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INTRODUCTION

 

Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur is the definitive English-language version of the story of King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table. It builds upon over 1,000 years of history, tradition, and lore; was written while Malory himself was in prison; and was one of the earliest English-language books to be printed on a Gutenberg printing press in the fifteenth century. This introduction provides a brief survey of those thousand years, from the historical Arthur himself up to the book’s publication by William Caxton.

An Early History of King Arthur

 

In the year AD 43 the Romans under Emperor Claudius successfully invaded the island of Britain. For the next four centuries they expanded their control over the island, finally establishing Hadrian’s Wall as the northern boundary of the Roman Empire, while looking out toward—but never actually approaching—the western isle of Ireland. By the early fifth century, successive raids of Germanic hordes from the north and east challenged the Roman Empire to such an extent that it was forced to subdivide and shrink. In 410 the Romans abandoned Britain, and the remaining population of Romanized Celts (the indigenous inhabitants of the island) was on its own to face the encroaching bands of Germanic Angles, Saxons, and Jutes.

This was the time of Arthur, the military leader who defended Britain from barbaric invaders.

There is, as one might imagine, precious little information about this savior of Britain. That—plus the fanciful romances that were added to his cycle of tales over the centuries—led many to believe that there never really was a “King Arthur,” that he was merely the stuff of myth and legend. But those tiny scraps of data are, in the end, precious indeed, and the opinion has now shifted to the rather practical stance that the early evidence for the war leader Arthur is much easier to explain if we simply accept that, at some level, the man did exist.

So what is this early evidence of this shadowy king who lived at the fall of the Roman Empire? The earliest mention of Arthur’s name appears in the early seventh-century Welsh epic poem Y Gododdin, attributed to the bard Aneirin. The epic tells the story of how 300 warriors from the land of Gododdin in what is now southern Scotland rode forth to combat an army of invading Angles at the Battle of Cattaeth at the very end of the sixth century. The poem was composed immediately after (c. 600) and passed down orally for centuries until it was written down in the early ninth century. When Aneirin describes the battle prowess of the mighty warrior Gwawrddur, he claims (ll. 971–972):


Gochorai brain du ar fur caer
Cyn ni bai ef Arthur.

(He fed black ravens on the rampart of a fortress
Although he was no Arthur.)



By the beginning of the seventh century, then, Arthur was already known as a great, heroic warrior.

Far more detail, much of it probably trustworthy, comes from the next source on Arthur, the Historia Brittonum (History of the Britons), by Nennius, a monk who lived in Bangor, Wales, in the early ninth century. Nennius provides the earliest history of Arthur’s military exploits in Britain. After the treacherous King Vortigern invited Saxon mercenaries into the land, it was up to Arthur and a contingent of fellow kings to fight them off. Although all the kings were presented as equals, Arthur was nevertheless consistently named war leader—dux bellorum—the equivalent of Agamemnon as anax andrôn (King of Men) in Homer’s Iliad, or the Ard Rí na hÉireann, the High King of Ireland. With a bit of repetition, Nennius tells us in sections 50 and 56 of his Historia:


Arthur along with the kings of Britain fought against them in those days, but Arthur himself was the dux bellorum. The first battle in which he was engaged was at the mouth of the river Gleni. The second, third, fourth, and fifth, were on another river, called Duglas by the Britons, in the region Linuis. The sixth, on the river Bassas. The seventh in the wood Celidon, which the Britons call Cat Coit Celidon. The eighth was near Gurnion castle, where Arthur bore the image of the Holy Virgin, mother of God, upon his shoulders [or, more likely, shield], and through the power of our Lord Jesus Christ, and holy Mary, put the Saxons to flight, and pursued them the whole day with great slaughter. The ninth was at the City of Legion, which is called Caer Llion. The tenth was on the banks of the river Trat Treuroit. The eleventh was on the mountain Breguoin, which we call Cat Bregion. The twelfth was a most severe contest, when Arthur penetrated to the hill of Badon. In this engagement, 940 [or possibly 960] fell by his hand alone.



