's
Historia Regum Britanniae, written c. 1136, and is
based on an amalgamation of previous historical and leg-
endary figures. Geoffrey combined existing stories of
Myrddin Wyllt (Merlinus Caledonensis), a North Bry-
thonic prophet and madman with no connection to King
Arthur, with tales of the Romano-British war leader
Ambrosius Aurelianus to form the composite figure he
called Merlin Ambrosius (Welsh: Myrddin Emrys).
He is allegedly buried in the Broceliande forest, near
Paimpont in Brittany.

Geoffrey’s rendering of the character was immediately
popular, especially in Wales.l!! Later writers expanded
the account to produce a fuller image of the wizard.
Merlin’s traditional biography casts him as a cambion:
born of a mortal woman, sired by an incubus, the non-

human from whom he inherits his supernatural powers
and abilities.!*! The name of Merlin’s mother is not usu-
ally stated but is given as Adhan in the oldest version of
the Prose Brut.¥) Merlin matures to an ascendant sage-
hood and engineers the birth of Arthur through magic and
intrigue.[! Later authors have Merlin serve as the king’s
advisor until he is bewitched and imprisoned by the Lady
of the Lake.!*!

1.1 Name and etymology

The Enchanter Merlin, by Howard Pyle from The Story of King
Arthur and His Knights. (1903)

The name “Merlin” derives from the Welsh Myrddin, the
name of the bard Myrddin Wyllt, one of the chief sources
for the later legendary figure. Geoffrey of Monmouth
Latinised the name to Merlinus in his works. The me-
dievalist Gaston Paris suggests that Geoftrey chose the
form Merlinus rather than the regular Merdinus to avoid
a resemblance to the Anglo-Norman word merde (from
Latin merda), for faeces.!
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Clas Myrddin, or Merlin’s Enclosure, is an early name for
Great Britain stated in the Third Series of Welsh Triads.®!

The Celticist A. O. H. Jarman suggests the Welsh name
Myrddin (Welsh pronunciation: ['mordm]) was derived
from the toponym Caerfyrddin, the Welsh name for the
town known in English as Carmarthen.[”! This contrasts
with the popular but false folk etymology that the town
was named for the bard. The name Carmarthen derives
from the town’s previous Roman name, Moridunum, (51171
itself derived from Celtic Brittonic *moridunon, “sea
fortress.”(8!

1.2 Geoffrey’s sources

Geoffrey’s composite Merlin is based primarily on
Myrddin Wyllt, also called Merlinus Caledonensis, and
Aurelius Ambrosius, a mostly fictionalised version of the
historical war leader Ambrosius Aurelianus.””! The for-
mer had nothing to do with Arthur: in British poetry he
was a bard driven mad after witnessing the horrors of war,
who fled civilization to become a wild man of the wood in
the 6th century.l'”! Geoffrey had this individual in mind
when he wrote his earliest surviving work, the Prophetiae
Merlini (Prophecies of Merlin), which he claimed were the
actual words of the legendary madman.

Geoffrey’s Prophetiae do not reveal much about Merlin’s
background. When he included the prophet in his next
work, Historia Regum Britanniae, he supplemented the
characterisation by attributing to him stories about Aure-
lius Ambrosius, taken from Nennius' Historia Brittonum.
According to Nennius, Ambrosius was discovered when
the British king Vortigern was trying to erect a tower. The
tower always collapsed before completion, and his wise
men told him the only solution was to sprinkle the foun-
dation with the blood of a child born without a father.
Ambrosius was rumoured to be such a child, but when
brought before the king, he revealed the real reason for
the tower’s collapse: below the foundation was a lake con-
taining two dragons who fought a battle representing the
struggle between the Saxons and the Britons, which strug-
gle suggested that the tower would never stand under the
leadership of Vortigern, but only under that of Ambro-
sius. (This is why Ambrosius is 'given' the kingdom, or
the 'tower’ -- he tells Vortigern to go elsewhere and says 'T
will stay here'. The tower is metaphorically the kingdom,
which is the notional ability to beat the Saxons.) Geoffrey
retells this story in Historia Regum Britannicee with some
embellishments, and gives the fatherless child the name
of the prophetic bard, Merlin. He keeps this new figure
separate from Aurelius Ambrosius and, with regard to his
changing of the original Nennian character, he states that
Ambrosius was also called 'Merlin', that is, 'Ambrosius
Merlinus’. He goes on to add new episodes that tie Mer-
lin into the story of King Arthur and his predecessors,
such as the bringing of the stones for Stonehenge from
Preseli Hills in south-west Wales and Ireland.
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Geoffrey dealt with Merlin again in his third work, Vita
Merlini. He based the Vita on stories of the original 6th-
century Myrddin. Though set long after his time frame
for the life of “Merlin Ambrosius”, he tries to assert the
characters are the same with references to King Arthur
and his death as told in the Historia Regum Britanniae.

1.2.1 Merlin Ambrosius, or Myrddin Em-
rys

Main article: Ambrosius Aurelianus
Geoffrey’s account of Merlin Ambrosius’ early life in the

A giant helps Merlin build Stonehenge. From a manuscript of the
Roman de Brut by Wace (British Library, Egerton 3208).

Historia Regum Britanniae is based on the story of Am-
brosius in the Historia Brittonum. He adds his own embel-
lishments to the tale, which he sets in Carmarthen, Wales
(Welsh: Caerfyrddin). While Nennius’ Ambrosius even-
tually reveals himself to be the son of a Roman consul,
Geoffrey’s Merlin is begotten on a king’s daughter by an
incubus. The story of Vortigern’s tower is essentially the
same; the underground dragons, one white and one red,
represent the Saxons and the British, and their final battle
is a portent of things to come.

At this point Geoftrey inserts a long section of Mer-
lin’s prophecies, taken from his earlier Prophetiae Mer-
lini. He tells only two further tales of the character. In
the first, Merlin creates Stonehenge as a burial place for
Aurelius Ambrosius. In the second, Merlin’s magic en-
ables Uther Pendragon to enter into Tintagel in disguise
and father his son Arthur with his enemy’s wife, Igraine.
These episodes appear in many later adaptations of Geof-
frey’s account. As Lewis Thorpe notes, Merlin disappears
from the narrative after this; he does not tutor and advise
Arthur as in later versions.*!
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1.3 Later adaptations of the legend

| s

Merlin, from the Nuremberg Chronicle (/493).

Several decades later, the poet Robert de Boron retold
this material in his poem Merlin. Only a few lines of the
poem have survived, but a prose retelling became popular
and was later incorporated into two other romances. In
Robert’s account, as in Geoftrey’s Historia, Merlin is be-
gotten by a demon on a virgin as an intended Antichrist.
This plot is thwarted when the expectant mother informs
her confessor Blaise of her predicament; they immedi-
ately baptize the boy at birth, thus freeing him from the
power of Satan. The demonic legacy invests Merlin with
a preternatural knowledge of the past and present, which
is supplemented by God, who gives the boy a prophetic
knowledge of the future.

Robert de Boron lays great emphasis on Merlin’s power
to shapeshift, on his joking personality, and on his con-
nection to the Holy Grail. This text introduces Mer-
lin’s master Blaise, who is pictured as writing down Mer-
lin’s deeds, explaining how they came to be known and
preserved. Robert was inspired by Wace's Roman de
Brut, an Anglo-Norman adaptation of Geoffrey’s Histo-
ria. Robert’s poem was rewritten in prose in the 12th
century as the Estoire de Merlin, also called the Vulgate
or Prose Merlin. It was originally attached to a cycle of
prose versions of Robert’s poems, which tells the story of
the Holy Grail: brought from the Middle East to Britain
by followers of Joseph of Arimathea, the Grail is eventu-
ally recovered by Arthur’s knight Percival.

The Prose Merlin contains many instances of Merlin’s
shapeshifting. He appears as a woodcutter with an axe
about his neck, big shoes, a torn coat, bristly hair, and a
large beard. He is later found in the forest of Northum-
berland by a follower of Uther’s disguised as an ugly man
and tending a great herd of beasts. He then appears first

MERLIN AND VIVIEN - lllustration from Legends & Romances
of Brittany by Lewis Spence, illustrated by W. Otway Cannell.

as a handsome man and then as a beautiful boy. Years
later, he approaches Arthur disguised as a peasant wear-
ing leather boots, a wool coat, a hood, and a belt of knot-
ted sheepskin. He is described as tall, black and bristly,
and as seeming cruel and fierce. Finally, he appears as
an old man with a long beard, short and hunchbacked, in
an old torn woolen coat, who carries a club and drives a
multitude of beasts before him (Loomis, 1927).

