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FOREWORD

We must be grateful to John Matthews for unearthing these marvellous stories surrounding the Knights of the Round Table and I look forward to immersing myself in their glories as they swirl about the figure of King Arthur.

In my researches for the film Excalibur, I kept colliding with John Matthews. From his great knowledge of the Arthurian legends, he gave me notable advice as I researched my story. His writing about the Arthurian legend is enjoyable as well as authentic and this book of new stories is as surprising and enthralling as you would expect.

When I was working on Excalibur I researched all these legends, and I went with a slightly different focus – I had Merlin as the central figure for my film, and he and his magic help in the quest for the Holy Grail. Arthur and the knights assemble at the Round Table and go off on their different adventures and come back and speak about what they have learned.

Having arranged his marriage to Guinevere, Arthur later sends his friend Lancelot to escort his future bride back to Camelot, and of course what happens is they fall in love. Lancelot is attracted to her but his love of the king is strong, and he delivers her to Arthur. But her heart was by then with Lancelot and his with Guinevere ...

These stories about Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table have been published in many versions for hundreds of years and one of the reasons it interests me, and many others, is that it runs very deep to our core. It is the central myth of Britain ... The stories have been told in many different ways – my version was to do with the recovery of the Holy Grail and that the king and the land are one. If the king gets sick, the crops suffer.

The only thing that will save the king and the land is the Grail. Many knights go to try and find it and fail, until Arthur sends a knight who is but a boy. The boy discovers all the knights who had left on the Grail quest hanging dead from a tree. He is attacked and his knightly clothes are torn from him. He is thrown naked into a river and his weapons are all gone. He is washed downstream and comes to a bridge leading to a castle and he climbs up naked and a voice says: ‘What do you want?’ He replies: ‘I want the Holy Grail.’ He climbs up to the castle and successfully answers the question – that you can only see the Grail when you are stripped of everything, just as the boy is. The Grail Cup fills up with wine and he feeds this to Arthur. Upon receiving a sip from the cup Arthur is immediately restored to full strength. This is the essence of the great myth. John Matthews’s knowledge of the Arthurian legend is unsurpassed and anyone attempting to reimagine them must go to him. My success in finding the Holy Grail and making Excalibur owes a great deal to his advice, knowledge and help.

Sir John Boorman

Annamoe, 2025




INTRODUCTION

The Forgotten Tales of Arthur and his Knights

Towards the end of the fifteenth century, a man named Sir Thomas Malory completed a book from his prison cell. This great work is known today as Le Morte D’Arthur (The Death of Arthur). It was not the title he had intended, but the printer, William Caxton, not only edited the book but gave it the title by which it is still known. It became an overnight success and is still the ‘go to’ source for all things Arthurian. 

In the year 2000, in celebration of the new millennium, I edited the text for a new edition with stunning illustrations by the artist Anna-Marie Fergusson. More recently, almost 20 years on, I prepared a further edition, published by Chaosium Inc. in 2024, the first to include a running commentary of marginal glosses to help readers unfamiliar with Malory’s work or his milieu to find their way through the densely packed pages of his great book.

Malory’s chief source was a massive compilation, written in Old French in the thirteenth century and known as the Vulgate Cycle (or in its most recent edition, the Lancelot-Grail). This work, itself compiled by a group of Cistercian monks, consisted of stories gathered from many different sources. It was huge in scope and length, running, in its modern edition, to eight volumes. Malory himself edited this multi-volume opus to less than half its original length, cutting out vast tracts of theological explication and focusing on what were probably his favourite stories. Caxton further edited Malory’s work, transforming what was intended as a collection of chivalric tales into what many consider to be the first English novel.

However, even at 500+ pages Malory could not include everything, nor indeed did he have access to tales written in other languages: Spanish, Italian, German – even Hebrew – which extended the range of Arthuriana several times over. As I worked on the 2000 edition, and more recently on the revised and updated version, I realized just how much Malory had not included. Here was no ‘Story of Caradoc of the Strong Arm’, no ‘Jaufre’, no ‘Knight of the Parrot’.

Having recently commissioned some new, full or partial translations of several texts for my own research purposes, I began to wonder if there could not be a ‘new’ Morte D’Arthur. In this could be collected many of the stories excluded from Malory’s book, such as those works mentioned above, written, as was his own, for a contemporary reader, with links between the tales to give the whole edifice a beginning, middle and end – just as Thomas Malory did in his own book.

Once this idea caught hold, I could not let it go, and the result is the book you hold in your hands. I realized early on that I needed a ‘voice’ for these stories, and into my mind walked the nameless cleric and storyteller who presents the stories as his own homage to the greater writer he so deeply admires. 

In doing this, I was thinking of Caxton’s own preface to the book he printed, in which he said that ‘many noble and divers gentlemen of this realm of England came and demanded me, many and ofttimes, wherefore I [had not] made and imprinted the noble history of the Sangreal [the Grail], and of the most renowned Christian and worthy, King Arthur, which ought most to be remembered among us English men tofore all other Christian kings’.

Thus prompted, Caxton went on to produce the book that was, more than any other, to establish the fame of King Arthur. Not only is Malory one of the finest prose stylists to write in English, but he tells a superb story with pace and flare. His consummate ear for dialogue, and his unerring ability to delete the prolix and dull from his sources, makes his book as exciting a read today as it was 600 years ago.