Nennius’s narrative was augmented by, and eventually bound together with, the Annales Cambriae (The Annals of Wales). Although previously assumed to have been written by Nennius, the author of this piece is unknown. The text itself dates to circa 960–980, but the information contained within it preserves data from earlier chronicles that no longer survive, including many Irish sources. As Ireland was blissfully free from Germanic invasion in the early Dark Ages, much learning and scholarship was preserved there in the fifth through eighth centuries. Concerning Arthur, the Annales have this to say:


AD 516: The Battle of Badon, in which Arthur carried the Cross of our Lord Jesus Christ for three days and three nights on his shoulders [more likely, shield] and the Britons were the victors.

AD 537: The battle of Camlann, in which Arthur and Medraut (Mordred) fell.



Thus far Arthur seems to be a pretty regular kind of king: he fights battles, exaggerates his victories, and occasionally loses. But the early Welsh tradition also preserves some of the earliest magical elements that will come to dominate tales of Arthur and his knights. So much appears in a short Welsh poem called Preiddeu Annwfn, “The Spoils of Annwfn,” transcribed in the Book of Taliesin and dated to approximately 900. Annwfn (pronounced “a-NOON”) is the Welsh otherworld, a combination of the faerie realm and the land of the dead. In this tale, Arthur and his men, an early manifestation of what would become of the “Knights of Camelot,” travel to Annwfn in Arthur’s ship Prydwen, and there find a magical cauldron, warmed by the breath of nine maidens, that promotes poetic inspiration and that refuses to boil the food of a coward. The first aspect is clearly a borrowing from Viking lore, reflecting Óðrerir, the cauldron containing the mead of poetry. In Celtic tradition, cauldrons are typically symbols of plenty (much like a cornucopia), providing abundant food for the worthy, confirming heroic status, and in some instances even returning the dead to life. This is likely the earliest version of the eventual Grail quest.

From the early eleventh century comes the Tale of Culhwch and Olwen (literally “pig-boy” and “flower-girl”), one of the narratives from the Mabinogi, the standard compilation of medieval Welsh mythology and lore. In this typical fairy tale, the youth Culhwch (pronounced “KEEL-hook”) was put under a curse that he could marry no one but Olwen, the daughter of Ysbaddaden Chief-Giant, who was, of course, a giant. Ysbaddaden was not keen on his daughter getting married, primarily because he himself would be beheaded at her nuptials. To discourage potential suitors, Ysbaddaden set up numerous quests to be completed by any potential bridegroom. Culhwch, being desperate, called on King Arthur and his knights to assist him in these forty quests, which included hunting the great boar Twrch Trwyth, and rescuing the young god Mabon son of Modron, who was taken from his mother when he was three nights old. The fulfillment of these tasks by Culhwch, Arthur, and heroes such as Cei (Sir Kay) and Bedwyr (Sir Bedivere) foreshadows the quests, both mundane and mystical, of the Knights of the Round Table.

Before the twelfth century, then, there existed evidence that a war leader fought numerous battles in Britain against invading Saxons, himself presiding at the head of a coalition of fellow kings. His Roman name was Artur(i)us, while the Welsh called him Arthur. Both names derive from the root art(h), which pertains to bears, and thus Arthur may be arth [bear] + (g)wr [hero] = “Bear Warrior,” just as the Gaulish Dea Artio is the “Bear Goddess.” Not a common name in the earlier history of the Celtic islands, “Arthur” grew in popularity starting in the sixth and seventh centuries throughout Britain, Scotland, Wales, and even Ireland. It would appear that by the sixth century Arthur was indeed the “Great King” of the Britons. By the eleventh century, this mortal king acquired mystical attributes, sending him against not only Saxon warriors but Welsh giants.

Geoffrey of Monmouth and the
Historia Regum Britanniae

 

The title “King of Britain” was all fine and well in the early centuries of the Dark Ages, but in the eighth century something happened that upped the ante for all would-be heroic kings: Charlemagne. This great king of the Franks not only ruled over the Germanic kingdom of Francia, but extended his reach throughout Europe, challenged the hegemony of the Roman empress Irene in Byzantium, and became emperor of the new Holy Roman Empire in 800, crowned by Pope Leo III on Christmas Day. King Arthur leading a war party at the Battle of Badon simply could not compete.