The Prose Merlin later came to serve as a sort of pre-
quel to the vast Lancelot-Grail, also known as the Vul-
gate Cycle. The authors of that work expanded it with
the Vulgate Suite du Merlin (Vulgate Merlin Continua-
tion), which describes King Arthur’s early adventures.
The Prose Merlin was also used as a prequel to the later
Post-Vulgate Cycle, the authors of which added their own
continuation, the Huth Merlin or Post-Vulgate Suite du
Merlin.

In the Livre d'Artus, Merlin enters Rome in the form of
a huge stag with a white fore-foot. He bursts into the
presence of Julius Caesar and tells the emperor that only
the wild man of the woods can interpret the dream that
has been troubling him. Later, he returns in the form
of a black, shaggy man, barefoot, with a torn coat. In
another episode, he decides to do something that will be
spoken of forever. Going into the forest of Brocéliande,
he transforms himself into a herdsman carrying a club
and wearing a wolf-skin and leggings. He is large, bent,
black, lean, hairy and old, and his ears hang down to his
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waist. His head is as big as a buffalo’s, his hair is down to
his waist, he has a hump on his back, his feet and hands
are backwards, he’s hideous, and is over 18 feet tall. By
his arts, he calls a herd of deer to come and graze around
him (Loomis, 1927).

These works were adapted and translated into several
other languages. The Post-Vulgate Suite was the inspi-
ration for the early parts of Sir Thomas Malory's English
language Le Morte d'Arthur. Many later medieval works
also deal with the Merlin legend. The Italian The Prophe-
cies of Merlin contains long prophecies of Merlin (mostly
concerned with 13th-century Italian politics), some by his
ghost after his death. The prophecies are interspersed
with episodes relating Merlin’s deeds and with various
Arthurian adventures in which Merlin does not appear at
all. The earliest English verse romance concerning Mer-
lin is Arthour and Merlin, which drew from the chronicles
and the French Lancelot-Grail.

As the Arthurian myths were retold and embel-
lished, Merlin’s prophetic aspects were sometimes de-
emphasised in favour of portraying him as a wizard and
elder advisor to Arthur. On the other hand, in the
Lancelot-Grail it is said that Merlin was never baptized
and never did any good in his life, only evil. Medieval
Arthurian tales abound in inconsistencies.

A manuscript found in Bath from the 1420s simply
records a “Merlyn” as having helped Uther Pendragon
with his “sotelness” or subtleness, presumably but not
necessarily magic. His role could be embellished and
added to that of Aurelianus Ambrosius, or he could
be made into one of old Uther’s favourite advisors and
naught more.

In the Lancelot-Grail and later accounts, Merlin’s even-
tual downfall came from his lusting after a huntress
named Niviane (or Nymue, Nimue, Niniane, Nyneue,
or Viviane in some versions of the legend), who was the
daughter of the king of Northumberland. In the Suite du
Merlin,"!! for example, Niviane is about to depart from
Arthur’s court, but, with some encouragement from Mer-
lin, Arthur asks her to stay in his castle with the queen.
During her stay, Merlin falls in love with her and desires
her. Niviane, frightened that Merlin might take advantage
of her with his spells, swears that she will never love him
unless he swears to teach her all of his magic. Merlin con-
sents, unaware that throughout the course of her lessons,
Niviane will use Merlin’s own powers against him, forc-
ing him to do her bidding.'!!

When Niviane finally goes back to her country, Merlin
escorts her. However, along the way, Merlin receives
a vision that Arthur is in need of assistance against the
schemes of Morgan le Fay. Niviane and Merlin rush back
to Arthur’s castle, but have to stop for the night in a stone
chamber, once inhabited by two lovers. Merlin relates
that when the lovers died, they were placed in a magic
tomb within a room in the chamber. That night, while
Merlin is asleep, Niviane, still disgusted with Merlin’s de-
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Nimue, The Lady of the Lake, shown holding the infatuated Mer-
lin trapped and reading from a book of spells, in The Beguiling
of Merlin by Edward Burne-Jones.

sire for her, as well as his demonic heritage, casts a spell
over him and places him in the magic tomb so that he can
never escape, thus causing his death.'!!

Merlin’s death is recounted differently in other versions
of the narrative; the enchanted prison is variously de-
scribed as a cave (in the Lancelot-Grail), a large rock (in
Le Morte d'Arthur), an invisible tower, or a tree. In his
book “The Meaning of Trees: botany, history, healing,
lore” Fred Hageneder writes on page 149, “According to
Breton legend, the legendary wise man Merlin climbed
the Pine of Barenton (from bel nemeton, “Sacred Grove
of Bel”), just as shamans climb the World Tree. Here,
he had a profound revelation and he never returned to the
mortal world. In later versions, Merlin’s glas tann was
mistranslated as a “glass house”. It is actually a living tree
(from the Cornish glas "(ever)green”, and tann, “sacred
tree”), and from these words the name of Glastonbury,
in Somerset, England is sometimes derived. Hence, ac-
cording to legend, it is a sacred tree in which the soul of
Merlin awaits his return.” In the Prophetiae Merlini, Ni-
viane confines him in the forest of Brocéliande with walls
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1.4. FICTION FEATURING MERLIN

of air, visible as mist to others but as a beautiful tower to
him (Loomis, 1927). This is unfortunate for Arthur, who
has lost his greatest counselor. Another version has it that
Merlin angers Arthur to the point where he beheads, cuts
in half, burns, and curses Merlin.

1.4 Fiction featuring Merlin

Further information: List of films in which Merlin
appears and Fiction featuring Merlin

Many parts of Arthurian fiction include Merlin as a char-
acter. Mark Twain made Merlin the villain in his 1889
novel A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. C. S.
Lewis used the figure of Merlin Ambrosius in his 1946
novel That Hideous Strength, the third book in the Space
Trilogy. Merlin is also portrayed in the T. A. Barron
series The Lost Years of Merlin and The Great Tree of
Avalon, where his teenage years on the island of Fincayra
and later life defending Avalon are featured. In Robert
Holdstock's Merlin Codex, a trilogy of mythic fiction
novels, Merlin’s adventures in Europe before the time
of King Arthur are detailed, placing him alongside Jason
and the Argonauts, and Urtha Pendragon. Merlin is men-
tioned several times throughout J. K. Rowling's Harry
Potter series. His chocolate frog card reads; “Medieval,
dates unknown. Most famous wizard of all time. Some-
times known as the Prince of Enchanters. Part of the
Court of King Arthur.”

Merlin is a major character in T. H. White's collection
The Once and Future King (1938 onwards; full version
1958) and the related The Book of Merlyn. Mary Stewart
produced an influential quintet of Arthurian novels, with
Merlin as the protagonist in the first three: The Crystal
Cave (1970), The Hollow Hills (1973) and The Last En-
chantment (1979). John Gloag's 1977 novel Artorius Rex
draws on history to tell the story of Arthur.['?! Merlin
plays a modern-day villain in Roger Zelazny's short story
"The Last Defender of Camelot" (1979), which won the
1980 Balrog Award for short fiction and was adapted into
an episode of the television series The Twilight Zone in
1986. Kristine Papin Morris explores Merlin’s emotional
childhood in the Merlin of Carmarthen'¥ series featur-
ing Merlin of Carmarthen''* and Merlin of Calidon.">
Merlin’s Mirror, by Andre Norton, tells the story of the
half-human, half-alien Merlin.

In the series The Chronicles of the Imaginarium Ge-
ographica by James A. Owen Merlin is from a place
known as the Archipelago of Dreams where he was born
Myrdyyn along with his twin brother, Madoc (who would
later on become Mordred). He is portrayed as an ambi-
tious and treacherous man who was banished from the
Archipelago for trying to use knowledge of the future to
shape it. He soon becomes a caretaker of the Holy Grail
in the library of Alexandria, but is soon arrested for try-

ing to steal it. He is able to escape however, and banish
his brother in his place. He then travels to Britain (then
called Albion) and changes his name to Merlin. Some-
time after this, he becomes the apparent father of Arthur
through the Lady of the Lake.

Disney’s version of Merlin.