The selection of stories that make up this new volume span the whole range of Arthurian tales, from Celtic to late medieval. They include such tales as Lanzalet, included here as ‘How Sir Lancelot Earned his Name’, which offers a very different portrait of the great knight, to ‘The Story of Perceval’, which focuses on the quest for the Grail and brings out some profoundly different meanings from the story as we find it in Malory. I have also included several stories from the loosely knit cycle of poems and romances relating to the figure of Sir Gawain. Once recognized as one of the key figures among the Round Table Fellowship, Gawain underwent a steady and consistent demotion, until by the time we get to Malory’s account, he is little better than a murderer and a womanizer. The early versions of his story represented here in ‘Gorlagros and Gawain’, ‘Gawain and the Carle of Carlisle’ and ‘The Rise of Gawain’, tell a very different tale, in which Gawain is the hero par excellence and gets into some truly astonishing adventures. 

Then there are the Celtic tales, which have a quite different atmosphere. Here this earliest branch of Arthurian literature is represented by such epic stories as, ‘The Tale of Sir Lanval’, as well as what must be the most unusual – and certainly the strangest – story in this book, ‘The Story of the Crop-Eared Dog’, a medieval Irish text which deserves to be better known. It is full of extraordinary flights of fancy – proving that the Celtic imagination was far from dead by this date. But perhaps the most intriguing of all is the medieval Irish tale called ‘The Visit of the Grey-Hammed Lady’ – hitherto unavailable in English – which marries the magic and colour of Celtic mythology with the proud chivalric tradition of the Arthurian epics. I am especially pleased to be able to include it here. 

The versions collected here are not translations in any exact sense of the word but are rather retellings of the original stories into modern prose. Just as Malory ‘edited’ the Vulgate Cycle and other works into Le Morte D’Arthur, which was further edited by his publisher, William Caxton, I have endeavoured to make a similar collection of the stories Malory either never knew or chose to leave out.

In working through these stories, I have found there to be several common themes: chivalry of course, romantic love, the bravery of the errant knights who pit themselves against all kinds of odds. But by far the most potent and powerful theme is the continued encounters between Arthur and his knights with beings of the Otherworld. It suggests a kind of warfare going on, a rift between the worlds, which prompts otherworldliness to invade. Again and again we find scenarios that reflect this. It seems that almost every time either the king or one of the knights leaves the safety of the walls of Camelot, or Caerleon or Carlisle, the Otherworld awaits them – often just around the corner. If they, on the other hand, do not venture forth, the otherworldly beings are just as likely to force an entry themselves – offering games, quests, or challenges which none of the fabled Fellowship can risk refusing for fear of damaging their reputation as brave and fearless men. The story of ‘The Elucidation of the Grail’ (p. 309) told here gives a very understandable reason for this, and I have added my own internal references to the various stories to keep this theme at the forefront of the reader’s mind.

It is through such story-making that we learn, not only of the rich and varied details of medieval life and spirituality, but also the dreams that haunted the minds of their makers – men and women who were certainly a great deal closer to the world of subtle reality than most of us today. It is this inner life that continues to inhabit the Arthurian tradition and enables it still to exercise such a powerful fascination over us today. 

J.R.R. Tolkien, perhaps the greatest mythographer of our time, objected to Arthurian legends and literature on the grounds that they were ‘incoherent’ and ‘inconsistent’, due to the vast range of stories borrowed from each other and the huge pool of older material. This is certainly true, in one sense, of Malory. He had so much material to draw upon that he struggled to bring a coherent form to his book. However, despite some inconsistencies where, for example, characters killed off in one book reappeared later in another, Malory in fact succeeded overall in making his work tell a story that has a beginning, middle and an end. Argument still rages over his intent whether to write a whole book (hence the original title of his work, ‘The Whole Book of King Arthur and His Knights of the Round Table’) or a collection of separate stories. There is, perhaps, to be fair to each argument, something of both in the Morte. In compiling the present work, I have been aware from the start that there are inconsistencies of character and event in some of the tales retold here; but I have attempted to avoid this by excluding certain parts of the original works, just as Malory did, in order to arrive at a reasonably coherent narrative. This has inevitably resulted in some losses, which I have indicated in the notes at the end of the book, where omitted sections are briefly summarized for the benefit of those readers who prefer to know what they are missing. In most instances these are in part dictated by length. Some of the works, such as ‘Sone de Nansay’ and ‘Sir Torec’ are of considerable length, so that to include all would be to extend the present book into several volumes – hence I have curtailed them by excluding parts that stray from the main thread of the stories. 

Throughout, I also kept in mind Tolkien’s unspoken question proposed by Leonard Neidorf in his excellent paper on Tolkien’s own Arthurian poem, The Fall of Arthur. ‘If an author makes a series of correct selections from the available materials, modifying all of them where necessary, would it be possible to harmonize the traditions and produce a coherent narrative?’[*] I feel that the answer to this question is a resounding ‘yes’, and I have done my best to create such a narrative here. Inevitably, there will be places where ideas and beliefs seem to clash, but I feel that when we enter the Arthurian world, we are entering another place, where normal frames of reference do not always apply. Arthur’s world is a world of Faery, where almost anything can happen, and frequently does. With this in mind, I believe the following epic is as close as one may get in our time to a work Malory himself, had he been granted more time and access to a larger library of Arthurian literature, might have achieved. I make no claim to be as great a master of prose as he undoubtedly was, but I have tried to arrive at a pared-down, direct language such as Malory himself used in his incomparable work.

The unity of the collection comes from the presence of the fictional collector and teller of the tales, who frequently interrupts the narrative with comments of his own. Malory himself does this from time to time, referring often to ‘the French book’, probably the Lancelot-Grail, which in fact tells the story of Arthur, Merlin, Lancelot, and the rest in a single vast, sprawling collection. As did most of the compilers of these tales, the collectors use a technique known as ‘interlacing’, where a story would begin, get interrupted by another which would in turn be itself interrupted, often three or four times, before returning to the original tale. I have, for the most part, avoided this, as it can be difficult for a modern reader. Instead, I have allowed our collector of these tales to add comments and make occasional references to other stories – some included by Malory himself, others having links to each other, prompted by their author’s knowledge of other tales. Another device of Caxton’s editing was to add what we can term ‘ends and beginnings’ to each book: thus, Explicit Liber Primus (End of Book One), Incipit Liber Secundus (Beginning of Book Two). I have adopted this here to add to the links between Malory’s book and my own.

In making my own tellings of these stories I have tried to find a style which reflects the original, while not seeming too antiquated. The rhythms of the works themselves, often written as poetry, are frequently hypnotic. I have tried to capture the best of these while keeping the narrative flowing.

Many of the original stories have nameless characters: ‘a lady’, ‘a damsel’, ‘a knight’, or ‘a lord’, being the most oft used. Since the characters are often similar in style and behaviour, I have given them names drawn from other Arthurian sources to make them recognizable.

To complete the vision of this ‘new’ Morte D’Arthur I was incredibly fortunate to secure the collaboration of my friend, John Howe, famous for his illustrations and design work on The Lord of the Rings book and films, to illustrate this epic collection. The results are as breathtaking as anything I could have wished for. They more than do justice to my words and I am forever indebted to John for taking on this task.

Towards the end of my work on this book I came across a quotation from the English poet John Masefield (1878–1967) whose own Arthurian poetry I had discovered many years ago and have always loved. In a collection of Masefield’s Arthurian poetry (Arthurian Poets: John Masefield, edited by David Llewellyn Dodds [Boydell & Brewer, 1995]) I found the following passage: 


Has not the time come for a re-making and re-issue of the epic [of Arthur] …? Is not the time ripe for an Authorized Version using old poems and fables little used by or unknown to Malory...? It is our English epic; we ought to make more use of it than we do. (p.8) 



This I have attempted to do. I hope that the many thousands of people who love Malory’s original work will find my additions not too far off the quality of his own – though I cannot claim to be the master of style that he undoubtedly was.

John Matthews

Oxford, 2022
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1: THE COMING OF MERLIN

Here, at the beginning, my story of King Arthur shall be told. A book that shall tell the stories that Master Thomas Malory was unable, for divers reasons, to include in his great work, known to all the world as Le Morte D’Arthur. Thus, there shall be a new book of King Arthur and of his Knights, that may live in the memory of men and women of noble and gentle mind until the map of time is rolled up.

[image: Section break image.]

In those days King Arthur ruled over all of Britain from the city of Camelot the Golden. He held many great feasts at the Round Table, where one hundred and fifty of the greatest knights sat, as you will have heard. Sir Lancelot, Sir Palomides and Sir Gawain, the king’s own nephew, and his brothers Gareth, Guerrehes, and Agravain were all there, as were many others, including the queen’s Knights and the Heroes of the Grail. 

But Merlin was first: long before the coming of Arthur. Some say he was the son of a demon, others that he was born, of no human agency, in the Great Wood that stretched from Camelot in the south to the barrier of the Roman Wall in the north. It was rumoured that even the old gods feared him. But whether this is true or not, once this island of Britain was known as Merlin’s Isle, around which he built a wall of brass, and he it was who raised the hanging stones on Salisbury Plain, to make a tomb for a king. He made the boy Arthur King of all Britain in those far-off times; and it was he who caused the forging of the sword Excalibur and its gifting to the young king. And Merlin it was who brought the stone in which the sword was set, to a place of choosing, where the king and the land were joined. And after that he built Camelot the Golden – in a single night, they say. 

Let us begin therefore with the tale of Merlin’s birth, who became King Arthur’s great counsellor, and wrought many strange and wondrous things in that far-off time. The story of his coming, and of the events that led to the appearance of Arthur himself, is less often told. So here I shall begin.

[image: Section break image.]

No one can speak with certainty concerning the origins of Merlin. But one tale that is told, and that it seems Master Thomas chose not to include in his great book, tells how a certain princess of Dyfed was found to be with child, though it was believed that she had never lain with a man. When examined, she told how a most beautiful being had appeared in her chamber on many nights and that he had made love to her as gently as summer rain upon the earth. Each morning he was gone, vanishing she knew not where. Nor could she tell whence he came, only that he was kind, and that he seemed to glow like a candle in the dark.

Most who heard her story were quick to name her harlot, while those of a less harsh disposition believed that the one who came to her was a demon – since it was well known that demons always look fair when their true likeness is foul. But soon the child within her clamoured to emerge into the world, and when it was born the midwife turned pale as she saw that the infant – a boy – was covered in a thick pelt of grey hair. At once the Princess’s father and mother demanded that the child be taken to a priest to be baptized – believing, no doubt, that it would vanish in a puff of sulphurous smoke. But when the priest poured holy water upon the babe’s head, its furry covering fell away and dissolved, and it was heard to crow with delight. At the same moment there flew overhead a type of hawk that is called a merlin, and this the Princess took to be a sign and named him for the bird.