Merlin is an important figure in films and television pro-
grams, where he functions often as a teacher or men-
tor figure, a role that he shares with other wizard and
wizard-like figures in popular texts, such as Gandalf the
White.'8! One of the best known of the film Merlins
is the Merlin of the 1963 animated Disney film The
Sword in the Stone, based on T. H. White's novel of the
same name. In the 1967 episode Merlin, the Magician
from the TV show The Time Tunnel, Merlin is portrayed
by Christopher Cary. The character, played by Nicol
Williamson, has a large role in the 1981 film Excalibur.
Laurence Naismith appears as Merlyn in the film version
of the musical play Camelot (based on T. H. White’s The
Once and Future King). In the 1998 miniseries Merlin,
the protagonist Merlin (played by actor Sam Neill) bat-
tled the pagan goddess Queen Mab.!'”]

In 1981, the television series Mr. Merlin featured Merlin
living undercover in modern-day San Francisco. In 2006
and 2007, the television series Stargate SG-1 used Merlin
and Arthurian legend as major plot points. In 2005, Mer-
lin appeared as leader of the Woads of Britton and father
to Guinevere in King Arthur. Also in 2007, the film The
Last Legion portrayed Merlin (initially called Ambrosi-
nus) as a druid and tutor of both the last Roman Emperor
Romulus Augustus Caesar, as well as of his son Arthur.

In 1985, Merlin was portrayed in the arcade game
Gauntlet (arcade game). His role in the game series con-
tinued until Gauntlet 4 for the Sega Genesis. Merlin is
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also featured in the mythology of DC Comics, often in
association with the demon character Etrigan. As a re-
sult, he has appeared in various animated series, includ-
ing Justice League and Batman: The Brave and the Bold.

In 2005 Merlin appeared in the British animated series
King Arthur’s Disasters where he was voiced by Matt Lu-
cas.

BBC's version of Merlin, as played by Colin Morgan.

In 2008, the BBC created a television series called Merlin,
where a young adult Merlin portrayed by Colin Mor-
gan attempts to help Arthur (Bradley James) become
king. Merlin was the protagonist of the 2008 fantasy film
Merlin and the War of the Dragons. The 1989 Doctor
Who episode Battlefield suggests that Arthurian legend
in our world is influenced by actual events in a parallel
world, and that the Doctor is himself Merlin.

In the 2010 film The Sorcerer’s Apprentice, modern day
New Yorker David Stutler, played by Jay Baruchel, dis-
covers he is the last descendant of Merlin, portrayed by
James A. Stephens, and is trained as a sorcerer by Balt-
hazar Blake, portrayed by Nicolas Cage, a former student
of the great wizard, so that he may ultimately do bat-
tle with Merlin’s old nemesis Morganna, played by Alice
Krige.

In the 2011 TV series Camelot, Merlin was played by
Joseph Fiennes. Ashley Cowie, Scottish author, histo-
rian, and archaeologist, and his team search the U.K. for
treasures said to have been hidden away by Merlin in the

5th episode of season 1’s “Legend Quest”.!®!

A main belt asteroid is named Merlin in honour of the
legendary wizard. Merlin is a character in the MMO
role-playing games Wizard101 (under the alias of Merle
Ambrose, a take on the name Merlin Ambrosius) and
RuneScape. In the role-playing game Magic and Mayhem,
Merlin is the game’s final antagonist.

1.5 See also

e Celtic mythology
e Circe

e Druid
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European dragon
Myddfai
Nidhoggr

Volva
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e Merlin : Opera by Ezequiel Vifiao with a Libretto by
Caleb Carr, (Words and Music. Excerpts from the
opera)
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Chapter 2

Myrddin Wyllt

“Myrddin” redirects here. For other uses, see Myrddin
(disambiguation).
Myrddin Wyllt (Welsh: ['mordin 'witt]), Myrddin Em-

Merlin being converted to Christianity by Saint Kentigern
(Mungo) at Stobo Kirk, Borders, Scotland.

rys, Merlinus Caledonensis, or Merlin Sylvestris'!! (a
legendary figure associated in some sources with events
in the sixth century), is a figure in medieval Welsh leg-
end, known as a prophet and a madman. He is the most
important prototype for the modern composite image of
Merlin, the wizard from Arthurian legend.

Texts about Myrddin Wyllt have similarities to an account
of a north-British figure called Lailoken. He was proba-
bly born sometime around or in AD 540, and is said to
have had a twin sister called Gwendydd or Gwenddydd or
Languoreth. Myrddin Wyllt is said to have gone mad af-
ter the Battle of Arfderydd at Arthuret, which was waged
between the victor Rhydderch Hael or Riderch I of Alt
Clut and Gwenddoleu in AD 573.[' He fled into the for-

est and lived with the animals. There he is said to have
found his gift of prophecy.

Myrddin reportedly prophesied his own death, which
would happen by falling, stabbing, and drowning. This
was fulfilled when a gang of jeering shepherds drove him
off a cliff, where he was impaled on a stake left by fish-
ermen, and died with his head below water. His grave
is reputed to lie near the River Tweed in the village of
Drumelzier near Peebles, although nothing remains above
ground level at the site.[!! This strange threefold death is a
theme common to many Indo-European mythologies, and
according to Georges Dumezil suggests a strong threefold
division in Proto-Indo-European religion.

2.1 In Welsh literature

The 'altarstone’ in Stobo Kirk on which Merlin was converted to
Christianity."!
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The earliest (pre-12th century) Welsh poems that con-
cern the Myrddin legend present him as a madman
living an existence in the Caledonian Forest but said
to be born in Carmarthen South Wales. Carmarthen
in the Welsh language is Caerfyrddin; caer translates
into English as “fort”. When Britannia was a Ro-
man province, Carmarthen was the civitas capital of the
Demetae tribe, known as Moridunum (from Brittonic
*mori-dunon meaning “sea fort”). Legend has it that
second part of the towns name fyrddin was representa-
tive as Myrddin and of his place of birth, Caer-fyrddin
(Fort-Merlin). There he ruminates on his former exis-
tence and the disaster that brought him low: the death
of his lord Gwenddoleu, whom he served as bard. The
allusions in these poems serve to sketch out the events
of the Battle of Arfderydd, where Riderch Hael, King of
Alt Clut (Strathclyde) slaughtered the forces of Gwend-
doleu, and Myrddin went mad watching this defeat. The
Annales Cambriae date this battle to AD 573,12! and name
Gwenddoleu’s adversaries as the sons of Eliffer, presum-
ably Gwrgi and Peredur."®!

A version of this legend is preserved in a late fifteenth-
century manuscript in a story called Lailoken and
Kentigern, which probably happened in August 584, after
Myrddin, also known as Lailoken, had finished writing
his prophecies in July of that year. In this narrative, St.
Kentigern meets in a deserted place with a naked, hairy
madman who is called Lailoken, although said by some to
be called Merlynum or Merlin, who declares that he has
been condemned for his sins to wander in the company of
beasts. He adds that he had been the cause for the deaths
of all of the persons killed in the battle fought on the plain
between Liddel and Carwannok. Having told his story,
the madman leaps up and flees from the presence of the
saint back into the wilderness. He appears several times
more in the narrative until at last asking St. Kentigern
for the Sacrament, prophesying that he was about to die
a triple death. After some hesitation, the saint grants the
madman’s wish, and later that day the shepherds of King
Meldred capture him, beat him with clubs, then cast him
into the river Tweed where his body is pierced by a stake,
thus fulfilling his prophecy.

Welsh literature has examples of a prophetic literature,
predicting the military victory of all of the Celtic peoples
of Great Britain who will join together and drive the En-
glish — and later the Normans — back into the sea. Some
of these works were presented as prophecies of Myrddin;
while others such as the Armes Prydein were not.

Clas Myrddin, or Merlin’s Enclosure, is an early name for
Great Britain stated in the Third Series of Welsh Triads.[*!

2.2 Geoffrey of Monmouth

The modern depiction of Merlin began with Geoffrey of
Monmouth. His book Prophetiae Merlini was intended

CHAPTER 2. MYRDDIN WYLLT

to be a collection of the prophecies of the Welsh figure
of Myrddin, whom he called Merlin. He included the
Prophetiae in his more famous second work, the Historia
Regum Britanniae. In this work, however, he constructed
an account of Merlin’s life that placed him in the time
of Aurelius Ambrosius and King Arthur, decades before
the lifetime of Myrddin Wyllt. He also attached to him
an episode originally ascribed to Ambrosius, and others
that appear to be of his own invention. Geoffrey later
wrote the Vita Merlini, an account based more closely
on the earlier Welsh stories about Myrddin and his ex-
periences at Arfderyd, and explained that the action was
taking place long after Merlin’s involvement with Arthur.
However, the Vita Merlini did not prove popular enough
to counter the version of Merlin in the Historia, which
went on to influence most later accounts of the charac-
ter. One exception to this is the work of Count Nikolai
Tolstoy titled The Coming of the King.
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Chapter 3

King Arthur

“Arthur Pendragon” redirects here. For other uses, see
Arthur Pendragon (disambiguation) and King Arthur
(disambiguation).