Those who tell this story say also that when he was ten years old, the boy was accused of being unnatural, and that he and his mother (who by this time had retreated to a nunnery) were summoned to appear before a magistrate. When they did so, Merlin astonished all by knowing more about the judge’s scurrilous private life than any man could by ordinary means, and he spoke so forcefully and with such clarity, denying that his father was more than a man, that in the end he was set free, as was his mother. Thereafter people avoided the child, believing him either devil or creature of Faery – which I would say is the more likely thing. But one thing that is told, and that gives the lie to this tale (unless it be that the Princess gave birth to two children and not one) – for Merlin had a sister it seems, a twin, who at first showed none of his unnatural skills, but in time became known as a prophet in her own right. Her name was Ganeida, and though I know little of these matters, yet my heart tells me that neither Merlin nor his sister were of mortal stock but were born of the air itself.

Be that as it may, as Merlin grew to manhood, so good and generous was his nature, and so clever his wisdom, that in time most people forgot his origins, and when his mother’s father, who was a king in Dyfed, passed away without issue, he was accepted as the heir to the kingdom and became its ruler, and though many remarked that his wisdom had a smell of the uncanny about it, yet none chose to challenge his right to rule. It was at this time that he married Guendolena, sister of Rodarch, lord of Cumbria. Few now tell of this alliance, save one account that I have found, by Master Geoffrey of Monmouth, who also wrote of the deeds of Arthur in his famous ‘Historia Regum Britanniae’. There, Merlin was known as both a wise man, a poet, and a lawgiver, to whom lesser men came in search of knowledge. But as king he was also a warrior, who would lead an army of men into battle.

A time came when Prince Peredur, leader of the North-Welsh, and Gwenddoleu, King of Scotland, were at war with each other. Merlin joined the ranks of the Welsh, as did his friend Rodarch of Cumbria, who had married Ganeida when Merlin wed the king’s sister. With them were Peredur’s three younger brothers, who were very dear to Merlin, and these five fought side by side, until on a day when battle was joined with great ferocity between the Scots and the Welsh, the three young princes fell to the swords of their enemies. 

When he saw this, Merlin lamented loudly, his voice rising above the noise of battle:


‘How can malignant fate

So cruelly take from me 

My dearest companions!

Bravest of youths, 

Your courage has taken 

The years of your lives.

A moment ago, 

You fought beside me; 

Now you lie on the earth, 

Fresh blood upon you!

Who now will stand

Beside me in battle!’



All around him the fighting continued. Men fell dead on every side. But the Welsh pressed forward and at the day’s end held the field. Merlin ordered the princes to be buried, but nothing could console him for their loss. For days he wept, threw dust upon himself, and rent his clothing. Nothing could reconcile him to the death of the young men. 

In the end his mind gave way before his sorrow, and he ran mad, fleeing into the great wood of Calydon, that lay to the North of the battlefield. Every day he rested beneath a particular tree in a grove of apple trees, plucking fruit from them and devouring it eagerly. There too he befriended a lone wolf to which he spoke often, believing it to understand him. But when winter came and there was no more fruit on the tree and little or nothing to be had in the wilderness, Merlin cried aloud: 


‘Gods of the earth, 

Where is the fruit I am used to eat? 

Who has taken it?

Here in the wilderness

The forest is leafless;

There is no cover for me

Since the winds took away the leaves.

If I dig for roots

Hungry swine and greedy boars

Rush to steal them from me.

Wolf, my old companion,

So weak are you become

You can barely cross the field. 

All that is left to you

Is to fill the air with howling!’



Merlin’s cries happened to reach the ears of a travelling singer who, when he heard the strange voice and its wild words, was drawn to a high place, where the woods bled dark to the horizon. There he found Merlin, lying in the grass, naked and wasted, complaining loudly to no visible person:


‘How is it that the seasons

Differ from each other?

Why must the Spring 

Provide leaves and blossoms,

The Summer give crops

And the autumn ripe fruit?

Then comes Winter 

Destroying everything.

I wish there was no Winter, 

That Spring was back, 

That birds sang again 

And springs flowed free!’



The singer, observing this, decided on a bold move. He unslung his harp from where it lay against his back and played a few quiet notes. For a moment Merlin’s sight cleared, but as he raised his head and saw the singer nearby the madness overcame him again and he fled deeper into the woods.

The singer, having tried to follow him, gave up his pursuit and returned to the road. Soon after this he came to the court of King Rodarch, who had fought alongside Merlin and witnessed his descent into madness, and who was husband to Merlin’s sister. Ganeida, having learned of her brother’s affliction had, along with his wife Guendolena, sent men to search for him, but all had returned without having seen so much as a hair of him. 

When the singer described his encounter with the naked madman, the light of hope sprang again in the eyes of those who so sorely missed him, and Rodarch ordered his soldiers to go with the singer and 
bring the madman home. The wise singer, knowing that the presence of armed men would only drive their quarry deeper into the forest, asked to be allowed to go alone. For, as he said: ‘It may be that music will calm him, and that my words may cause him to remember his family.’

Rodarch consulted with Guendolena and Ganeida, who readily gave their consent. The singer retraced his steps to that part of the forest where he had first heard Merlin’s wild voice. There, he once again unslung his harp and sang a song that he had made in readiness. 


‘Mourning fills Guendolena.

Once no woman in Britain 

Was as beautiful as she. 

No goddess white as she, 

Not blackthorn, rose or lily.

Once, Spring’s delight rose in her,

In her eyes the stars held sway. 

Now she lies sick with sorrow,

Bewailing her lost husband,

Faded as a fallen star.

‘Alas too for Ganeida, 

Who weeps by her side,

Mourning the loss of a brother.

Wife and sister weep together –

Their tears a river of loss.’



At first there was only silence, then the sad and wasted figure of Merlin appeared and stood listening. As he did so his eyes once again became clear, and the madness drew its shadow from his mind. In a normal manner he greeted the singer and asked him to sing his mournful song again. When he had heard it, with tears in his eyes Merlin begged to be taken to Rodarch’s court, where he might see his wife and sister.

But Merlin’s happiness was short-lived, for when he saw the people thronging the streets of the city his madness returned, and he attempted to flee back to the forest. King Rodarch had set guards to watch for the singer’s return, and when he heard of the wildman’s distress, he gave orders that he should be captured and brought thither, and for music to be played to maintain his calm. But when Rodarch ordered the madman to be securely chained for his own good, as the fetters closed upon him, the light faded from Merlin’s eyes and he spoke no more.

At that moment Queen Ganeida entered and stood looking at the wildman with pity in her eyes. Embracing and kissing her, Rodarch noticed a leaf caught in her hair and smilingly removed it. At this Merlin began to laugh, rocking back and forth in his chains.

Surprised, Rodarch asked that he reveal the reason for his mirth. But Merlin stayed silent, while the king, his curiosity piqued, began to offer him rewards to explain himself. Irritated by this, Merlin answered at last that he would only give an answer if he were set free and allowed to return to the forest. ‘Gifts corrupt those they are given to,’ he said. ‘I value more the peace of the forest of Calydon.’

Rodarch hesitated, but at this moment Merlin’s wife Guendolena entered and begged him to set her husband free. As the fetters were removed, Merlin smiled and said: ‘I laughed when you took the leaf from the queen’s hair, lord King, because I know how it got there. Just a while since she lay in a leafy glade with her lover!’

Rodarch’s face darkened and he turned in anger to his wife. But she, hiding her guilt behind a smile, called Merlin’s words the ravings of a madman. ‘How can you believe one who does not know truth from lies?’ she said. ‘I can easily prove his words false.’

Then she called before them a youth and asked Merlin to foretell how he would meet his death.

Merlin said: ‘He shall die by falling from a high place.’

Ganeida sent the youth away and instructed him to change his clothes and cut his hair. Then, when he again stood before them all, she asked Merlin to foretell the manner of his death. Again, the madman laughed and said: ‘He shall die in a tree.’

All this time she watched Merlin closely, knowing how his wisdom worked within him. 

‘You see,’ she said, ‘if my poor brother can foretell two different deaths for the same person, how can you believe such an accusation against me? Watch a little longer and you will see what I mean.’

Then she sent the youth away yet again and told him to dress in girl’s clothes. When he returned, she asked Merlin a third time to foretell the manner of the ‘girl’s’ death.

‘Girl or not,’ said Merlin, ‘this one will die in a river.’

Now it was Rodarch’s turn to laugh, for he understood that Merlin had foretold three different causes of death for the same person, proving that he was truly mad. ‘Let him be set free to return to the forest,’ he said. ‘Perhaps there he may recover his wits.’

At once Merlin hastened away from the court, filled with joy at being set free. Guendolena approached him at the gates to the palace and begged him not to leave. But he would have none of it and sternly ordered her to move out of his way. At that Guendolena fell on her knees before him, crying out that he should not go away again. Ganeida, who had followed him from the court, said: ‘See how your wife kneels in sorrow before you, brother. Will you so abuse her that she must wait for your return for ever? Shall she come with you to the forest or remain here?’ Then, knowing that a long absence and Merlin’s madness would render their marriage vows broken in the eyes of the world, she asked: ‘Shall your wife re-marry if you do not return?’

Merlin, wild eyed, stared at the women. ‘Let her marry again if she wishes!’ he cried. ‘But tell the man who seeks her out to stay away from me. Let him take another road.’ Then he hesitated, and for a moment it was as though the clouds in his eyes dispersed. Staring towards the sky, he said: ‘When the day comes for her to wed, I shall be present. Rich gifts shall I bring to her.’

Then he departed again for the woods he loved so much.

Guendolena wept as she watched Merlin depart, and Ganeida too mourn-­ed his passing, for though she feared his knowledge of her secret affair, yet she loved him still and bewailed the loss of his wisdom.
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Months passed into years and the youth of whom Merlin had made his threefold prophecy grew to manhood. Then, on a day when he rode to the hunt, he started a stag, that ran before him over the brow of a hill. The way was unusually steep, and near the top his horse stumbled, and the young man was thrown from his saddle. He fell down the steep escarpment and caught his foot in the branch of a tree growing out of the hillside. He was left hanging with his head beneath the water of the river that ran beside the hill. So it was that he fell, and was drowned, and hung from a tree – proving Merlin’s prophecy on every account.

Meanwhile the prophet continued to live in the wilderness, loving the forest more than he had ever loved life in cities and courts. One night, as he was sitting beneath the trees, gazing up at the horned moon and bathing in the glory of the bright stars, he fell to thinking of Guendolena and wondering if she still remembered him or had found peace in the arms of another. As he watched the stars, he saw signs that indicated that she was to marry again. And he thought back to his words at their parting, and how he had promised to bring her gifts, and this he determined to do.