King Arthur is a legendary British leader of the late

Statue of King Arthur, Hofkirche, Innsbruck, designed by
Albrecht Diirer and cast by Peter Vischer the Elder, 1520s'"!

5th and early 6th centuries, who, according to medieval
histories and romances, led the defence of Britain against
Saxon invaders in the early 6th century. The details of
Arthur’s story are mainly composed of folklore and liter-
ary invention, and his historical existence is debated and
disputed by modern historians.!”! The sparse historical
background of Arthur is gleaned from various sources,
including the Annales Cambriae, the Historia Brittonum,
and the writings of Gildas. Arthur’s name also occurs in
early poetic sources such as Y Gododdin."!

Arthur is a central figure in the legends making up the so-
called Matter of Britain. The legendary Arthur developed
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King Arthur of Britain, by Howard Pyle from The Story of King
Arthur and His Knights. (71903)

as a figure of international interest largely through the
popularity of Geoffrey of Monmouth's fanciful and imag-
inative 12th-century Historia Regum Britanniae (History
of the Kings of Britain).") In some Welsh and Breton tales
and poems that date from before this work, Arthur ap-
pears either as a great warrior defending Britain from
human and supernatural enemies or as a magical figure
of folklore, sometimes associated with the Welsh Other-
world, Annwn.®! How much of Geoffrey’s Historia (com-
pleted in 1138) was adapted from such earlier sources,
rather than invented by Geoffrey himself, is unknown.

Although the themes, events and characters of the
Arthurian legend varied widely from text to text, and
there is no one canonical version, Geoffrey’s version of
events often served as the starting point for later stories.
Geoffrey depicted Arthur as a king of Britain who de-
feated the Saxons and established an empire over Britain,
Ireland, Iceland, Norway and Gaul. Many elements and
incidents that are now an integral part of the Arthurian
story appear in Geoffrey’s Historia, including Arthur’s fa-
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ther Uther Pendragon, the wizard Merlin, Arthur’s wife
Guinevere, the sword Excalibur, Arthur’s conception at
Tintagel, his final battle against Mordred at Camlann and
final rest in Avalon. The 12th-century French writer
Chrétien de Troyes, who added Lancelot and the Holy
Grail to the story, began the genre of Arthurian romance
that became a significant strand of medieval literature. In
these French stories, the narrative focus often shifts from
King Arthur himself to other characters, such as various
Knights of the Round Table. Arthurian literature thrived
during the Middle Ages but waned in the centuries that
followed until it experienced a major resurgence in the
19th century. In the 21st century, the legend lives on, not
only in literature but also in adaptations for theatre, film,
television, comics and other media.

3.1 Debated historicity

Main article: Historical basis for King Arthur
The historical basis for the King Arthur legend has long

Arthur as one of the Nine Worthies, bearing the coat of arms
usually attributed to him: three gold crowns on blue.'! Tapestry,
c. 1385

been debated by scholars. One school of thought, citing

CHAPTER 3. KING ARTHUR

entries in the Historia Brittonum (History of the Britons)
and Annales Cambriae (Welsh Annals), sees Arthur as a
genuine historical figure, a Romano-British leader who
fought against the invading Anglo-Saxons sometime in
the late 5th to early 6th century. The Historia Brittonum,
a 9th-century Latin historical compilation attributed in
some late manuscripts to a Welsh cleric called Nennius,
contains the first datable mention of King Arthur, listing
twelve battles that Arthur fought. These culminate in the
Battle of Mons Badonicus, or Mount Badon, where he
is said to have single-handedly killed 960 men. Recent
studies, however, question the reliability of the Historia
Brittonum."

The other text that seems to support the case for Arthur’s
historical existence is the 10th-century Annales Cam-
briae, which also link Arthur with the Battle of Mount
Badon. The Annales date this battle to 516-518, and
also mention the Battle of Camlann, in which Arthur and
Medraut (Mordred) were both killed, dated to 537-539.
These details have often been used to bolster confidence
in the Historia's account and to confirm that Arthur really
did fight at Mount Badon. Problems have been identified,
however, with using this source to support the Historia
Brittonum's account. The latest research shows that the
Annales Cambriae was based on a chronicle begun in the
late 8th century in Wales. Additionally, the complex tex-
tual history of the Annales Cambriae precludes any cer-
tainty that the Arthurian annals were added to it even that
early. They were more likely added at some point in the
10th century and may never have existed in any earlier
set of annals. The Mount Badon entry probably derived
from the Historia Brittonum.'s)

This lack of convincing early evidence is the reason many
recent historians exclude Arthur from their accounts of
sub-Roman Britain. In the view of historian Thomas
Charles-Edwards, “at this stage of the enquiry, one can
only say that there may well have been an historical
Arthur [but ...] the historian can as yet say nothing of
value about him”.”! These modern admissions of igno-
rance are a relatively recent trend; earlier generations of
historians were less sceptical. The historian John Morris
made the putative reign of Arthur the organising principle
of his history of sub-Roman Britain and Ireland, The Age
of Arthur (1973). Even so, he found little to say about a
historical Arthur.!%!

Partly in reaction to such theories, another school of
thought emerged which argued that Arthur had no histor-
ical existence at all. Morris’s Age of Arthur prompted the
archaeologist Nowell Myres to observe that “no figure on
the borderline of history and mythology has wasted more
of the historian’s time”.!'!! Gildas' 6th-century polemic
De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae (On the Ruin and
Conquest of Britain), written within living memory of
Mount Badon, mentions the battle but does not mention
Arthur."?! Arthur is not mentioned in the Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle or named in any surviving manuscript written
between 400 and 820.1'31 He is absent from Bede's early-


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uther_Pendragon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Merlin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guinevere
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Excalibur
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tintagel_Castle
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mordred
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Camlann
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Avalon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chr%C3%A9tien_de_Troyes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lancelot
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holy_Grail
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holy_Grail
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Medieval_literature
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Round_Table
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Historical_basis_for_King_Arthur
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nine_Worthies
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coat_of_arms
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/School_of_thought
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Historia_Brittonum
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Annales_Cambriae
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romano-British
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anglo-Saxons
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Latin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nennius
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Mons_Badonicus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Camlann
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mordred
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wales
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sub-Roman_Britain
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Charles-Edwards
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Charles-Edwards
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Morris_(historian)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ireland
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nowell_Myres
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gildas
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/De_Excidio_et_Conquestu_Britanniae
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anglo-Saxon_Chronicle
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anglo-Saxon_Chronicle
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bede

3.2. NAME

demonid Mulrr
domex:o/(',m.«w Fex i onz
Ly ous man’.(n . Giverch Lasmael-

atn moné?

4 st ceexl. Yafta-ar, vegn

o brictorified of - it a-,

fa meftace: uﬂv
art ari. Stea"g ek o
ar W oce- one .311 s
: Tugrawic dd domy )

:2’,. o an’ frck decanmor
aire ,1,11} (,ombuﬂ:w me afaxony; d 7-:.’54’
e oremONT Lo
Ast- 414’.E e fil"mar 1“ Fud pocefface”
an’. weaudmornd oraxer’ s
art. A Decanconi. 1w and
an’. fubmonf Bourc. J—ﬂ Ctﬂ‘lmt
antecel an’ Bellumant fn- dn w;ueme-u:
At Prm®aduen guel wicorfive:  an'

cufgermlii ap ar. arn'’s

dexperaleradly  dav-cco-lpper A,

bernid- Tonmunm mdg- 41+

" Offa rox mer- ndfincomeendia ﬁﬂf:’ i
corit.@meorge— mulca fooc- an’s Lagdent o
oud.yex deme Tifin fili” sfahu bl

coril. mnﬂzmo oMY - miniy 1.1103‘11?3'
riunty 9 Getld FJo hwd fi- dn’
masl.mn 1P ancen dolofa om’

an’ dipenfationed  an’ cu»yc,»

an.Carataue rex  fraorefio elired dAn’
ene z’d;i-u pméudﬁw duo dr‘r"
ra;wneﬁ 28 vlmenfidind- an!
an’ s fiady f)tsueL an’
demomd mid” dan

art’ ta trimipha - an’s Nober ey
art we: seanan de mmin e
an’ ed expulic. ai’ 1141.111- £4° 'in Iﬂ&q’uou
a1 eecle coneriTone g,
411’. 1‘4 ocerr cu—fﬁ(’g— an’ecce- - ernm
mot. guach
A’ﬁ A gm rex dn’ F)lg-uc{, s

The 10th-century Annales Cambriae, as copied into a manuscript
of ¢. 1100

8th-century Ecclesiastical History of the English People,
another major early source for post-Roman history that
mentions Mount Badon.!'#! The historian David Dumville
has written: “I think we can dispose of him [Arthur] quite
briefly. He owes his place in our history books to a 'no
smoke without fire' school of thought ... The fact of the
matter is that there is no historical evidence about Arthur;
we must reject him from our histories and, above all, from
the titles of our books.”!3!

Some scholars argue that Arthur was originally a fic-
tional hero of folklore—or even a half-forgotten Celtic
deity—who became credited with real deeds in the dis-
tant past. They cite parallels with figures such as the
Kentish totemic horse-gods Hengest and Horsa, who later
became historicised. Bede ascribed to these legendary
figures a historical role in the Sth-century Anglo-Saxon
conquest of eastern Britain.['®! It is not even certain that
Arthur was considered a king in the early texts. Neither
the Historia nor the Annales calls him "rex": the former
calls him instead "dux bellorum" (leader of battles) and
"miles" (soldier).l'”!

Historical documents for the post-Roman period are
scarce, so a definitive answer to the question of Arthur’s
historical existence is unlikely. Sites and places have been
identified as “Arthurian” since the 12th century,'®! but
archaeology can confidently reveal names only through
inscriptions found in secure contexts. The so-called
"Arthur stone", discovered in 1998 among the ruins at
Tintagel Castle in Cornwall in securely dated 6th-century
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contexts, created a brief stir but proved irrelevant.[!”!

Other inscriptional evidence for Arthur, including the
Glastonbury cross, is tainted with the suggestion of
forgery.l?"! Although several historical figures have been
proposed as the basis for Arthur,"?!! no convincing evi-
dence for these identifications has emerged.

3.2 Name

Main article: Arthur

The origin of the Welsh name “Arthur” remains a
matter of debate. Some suggest it is derived from
the Roman nomen gentile (family name) Artorius, of
obscure and contested etymology'??! (but possibly of
Messapic! 31241231 or Etruscan origin).[?9/271128] Some
scholars have suggested it is relevant to this debate that the
legendary King Arthur’s name only appears as Arthur, or
Arturus, in early Latin Arthurian texts, never as Arforius
(though it should be noted that Classical Latin Artorius
became Arturius in some Vulgar Latin dialects). How-
ever, this may not say anything about the origin of
the name Arthur, as Artorius would regularly become
Art(h)ur when borrowed into Welsh.[?]

Another possibility is that it is derived from a Brittonic
patronym *Arto-rig-ios (the root of which, *arto-rig-
“bear-king” is to be found in the Old Irish personal name
Art-ri) via a Latinized form Artorius.[*”! Less likely is the
commonly proposed derivation from Welsh arth “bear” +
(g)wr “man” (earlier *Arto-uiros in Brittonic); there are
phonological difficulties with this theory—notably that
a Brittonic compound name *Arto-uiros should produce
Old Welsh *Arrgur and Middle/Modern Welsh *Arthwr
and not Arthur (in Welsh poetry the name is always
spelled Arthur and is exclusively rhymed with words end-
ing in -ur — never words ending in -wr — which confirms
that the second element cannot be /g/wr “man”).[31132]

An alternative theory, which has gained only limited ac-
ceptance among professional scholars, derives the name
Arthur from Arcturus, the brightest star in the constel-
lation Bodtes, near Ursa Major or the Great Bear.[**!
Classical Latin Arcturus would also have become Art(h)ur
when borrowed into Welsh, and its brightness and posi-
tion in the sky led people to regard it as the “guardian of
the bear” (which is the meaning of the name in Ancient
Greek) and the “leader” of the other stars in Bootes.[>*]

A similar first name is Old Irish Arnir, which is be-
lieved to be derived directly from an early Old Welsh
or Cumbric Artur.®! The earliest historically attested
bearer of the name is a son or grandson of Aeddn mac
Gabriin (d. AD 609).3¢
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3.3 Medieval literary traditions

The creator of the familiar literary persona of Arthur
was Geoffrey of Monmouth, with his pseudo-historical
Historia Regum Britanniae (History of the Kings of
Britain), written in the 1130s. The textual sources for
Arthur are usually divided into those written before Ge-
offrey’s Historia (known as pre-Galfridian texts, from the
Latin form of Geoffrey, Galfridus) and those written af-
terwards, which could not avoid his influence (Galfridian,
or post-Galfridian, texts).

3.3.1 Pre-Galfridian traditions

A facsimile page of Y Gododdin, one of the most famous early
Welsh texts featuring Arthur, c. 1275

The earliest literary references to Arthur come from
Welsh and Breton sources. There have been few at-
tempts to define the nature and character of Arthur in
the pre-Galfridian tradition as a whole, rather than in
a single text or text/story-type. A 2007 academic sur-
vey that does attempt this, by Thomas Green, identifies
three key strands to the portrayal of Arthur in this earliest
material.[?”! The first is that he was a peerless warrior who
functioned as the monster-hunting protector of Britain
from all internal and external threats. Some of these are
human threats, such as the Saxons he fights in the Histo-
ria Brittonum, but the majority are supernatural, includ-
ing giant cat-monsters, destructive divine boars, dragons,
dogheads, giants and witches.[*®! The second is that the
pre-Galfridian Arthur was a figure of folklore (partic-
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ularly topographic or onomastic folklore) and localised
magical wonder-tales, the leader of a band of superhu-
man heroes who live in the wilds of the landscape.'*”! The
third and final strand is that the early Welsh Arthur had
a close connection with the Welsh Otherworld, Annwn.
On the one hand, he launches assaults on Otherworldly
fortresses in search of treasure and frees their prisoners.
On the other, his warband in the earliest sources includes
former pagan gods, and his wife and his possessions are
clearly Otherworldly in origin.*"!

One of the most famous Welsh poetic references to
Arthur comes in the collection of heroic death-songs
known as Y Gododdin (The Gododdin), attributed to the
6th-century poet Aneirin. In one stanza, the bravery of
a warrior who slew 300 enemies is praised, but it is then
noted that despite this “he was no Arthur”, that is to say
his feats cannot compare to the valour of Arthur.*!l ¥
Gododdin is known only from a 13th-century manuscript,
so it is impossible to determine whether this passage is
original or a later interpolation, but John Koch’s view
that the passage dates from a 7th-century or earlier ver-
sion is regarded as unproven; 9th- or 10th-century dates
are often proposed for it.?! Several poems attributed
to Taliesin, a poet said to have lived in the 6th cen-
tury, also refer to Arthur, although these all probably date
from between the 8th and 12th centuries.[**! They in-
clude “Kadeir Teyrnon” (“The Chair of the Prince”),[*4!
which refers to “Arthur the Blessed”, "Preiddeu Annwn"
(“The Spoils of Annwn”),!*3 which recounts an expedi-
tion of Arthur to the Otherworld, and “Marwnat vthyr
pen[dragon]" (“The Elegy of Uther Pen[dragon]"),!*¢!
which refers to Arthur’s valour and is suggestive of a
father-son relationship for Arthur and Uther that pre-
dates Geoffrey of Monmouth.