Next day, he rose and went through the woods, gathering a great herd of stags and goats, does and she-goats, which he shepherded into a long line. He himself rode at the head of this strange column on a great stag. He set out for the palace where Guendolena was about to marry, just as the stars had foretold. As he arrived at the gates, he called out her name.

When she came forth, she was amazed at the sight of Merlin and the great herd of creatures he had brought with him. Her bridegroom, whose name the story does not remember, was standing at a high window. When he saw the ragged, hairy wildman mounted on the stag’s back, he burst out laughing. Looking up, Merlin saw this, and sudden wild anger filled his heart. With terrible strength he seized the antlers of the great stag on whose back he sat and wrenched them off. Then he flung them at the window, so that they struck the bridegroom’s head, crushing it and the life within him and sending forth his spirit upon the wind.

At this there was a great outcry. Merlin drove his heels into the stag’s side and made off at full speed, pursued by soldiers. Such was the speed of the stag that Merlin would have certainly found refuge in the forest had they not had to cross a river. But there the stag stumbled, and Merlin fell into the water, striking his head, so that for a time his wits deserted him. In this way, his pursuers caught him and brought him back to the court to be placed in the care of his sister – for his wife no longer wished to see him following the death of the man she had intended to marry. Indeed, they neither spoke nor saw each other again, and not long after, Guendolena died.

Once again Merlin began to fade in the grip of captivity. He became surly and morose, refusing to eat or speak to anyone. Rodarch, seeing this, felt some pity for him, and commanded that he be taken out into the streets, under guard, and permitted to see the people thronging the marketplace. The king hoped that this would remind Merlin of his former place in the world and that he would be restored to a semblance of sanity. 

In the market, people nudged each other and pointed at the madman with his wild hair and beard and ragged clothing, but he in turn ignored them, looking ever towards the west where the Great Wood lay. Then he caught sight of a man begging by the gates and laughed aloud at the sight. A few moments later he saw a youth carrying a new pair of shoes. Again, Merlin laughed wildly, and at this the guards decided to take him back to the court, since this showed that he was still mad. All the way he struggled against them and cried out to be allowed to return to his forest home.

When he heard the story of Merlin’s laughter, and doubtless remembering the last time Merlin had laughed in this way, Rodarch wanted to know the reason for it. He promised that if the prophet would tell him, he would let him go again, and at this Merlin smiled. ‘I saw a man begging by the road when all the time he sat upon hidden treasure. Then I saw a fellow buying patches for his shoes, but the truth is, he will never need them. He is drowned already and even now floats in the river.’

Rodarch sent men to enquire into the truth of these visions, and sure enough they found a bag of gold buried beneath the spot where the beggar had sat, while the body of the youth was found in the river. 

When this confirmation was brought to the king, Merlin demanded to be allowed back to the forest. Ganeida begged him to wait until the frosts of winter were over, for the weather was already turning cold and she feared for her brother’s life in the icy woodlands. But Merlin shook his head. His eyes seemed clear as he said: ‘I do not fear the cold, sister. The hardships of winter are nothing to me.’ Then he hesitated and to Ganeida it seemed that he spoke as he had of old. 

‘Food may well become hard to find through the dark months, so if you wish me to be safe, I ask that you have a house built for me in the Great Wood. Let it have seventy doors and seventy windows, so that I may watch the stars in their courses and read the secrets of wind and rain. There shall I perceive the record of the future, and if it pleases you to have scribes sent there, I will tell them what I see so that these things may be recorded. Come as often as you like, dear sister, and we shall speak of these things.’

With these words he returned to the forest.

Ganeida determined to carry out his wishes and gave orders for the house to be built. A great building it was, tall enough to see the horizon on every side, and with a roof that could be opened to allow a clear view of the vault of heaven. Afterwards it was known far and wide as Merlin’s observatory, for within it he could see all that passed in the world and read the mysteries of the stars. There Ganeida went often to stay with her brother, and they spoke at length about future events. While Ganeida was with him he predicted the death of Rodarch, and a new war between Scotland and Cumbria that would follow. At this time also, he spoke of the coming of a great king, who should hold the lands with honour and strength and wisdom. It is even said, in the old books, that he made a song which told of the last days of Arthur, and other things that were still to come. Not all the words of this have survived, but I have sought out those that have, and set them forth here.


How mad are the Britons!

Affluence will lead them to excess.

They will fight amongst themselves

And engage in feuds.

The king’s dark child 

Shall spread disruption everywhere.

He cannot wait to seize the crown.



In time, all these things came to pass, as the king’s dark child, Mordred, did indeed seek to overthrow his father, as Master Thomas has told.
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One day, as Ganeida prepared to return from the wood to the court, Merlin asked her to seek out the bard Taliesin and see if he would visit the observatory. ‘For we have much to discuss, and I hear that he has but lately returned from Brittany, where he has learned the teachings of Gildas the Wise.’

When Ganeida returned to the court she found that Rodarch was already dead, as Merlin had predicted, and she mourned him greatly, paying tribute to his greatness and gentleness. But as she had promised, she sent word to Taliesin, the story of whose birth was full of strangeness and who, though still young, was reckoned the greatest bard in all of Britain, asking that he should visit her brother.
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When he heard this, and knowing of the great wisdom possessed by Merlin, the bard entered the forest and found his way to the observatory. There the two seers spent many weeks together, talking of various matters, such as what weather is, and how the clouds are formed. And Taliesin described the shape of the land of Britain and named its islands and rivers, its mountains, and valleys, all of which Merlin recorded. Taliesin had learned much from Gildas the Wise, who some say was a Christian monk, while others speak of him as belonging to a more ancient faith – of this I cannot tell if it be true or not, only that Taliesin spoke of him with great kindness and called him master, though few there were that he would acknowledge in this way, except perhaps for Merlin himself.