Culhwch entering Arthur’s Court in the Welsh tale Culhwch and
Olwen, /881

Other early Welsh Arthurian texts include a poem found
in the Black Book of Carmarthen, “Pa gur yv y porthaur?"
(“What man is the gatekeeper?").14”] This takes the form
of a dialogue between Arthur and the gatekeeper of a
fortress he wishes to enter, in which Arthur recounts the
names and deeds of himself and his men, notably Cei
(Kay) and Bedwyr (Bedivere). The Welsh prose tale
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Culhwch and Olwen (c. 1100), included in the modern
Mabinogion collection, has a much longer list of more
than 200 of Arthur’s men, though Cei and Bedwyr again
take a central place. The story as a whole tells of Arthur
helping his kinsman Culhwch win the hand of Olwen,
daughter of Ysbaddaden Chief-Giant, by completing a
series of apparently impossible tasks, including the hunt
for the great semi-divine boar Twrch Trwyth. The 9th-
century Historia Brittonum also refers to this tale, with the
boar there named Troy(n)t.[*! Finally, Arthur is men-
tioned numerous times in the Welsh Triads, a collec-
tion of short summaries of Welsh tradition and legend
which are classified into groups of three linked charac-
ters or episodes to assist recall. The later manuscripts of
the Triads are partly derivative from Geoffrey of Mon-
mouth and later continental traditions, but the earliest
ones show no such influence and are usually agreed to
refer to pre-existing Welsh traditions. Even in these,
however, Arthur’s court has started to embody legendary
Britain as a whole, with “Arthur’s Court” sometimes sub-
stituted for “The Island of Britain” in the formula “Three
XXX of the Island of Britain”.[**! While it is not clear
from the Historia Brittonum and the Annales Cambriae
that Arthur was even considered a king, by the time Cul-
hwch and Olwen and the Triads were written he had be-
come Penteyrnedd yr Ynys hon, “Chief of the Lords of
this Island”, the overlord of Wales, Cornwall and the
North.5%

In addition to these pre-Galfridian Welsh poems and
tales, Arthur appears in some other early Latin texts be-
sides the Historia Brittonum and the Annales Cambriae.
In particular, Arthur features in a number of well-known
vitae (“Lives”) of post-Roman saints, none of which are
now generally considered to be reliable historical sources
(the earliest probably dates from the 11th century).>!!
According to the Life of Saint Gildas, written in the early
12th century by Caradoc of Llancarfan, Arthur is said
to have killed Gildas’ brother Hueil and to have rescued
his wife Gwenhwyfar from Glastonbury.!®?! In the Life
of Saint Cadoc, written around 1100 or a little before
by Lifris of Llancarfan, the saint gives protection to a
man who killed three of Arthur’s soldiers, and Arthur de-
mands a herd of cattle as wergeld for his men. Cadoc
delivers them as demanded, but when Arthur takes pos-
session of the animals, they turn into bundles of ferns.>*!
Similar incidents are described in the medieval biogra-
phies of Carannog, Padarn and Eufflam, probably written
around the 12th century. A less obviously legendary ac-
count of Arthur appears in the Legenda Sancti Goeznovii,
which is often claimed to date from the early 11th century
although the earliest manuscript of this text dates from
the 15th century.¥ Also important are the references to
Arthur in William of Malmesbury's De Gestis Regum An-
glorum and Herman’s De Miraculis Sanctae Mariae Lau-
densis, which together provide the first certain evidence
for a belief that Arthur was not actually dead and would
at some point return, a theme that is often revisited in
post-Galfridian folklore.[>>!
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3.3.2

Geoffrey of Monmouth

Mordred, Arthur’s final foe according to Geoffrey of Monmouth,
illustrated by H. J. Ford for Andrew Lang's King Arthur: The
Tales of the Round Table, /902

The first narrative account of Arthur’s life is found in
Geoffrey of Monmouth's Latin work Historia Regum Bri-
tanniae (History of the Kings of Britain).>® This work,
completed c. 1138, is an imaginative and fanciful ac-
count of British kings from the legendary Trojan exile
Brutus to the 7th-century Welsh king Cadwallader. Ge-
offrey places Arthur in the same post-Roman period as
do Historia Brittonum and Annales Cambriae. He incor-
porates Arthur’s father, Uther Pendragon, his magician
advisor Merlin, and the story of Arthur’s conception, in
which Uther, disguised as his enemy Gorlois by Merlin’s
magic, sleeps with Gorlois’s wife Igerna at Tintagel, and
she conceives Arthur. On Uther’s death, the fifteen-year-
old Arthur succeeds him as King of Britain and fights
a series of battles, similar to those in the Historia Brit-
tonum, culminating in the Battle of Bath. He then defeats
the Picts and Scots before creating an Arthurian empire
through his conquests of Ireland, Iceland and the Orkney
Islands. After twelve years of peace, Arthur sets out to
expand his empire once more, taking control of Norway,
Denmark and Gaul. Gaul is still held by the Roman Em-
pire when it is conquered, and Arthur’s victory naturally
leads to a further confrontation between his empire and
Rome’s. Arthur and his warriors, including Kaius (Kay),
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Beduerus (Bedivere) and Gualguanus (Gawain), defeat
the Roman emperor Lucius Tiberius in Gaul but, as he
prepares to march on Rome, Arthur hears that his nephew
Modredus (Mordred)—whom he had left in charge of
Britain—has married his wife Guenhuuara (Guinevere)
and seized the throne. Arthur returns to Britain and de-
feats and kills Modredus on the river Camblam in Corn-
wall, but he is mortally wounded. He hands the crown to
his kinsman Constantine and is taken to the isle of Avalon
to be healed of his wounds, never to be seen again.[57]

Merlin the wizard, c¢. 1300°%

How much of this narrative was Geoffrey’s own inven-
tion is open to debate. Certainly, Geoffrey seems to have
made use of the list of Arthur’s twelve battles against
the Saxons found in the 9th-century Historia Brittonum,
along with the battle of Camlann from the Annales Cam-
briae and the idea that Arthur was still alive.>) Arthur’s
personal status as the king of all Britain would also
seem to be borrowed from pre-Galfridian tradition, be-
ing found in Culhwch and Olwen, the Triads and the
Saints’ Lives.[® In addition, many of the elements that
Monmouth’s King Arthur includes are strong parallels
to “Culhwch and Olwen.” The motifs and themes of
loyalty, honour, giants, gift giving, wife-stealing, and
magical creatures are prominent in both stories. Fur-
thermore, Monmouth derived many of his character’s
names from “Culhwch and Olwen"; Sir Kay comes from
“Kai"; Sir Bedivere is derived from “Bedwyr"; and lastly
Sir Gawain is “Gwalchmei” in Welsh. Also, the hero-
ines of both tales have similar names: the meaning
of Guinever is “White Phantom”, while Olwen equates
with “of the white track.”®!! Finally, Geoffrey borrowed
many of the names for Arthur’s possessions, close fam-
ily and companions from the pre-Galfridian Welsh tradi-
tion, including Kaius (Cei), Beduerus (Bedwyr), Guen-
huuara (Gwenhwyfar), Uther (Uthyr) and perhaps also
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Caliburnus (Caledfwlch), the latter becoming Excalibur
in subsequent Arthurian tales.[”) However, while names,
key events and titles may have been borrowed, Brynley
Roberts has argued that “the Arthurian section is Ge-
offrey’s literary creation and it owes nothing to prior
narrative.”[%3 So, for instance, the Welsh Medraut is
made the villainous Modredus by Geoffrey, but there
is no trace of such a negative character for this figure
in Welsh sources until the 16th century.[®*! There have
been relatively few modern attempts to challenge this no-
tion that the Historia Regum Britanniae is primarily Ge-
offrey’s own work, with scholarly opinion often echo-
ing William of Newburgh's late-12th-century comment
that Geoffrey “made up” his narrative, perhaps through
an “inordinate love of lying”.!%! Geoffrey Ashe is one
dissenter from this view, believing that Geoffrey’s nar-
rative is partially derived from a lost source telling of
the deeds of a Sth-century British king named Riotamus,
this figure being the original Arthur, although historians
and Celticists have been reluctant to follow Ashe in his
conclusions. 6!