In his turn, Merlin told of the creation of the world and how it was made up of circles within circles, and of the stars and planets whose influences touched upon all the actions of humanity. He spoke of the four elements, that were joined together in harmony, and how the air was made to capture sounds, and of the creation of the sea. Also, he told some of what he had seen of the days of the great king who would soon enter the world. These things Taliesin recorded, for he knew that Merlin spoke only truth.

While they were together, a man came by who told them of a new spring that had miraculously broken forth from the earth nearby, and that was even now forming a lake of water, and several streams that flowed through the wood. He said also that there were rumours of the spring having powers to heal, and when they heard this Merlin and Taliesin decided to visit the spot. When they came there, Merlin looked upon the water and tears came into his eyes. He cupped his hands and drank, and at once the madness that had plagued him for so many years passed from him and his eyes were clear at last. Hale and hearty, he seemed a man of lesser years. 

Turning his eyes heavenward Merlin exclaimed: ‘My senses are returned! I was carried off from myself and became like a spirit. I understood the flight of birds and the speech of animals – all of which pleased me more than any word or deed of man. Now I am free to carry out the work set for me.’

Taliesin stood amazed and gave thanks for the restoration of his friend.

Soon word spread of the miraculous spring, and many people came to speak with Merlin and to witness his cure. Many thought he should resume the kingship and lead them to victory against their enemies, but this Merlin refused, saying that the time was passed for such things. He declared that he had other work that he must carry out. ‘For a great king is coming, who will need all my wisdom, and who shall unite the land and bring miracles in his wake.’

Thus it came to be, as all who have read the words of Master Thomas know. For though Merlin had already lived a long life, yet from the moment he drank of the spring he seemed younger. Soon he would walk abroad in the world again, leaving Ganeida to remain in the observatory and to begin her own life of prophecy. For it is said that, as his twin, she drew upon the same store of wisdom as he. But of this we will say no more at this time but turn instead to a tale concerning what happened after Merlin left the forest, but before the time of his first great prophecies to the world. 
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2: THE STORY OF AVENABLE

Few now speak of the days when Merlin wandered the world before the time of Arthur. But there is one story that is remembered still, in which once again Merlin’s laughter was heard, when a Wildman stalked the depths of the tree-shadowed wood.
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In the years before Arthur ruled, the Emperor of Rome was named Constantine. It is said that his origin was in this very island, but I can find no record of this in the old books. The emperor had in his service at this time a lord named Cador, Duke of Almayne. This noble lord was disinherited and driven from his lands by a powerful neighbouring lord named Frolle, a favourite of the emperor’s. But Cador had a daughter, Avenable, who was as spirited as she was fair, and seeing her father so evilly treated, she devised a plan to help him. She disguised herself as a squire and made her way to Rome. Calling herself Grisandole, she showed her bravery many times over, so that she came to the attention of the emperor himself, who made her first his personal squire and, when she had served him for a year, knighted him, along with other young squires, at the Feast of St John.

A great festival accompanied the celebrations, and the new-made knights set up lists and began to joust with each other. Grisandole fared well, defeating everyone who rode against her, and ended by carrying off the prize. The emperor was so impressed by this that he promoted Grisandole to be his steward.

Soon after this the emperor had a dream. In it he saw a great sow, the largest he had ever seen, crashing through his palace, scattering all before it. It was pursued by twelve young lions who, when they caught her, mated with her – one after the other. As he woke, sweating and crying out, the emperor noticed that the sow wore a circlet of gold like a crown on its head. 

Much disturbed by this dream, the emperor rose and went to Mass and then to dine. Still troubled by his vision, he sat at the table sunk so deep in thought that the best part of two hours passed without a word being spoken, and all who were present were forced to sit silent also, and to refrain from eating. 

It was at this time that Merlin came to a forest near Rome. He knew the nature of the emperor’s dream, and its meaning, and wished to set matters right. He took upon him, by way of deep and ancient magic, the shape of a stag with a white foot, and in this form he ran through the streets of the city until he came to the emperor’s palace and so into the very hall where the emperor sat.

Everywhere there was uproar. People chased the stag as far as the palace, where they waited, not daring to enter. In the hall pots and pans went crashing, and food and drink was scattered to the floor. The stag halted before the emperor and knelt down, laying its mighty head upon the ground. Then – as the story says – it spoke.

‘Leave your pondering, Emperor, for it will not avail you,’ said the stag. ‘You shall never understand your dream until you capture the Wildman who lives in the forest outside this city. He alone can tell you what it means.’

Having said which, the stag leapt away through one of the windows, scattering shards of glass to every side, while all the rest of the shutters and doors in the room crashed shut. By the time they could be opened the stag had vanished, leaving a trail of bewildered guards and citizens behind it.

The emperor was so infuriated by this that he cried out that whoever brought him either the stag or the Wildman should have his very own daughter to wed and, if he was nobly born, half his kingdom and the rest upon his death. At once a number of nobles and knights called for their steeds and weapons and set forth on this strange quest. 

Now at this time there lived many strange creatures in the forest, including many tribes of Wildfolk, who though they seemed of human stock, dressed in leaves, and lived together in houses built from the branches of trees. None knew if they were Pagan or Christian, or how they ordered their lives, but they were fierce and proud, and few dared seek them out.