Whatever his sources may have been, the immense popu-
larity of Geoffrey’s Historia Regum Britanniae cannot be
denied. Well over 200 manuscript copies of Geoffrey’s
Latin work are known to have survived, and this does
not include translations into other languages.!®”! Thus, for
example, around 60 manuscripts are extant containing
Welsh-language versions of the Historia, the earliest of
which were created in the 13th century; the old notion
that some of these Welsh versions actually underlie Geof-
frey’s Historia, advanced by antiquarians such as the 18th-
century Lewis Morris, has long since been discounted in
academic circles.!%8! As a result of this popularity, Geof-
frey’s Historia Regum Britanniae was enormously influen-
tial on the later medieval development of the Arthurian
legend. While it was by no means the only creative force
behind Arthurian romance, many of its elements were
borrowed and developed (e.g., Merlin and the final fate
of Arthur), and it provided the historical framework into
which the romancers’ tales of magical and wonderful ad-
ventures were inserted.[”]

3.3.3 Romance traditions

The popularity of Geoffrey’s Historia and its other deriva-
tive works (such as Wace's Roman de Brut) is generally
agreed to be an important factor in explaining the ap-
pearance of significant numbers of new Arthurian works
in continental Europe during the 12th and 13th cen-
turies, particularly in France.l”" It was not, however, the
only Arthurian influence on the developing "Matter of
Britain". There is clear evidence for a knowledge of
Arthur and Arthurian tales on the Continent before Geof-
frey’s work became widely known (see for example, the
Modena Archivolt),[’!1 as well as for the use of “Celtic”
names and stories not found in Geoffrey’s Historia in the
Arthurian romances.!”?! From the perspective of Arthur,
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3.3. MEDIEVAL LITERARY TRADITIONS

During the 12th century, Arthur’s character began to be
marginalised by the accretion of “Arthurian” side-stories such as
that of Tristan and Iseult. John William Waterhouse, 1916

perhaps the most significant effect of this great outpour-
ing of new Arthurian story was on the role of the king
himself: much of this 12th-century and later Arthurian
literature centres less on Arthur himself than on charac-
ters such as Lancelot and Guinevere, Percival, Galahad,
Gawain, and Tristan and Iseult. Whereas Arthur is very
much at the centre of the pre-Galfridian material and
Geoffrey’s Historia itself, in the romances he is rapidly
sidelined.!”?! His character also alters significantly. In
both the earliest materials and Geoffrey he is a great and
ferocious warrior, who laughs as he personally slaugh-
ters witches and giants and takes a leading role in all
military campaigns,’”*! whereas in the continental ro-
mances he becomes the roi fainéant, the “do-nothing
king”, whose “inactivity and acquiescence constituted a
central flaw in his otherwise ideal society”.!”>! Arthur’s
role in these works is frequently that of a wise, digni-
fied, even-tempered, somewhat bland, and occasionally
feeble monarch. So, he simply turns pale and silent when
he learns of Lancelot’s affair with Guinevere in the Mort
Artu, whilst in Chrétien de Troyes's Yvain, the Knight
of the Lion he is unable to stay awake after a feast and
has to retire for a nap.!”®! Nonetheless, as Norris J. Lacy
has observed, whatever his faults and frailties may be in
these Arthurian romances, “his prestige is never—or al-
most never—compromised by his personal weaknesses ...
his authority and glory remain intact.”’”]

Arthur and his retinue appear in some of the Lais of
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Arthur (top centre) in an illustration to the Middle English poem
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, late 14th century

Marie de France,[”8! but it was the work of another
French poet, Chrétien de Troyes, that had the greatest
influence with regard to the above development of the
character of Arthur and his legend.””! Chrétien wrote
five Arthurian romances between c. 1170 and c. 1190.
Erec and Enide and Cligés are tales of courtly love with
Arthur’s court as their backdrop, demonstrating the shift
away from the heroic world of the Welsh and Galfridian
Arthur, while Yvain, the Knight of the Lion features Yvain
and Gawain in a supernatural adventure, with Arthur very
much on the sidelines and weakened. However, the most
significant for the development of the Arthurian legend
are Lancelot, the Knight of the Cart, which introduces
Lancelot and his adulterous relationship with Arthur’s
queen (Guinevere), extending and popularising the re-
curring theme of Arthur as a cuckold, and Perceval, the
Story of the Grail, which introduces the Holy Grail and
the Fisher King and which again sees Arthur having a
much reduced role.[®! Chrétien was thus “instrumental
both in the elaboration of the Arthurian legend and in the
establishment of the ideal form for the diffusion of that
legend”,[gll and much of what came after him in terms of
the portrayal of Arthur and his world built upon the foun-
dations he had laid. Perceval, although unfinished, was
particularly popular: four separate continuations of the
poem appeared over the next half century, with the notion
of the Grail and its quest being developed by other writers
such as Robert de Boron, a fact that helped accelerate the
decline of Arthur in continental romance.[®?! Similarly,
Lancelot and his cuckolding of Arthur with Guinevere
became one of the classic motifs of the Arthurian legend,
although the Lancelot of the prose Lancelot (c. 1225) and
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later texts was a combination of Chrétien’s character and
that of Ulrich von Zatzikhoven's Lanzelet.®31 Chrétien’s
work even appears to feed back into Welsh Arthurian
literature, with the result that the romance Arthur be-
gan to replace the heroic, active Arthur in Welsh liter-
ary tradition.’® Particularly significant in this develop-
ment were the three Welsh Arthurian romances, which
are closely similar to those of Chrétien, albeit with some
significant differences: Owain, or the Lady of the Foun-
tain is related to Chrétien’s Yvain; Geraint and Enid, to
Erec and Enide; and Peredur son of Efrawg, to Perce-
val.3]

et
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The Round Table experience a vision of the Holy Grail. From a
15th-century French manuscript.

Up to c. 1210, continental Arthurian romance was ex-
pressed primarily through poetry; after this date the tales
began to be told in prose. The most significant of these
13th-century prose romances was the Vulgate Cycle (also
known as the Lancelot-Grail Cycle), a series of five
Middle French prose works written in the first half of
that century.!®®! These works were the Estoire del Saint
Grail, the Estoire de Merlin, the Lancelot propre (or Prose
Lancelot, which made up half the entire Vulgate Cycle
on its own), the Queste del Saint Graal and the Mort
Artu, which combine to form the first coherent version
of the entire Arthurian legend. The cycle continued the
trend towards reducing the role played by Arthur in his
own legend, partly through the introduction of the char-
acter of Galahad and an expansion of the role of Mer-
lin. It also made Mordred the result of an incestuous re-
lationship between Arthur and his sister and established
the role of Camelot, first mentioned in passing in Chré-
tien’s Lancelot, as Arthur’s primary court.’”! This series
of texts was quickly followed by the Post-Vulgate Cycle
(c. 1230-40), of which the Suite du Merlin is a part,
which greatly reduced the importance of Lancelot’s af-
fair with Guinevere but continued to sideline Arthur, and
to focus more on the Grail quest.’®®! As such, Arthur be-
came even more of a relatively minor character in these
French prose romances; in the Vulgate itself he only fig-
ures significantly in the Estoire de Merlin and the Mort
Artu. During this period, Arthur was made one of the
Nine Worthies, a group of three pagan, three Jewish and
three Christian exemplars of chivalry. The Worthies were
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first listed in Jacques de Longuyon's Voeux du Paon in
1312, and subsequently became a common subject in lit-
erature and art./%3!

The development of the medieval Arthurian cycle and the
character of the “Arthur of romance” culminated in Le
Morte d'Arthur, Thomas Malory's retelling of the entire
legend in a single work in English in the late 15th century.
Malory based his book—originally titled The Whole Book
of King Arthur and of His Noble Knights of the Round Ta-
ble—on the various previous romance versions, in par-
ticular the Vulgate Cycle, and appears to have aimed at
creating a comprehensive and authoritative collection of
Arthurian stories.!®”! Perhaps as a result of this, and the
fact that Le Morte D'Arthur was one of the earliest printed
books in England, published by William Caxton in 1485,
most later Arthurian works are derivative of Malory’s.[*"!

3.4 Decline, revival, and the mod-
ern legend

3.4.1 Post-medieval literature

The end of the Middle Ages brought with it a wan-
ing of interest in King Arthur. Although Malory’s En-
glish version of the great French romances was popu-
lar, there were increasing attacks upon the truthfulness
of the historical framework of the Arthurian romances—
established since Geoffrey of Monmouth’s time—and
thus the legitimacy of the whole Matter of Britain. So,
for example, the 16th-century humanist scholar Polydore
Vergil famously rejected the claim that Arthur was the
ruler of a post-Roman empire, found throughout the post-
Galfridian medieval “chronicle tradition”, to the horror
of Welsh and English antiquarians./! Social changes as-
sociated with the end of the medieval period and the
Renaissance also conspired to rob the character of Arthur
and his associated legend of some of their power to
enthrall audiences, with the result that 1634 saw the
last printing of Malory’s Le Morte d'Arthur for nearly
200 years.”?! King Arthur and the Arthurian legend
were not entirely abandoned, but until the early 19th
century the material was taken less seriously and was
often used simply as vehicle for allegories of 17th-
and 18th-century politics.®3! Thus Richard Blackmore's
epics Prince Arthur (1695) and King Arthur (1697) fea-
ture Arthur as an allegory for the struggles of William
Il against James IL.°4 Similarly, the most popular
Arthurian tale throughout this period seems to have
been that of Tom Thumb, which was told first through
chapbooks and later through the political plays of Henry
Fielding; although the action is clearly set in Arthurian
Britain, the treatment is humorous and Arthur appears as
a primarily comedic version of his romance character.®!