Grisandole went with those who sought the emperor’s favour through the finding of the particular Wildman. Most gave up within a few days when they could find neither sight nor word of the Stag or the Wildman, but Grisandole continued her search, wending her way, now forward and now back, throughout the length and breadth of the forest.

At length, as she took her ease beneath a great oak tree, the stag appeared before her and spoke: ‘Avenable, you waste your time searching, for you cannot succeed unless you do what I say.’

‘What shall I do?’ asked the girl, wondering that the stag knew her true name.

‘I shall tell you,’ answered the stag. ‘Get fresh meat and salt, milk and honey, and fresh baked bread. Bring with you four strong men, and a boy to turn a roasting spit. Make camp in the heart of the forest, where it is wildest, and set up a table with a linen cloth on it. Roast the meat and set out the table with milk and bread and honey and hide among the bushes until the Wildman comes – for I promise you he shall.’ 

Then the stag leapt away at great speed, leaving Grisandole to wonder if this were some evil trick that was being played upon her. Nevertheless, she decided to follow the creature’s advice, and made her way to a nearby town where she obtained all that it had asked of her and hired the services of four men to carry the food, and a boy to turn the spit.

They repaired to the forest and finding a clearing amid the trees set up camp and laid a fire and set the meats to roast. Soon the savour of the cooking spread through the forest on every side, and Grisandole and her companions hid themselves in the bushes.

They did not have long to wait, for soon there came in sight a wild looking man, clad in leaves, with long matted hair and beard. As he came, he struck the trunks of the trees on either side with a great staff, so that the forest rang with the sound of its blows. When the spit-boy saw him, he was so frightened that he fled, half out of his wits, and the men who Grisandole had hired looked like to follow him; but she spoke sternly to them, bidding them not to be fearful. 

The Wildman, meanwhile, seeing the fire and the table spread with good food, began to sniff and snort and finally sidled up, and snatching the meat in his hands tore at it furiously, dipping it in the milk and honey and slavering like a mad dog.

When he had eaten his fill and was stuffed near to bursting, the Wildman lay down by the fire and fell fast asleep. Then Grisandole and her four companions stole out of the bushes and bound him fast. At once he awoke and began to bellow and cry, but they ignored the noise and put him upon a horse and tied him to it. Then one of the men sat behind him in the saddle and set forth to return to Rome. 

As they rode, the Wildman looked at Gris­an­dole and began to laugh. When questioned he was at first silent, then at length he said: ‘Creature formed of nature, now changed to another form, hold your peace, for nothing more will I say until we stand before the emperor himself.’

Grisandole hid her fear at these words, though she noticed her companions exchanging glances. When they arrived at the gates of Rome and passed within, word soon spread of their coming and the citizens crowded into the streets to see the Wildman, who snarled and gnashed his teeth at them in a most fearsome manner. The crowd grew as Grisandole and her small company approached the emperor’s palace. He, hearing the noise, came out to see what was happening.
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‘Sir,’ said Grisandole. ‘Here is the Wildman you have been wanting to question. I give him to you and wish you joy of him, for to me he has given nothing but trouble.’

The emperor promised to reward his faithful knight and sent for a smith to put the Wildman in chains. But he, standing up straight and speaking in a normal voice, said that there was no need, for he would not try to escape. And as he did so the ropes that bound him fell away.

Thus everyone knew that this was no ordinary creature. 

‘Who are you?’ asked the emperor.

‘That I shall tell you,’ said the Wildman, who looked less wild with every passing moment. (Here you shall hear yet another version of Merlin’s birth, but I must leave it to you to decide which one you choose to believe.) 

‘One day as my mother was returning home, she entered the enchanted Forest of Broceliande. There she became lost and had to spend the night under the trees, and there a Wildman came and lay with her, and begot me upon her, for she was no match for his strength. Next day my mother went home, and in a while found she was with child. She carried me to full term and bore me and had me baptized. But as soon as I might I left her and returned to the forest, for such was the way of my father and I could do nothing else.’

‘Well,’ said the emperor, stroking his chin, ‘I will not put you in irons as long as you promise to help me and do not go hence without my leave.’

To this the Wildman gave his word.

Then Grisandole spoke up and told how he had been captured. ‘He said that he would not speak openly until he stood before you.’

‘Is this true?’ demanded the emperor.

The Wildman nodded.

‘Then speak.’

But the Wildman shook





























[image: ]



OEBPS/font/dantemtstd-italic.otf


OEBPS/images/book01.jpg





OEBPS/images/page02.png





OEBPS/images/pageii.png





OEBPS/images/logo.png
[
-

HarperCollinsPrblishers





OEBPS/font/ITCTiepoloStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/DanteMTStd-Regular.otf


OEBPS/images/img03.png
e





OEBPS/images/img04.png





OEBPS/images/ARMS.png
&





OEBPS/images/img01.png





OEBPS/images/img02.png





OEBPS/images/common.png





OEBPS/images/cover.png
j()h]{‘Mél[th\\'S ‘

WX

o
STIANNES

foreword by ( Neil Gaiman
illustrated by ¢John “I ﬁ)\\'@





OEBPS/images/halftitle.png





OEBPS/images/02_THE_STORY_OF_AVENABLE_-_WILD_MAN.png





OEBPS/images/01_THE_COMING_OF_MERLIN_-_TALIESIN.png