John Dryden's masque King Arthur is still performed,
largely thanks to Henry Purcell's music, though seldom
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unabridged.

3.4.2 Tennyson and the revival

Gustave Doré's illustration of Arthur and Merlin for Alfred, Lord
Tennyson's 1dylls of the King, /1868

In the early 19th century, medievalism, Romanticism,
and the Gothic Revival reawakened interest in Arthur
and the medieval romances. A new code of ethics for
19th-century gentlemen was shaped around the chivalric
ideals that the “Arthur of romance” embodied. This re-
newed interest first made itself felt in 1816, when Mal-
ory’s Le Morte d'Arthur was reprinted for the first time
since 1634.%1 Tnitially the medieval Arthurian legends
were of particular interest to poets, inspiring, for exam-
ple, William Wordsworth to write “The Egyptian Maid”
(1835), an allegory of the Holy Grail.””! Pre-eminent
among these was Alfred Lord Tennyson, whose first
Arthurian poem, "The Lady of Shalott", was published
in 1832.181 Although Arthur himself played a minor role
in some of these works, following in the medieval ro-
mance tradition, Tennyson’s Arthurian work reached its
peak of popularity with Idylls of the King, which reworked
the entire narrative of Arthur’s life for the Victorian era.
First published in 1859, it sold 10,000 copies within the
first week.[*”! In the Idyils, Arthur became a symbol of
ideal manhood whose attempt to establish a perfect king-
dom on earth fails, finally, through human weakness. %"’
Tennyson’s works prompted a large number of imitators,
generated considerable public interest in the legends of
Arthur and the character himself, and brought Malory’s
tales to a wider audience.'®! Indeed, the first moderni-
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sation of Malory’s great compilation of Arthur’s tales was
published shortly after Idylls appeared, in 1862, and there
were six further editions and five competitors before the
century ended./1%%!

This interest in the “Arthur of romance” and his asso-
ciated stories continued through the 19th century and
into the 20th, and influenced poets such as William Mor-
ris and Pre-Raphaelite artists including Edward Burne-
Jones.[1%3] Even the humorous tale of Tom Thumb, which
had been the primary manifestation of Arthur’s legend
in the 18th century, was rewritten after the publica-
tion of Idylls. While Tom maintained his small stature
and remained a figure of comic relief, his story now in-
cluded more elements from the medieval Arthurian ro-
mances, and Arthur is treated more seriously and histor-
ically in these new versions.!!'" The revived Arthurian
romance also proved influential in the United States, with
such books as Sidney Lanier's The Boy’s King Arthur
(1880) reaching wide audiences and providing inspiration
for Mark Twain's satiric A Connecticut Yankee in King
Arthur’s Court (1889).11%1 Although the “Arthur of ro-
mance” was sometimes central to these new Arthurian
works (as he was in Burne-Jones’s The Last Sleep of
Arthur in Avalon, 1881-1898), on other occasions he re-
verted to his medieval status and is either marginalised
or even missing entirely, with Wagner’s Arthurian operas
providing a notable instance of the latter.'%! Further-
more, the revival of interest in Arthur and the Arthurian
tales did not continue unabated. By the end of the
19th century, it was confined mainly to Pre-Raphaelite
imitators,!'%’! and it could not avoid being affected by
the First World War, which damaged the reputation of
chivalry and thus interest in its medieval manifestations
and Arthur as chivalric role model.l'%) The romance tra-
dition did, however, remain sufficiently powerful to per-
suade Thomas Hardy, Laurence Binyon and John Mase-
field to compose Arthurian plays,['%! and T. S. Eliot al-
ludes to the Arthur myth (but not Arthur) in his poem
The Waste Land, which mentions the Fisher King.!!0]

3.4.3 Modern legend

See also: List of works based on Arthurian legends

In the latter half of the 20th century, the influence of the
romance tradition of Arthur continued, through novels
such as T. H. White's The Once and Future King (1958)
and Marion Zimmer Bradley's The Mists of Avalon
(1982) in addition to comic strips such as Prince Valiant
(from 1937 onward).!''!"! Tennyson had reworked the ro-
mance tales of Arthur to suit and comment upon the is-
sues of his day, and the same is often the case with mod-
ern treatments too. Bradley’s tale, for example, takes a
feminist approach to Arthur and his legend, in contrast to
the narratives of Arthur found in medieval materials, 12!
and American authors often rework the story of Arthur
to be more consistent with values such as equality and
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How Arthur drew forth ye sword, by Howard Pyle. The sword
in the anvil or sword in the stone chapter of The Story of King
Arthur and His Knights. (1903)

democracy./''3] The romance Arthur has become pop-
ular in film and theatre as well. T. H. White’s novel
was adapted into the Lerner and Loewe stage musical
Camelot (1960) and the Disney animated film The Sword
in the Stone (1963); Camelot, with its focus on the love
of Lancelot and Guinevere and the cuckolding of Arthur,
was itself made into a film of the same name in 1967. The
romance tradition of Arthur is particularly evident and,
according to critics, successfully handled in Robert Bres-
son's Lancelot du Lac (1974), Eric Rohmer's Perceval le
Gallois (1978) and perhaps John Boorman's fantasy film
Excalibur (1981); it is also the main source of the mate-
rial utilised in the Arthurian spoof Monty Python and the
Holy Grail (1975).11'4

Re-tellings and re-imaginings of the romance tradition
are not the only important aspect of the modern legend
of King Arthur. Attempts to portray Arthur as a genuine
historical figure of c. 500 AD, stripping away the “ro-
mance”, have also emerged. As Taylor and Brewer have
noted, this return to the medieval “chronicle tradition"
of Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Historia Brittonum is
a recent trend which became dominant in Arthurian lit-
erature in the years following the outbreak of the Second
World War, when Arthur’s legendary resistance to Ger-
manic invaders struck a chord in Britain.[''>! Clemence
Dane's series of radio plays, The Saviours (1942), used a
historical Arthur to embody the spirit of heroic resistance
against desperate odds, and Robert Sherriff’s play The
Long Sunset (1955) saw Arthur rallying Romano-British
resistance against the Germanic invaders.!''%! This trend
towards placing Arthur in a historical setting is also ap-
parent in historical and fantasy novels published during
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The combat of Arthur and Mordred, illustrated by N.C. Wyeth
for The Boy’s King Arthur, 1922

this period.!''”! In recent years the portrayal of Arthur as
a real hero of the 5th century has also made its way into
film versions of the Arthurian legend, most notably the
TV series Arthur of the Britons (1972-73) and Camelot
(2011) 181 and the feature films King Arthur (2004) and
The Last Legion (2007).I! 19]

Arthur has also been used as a model for modern-day be-
haviour. In the 1930s, the Order of the Fellowship of the
Knights of the Round Table was formed in Britain to pro-
mote Christian ideals and Arthurian notions of medieval
chivalry.[120] In the United States, hundreds of thousands
of boys and girls joined Arthurian youth groups, such
as the Knights of King Arthur, in which Arthur and
his legends were promoted as wholesome exemplars. 121
However, Arthur’s diffusion within contemporary cul-
ture goes beyond such obviously Arthurian endeavours,
with Arthurian names being regularly attached to objects,
buildings, and places. As Norris J. Lacy has observed,
“The popular notion of Arthur appears to be limited, not
surprisingly, to a few motifs and names, but there can be
no doubt of the extent to which a legend born many cen-
turies ago is profoundly embedded in modern culture at
every level.”l12%!

3.5 See also

e Historical basis for King Arthur
o King Arthur’s family

e King Arthur’s messianic return
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Myrddin/Merlin

God of the woodlands and nature, god of sun, earth, merriment and
laughter. He is also a sky god of magic. He is associated with caves,
crystals, herbs, minerals, storms and pure water, as well as the Castle of

glass and a magic flute.
http://temple.covenofmidnight.com/Books/BolL/Goddesses%20and%20Gods.pdf
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