And so in the twelfth century Geoffrey of Monmouth wrote his monumental Historia Regum Britanniae (The History of the Kings of Britain), completed in 1136, in which Arthur, king of the Britons, went on to challenge and defeat the emperor of Rome. Geoffrey’s work is significant for creating the first “biography” of Arthur, from his conception through the magical machinations of Merlin, through his conquest of Europe, to his death at the hands of his nephew Mordred (Medraut/Medrawd in Welsh, Mordred/Modred in Cornish), and the transfer of his body to Avalon (from the Irish Emhain Abhlach and Welsh Afallach, pronounced “Even Avlak,” literally “Island of Apples”). All future narratives about Arthur, from Wace and Chrétien de Troyes to Sir Thomas Malory himself, would be based on this foundation established by Geoffrey.

Geoffrey was not an historian. His history of Britain before Arthur is heavily predicated on Virgil’s Aeneid, and how Britain was founded by descendants of the refugees from Troy. Aspects of Roman and Celtic mythology figure heavily. By the time he gets to the age of Arthur’s father Uther Pendragon, Geoffrey avails himself of Welsh sources, including tales from the Mabinogi such as Culhwch and Olwen, and also the Trioedd Ynys Prydain, the Welsh Triads (wisdom literature preserved in sets of threes). The Mabinogi, as noted above, provided details about some of Arthur’s earliest knights and their quests. The Triads provide information about the conflict between Mordred and Arthur, and the fall of Camelot. Thus in Triad 51, “Three Dishonored Men in the Island of Britain,” we read:


The third and worst was Medrawd. When Arthur left with him the governing of Britain, when he himself went across the sea to oppose Lles (Leo I), emperor of Rome (Byzantium) … Medrawd heard that Arthur’s host was dispersed. He turned against Arthur, and the Saxons and the Picts and the Scots united with him to hold this island against Arthur. When Arthur heard this, he turned back with all who survived of his army, and succeeded by violence in landing on this island in opposition to Medrawd. And then there took place the Battle of Camlan between Arthur and Medrawd, and Arthur was himself wounded to death. And from that he died, and was buried in a hall on the Island of Afallach.



To this Geoffrey added two significant elements: the fact that Mordred was Arthur’s nephew, and the addition to the plot of Arthur’s wife Guinevere:


When summer came, Arthur made ready to set out for Rome … when the news was brought to him that his nephew Mordred, in whose care he left Britain, had placed the crown upon his own head. What is more, this treacherous tyrant was living adulterously and out of wedlock with Queen Guinevere, who had broken the vows of her earlier marriage. (Historia Regum Britanniae, xi.1)



These details are highly significant in the Celtic context of the history (or, at least, narrative). According to all later lore, Mordred was Arthur’s nephew through Arthur’s half-sister, called variously Anna, Margawse, or Morgan le Fay. This maternal uncle-nephew pairing was of considerable importance in the Celtic and Germanic societies that gave rise to the Arthurian legends, and typically the closest familial bonds were between such men (rather than between father and son). Thus in the Arthurian tales we see the relationships between Arthur and Sir Gawain (Mordred’s oldest and legitimate brother), King Mark and Tristan, and Sir Perceval and the Grail King; King Conchobar and Cú Chulainn in the Irish tradition; Beowulf and Hrethel in the Anglo-Saxon; and Charlemagne and Roland in the Chansons de Geste. There is some debate as to why this maternal avuncular relationship was so strong. One idea is that the nephew is not under any paternal authority with the uncle, nor will the uncle be “replaced” by the nephew after death, and thus there is little of the animosity between uncle and nephew that these factors create in the father-son relationship. Another possibility is that no man can ever be 100 percent positive that the child coming out of his wife is his own, and thus there is inevitably a bit of ambiguity in the father-son relationship. However, brother and sister come from the same womb, and so the uncle can be certain that he is, in fact, blood kin to his sister’s son, thus forming stronger bonds of kinship. As such, Mordred was Arthur’s legitimate heir. In later traditions, beginning with the thirteenth-century Vulgate Cycle, this maternal uncle-nephew relationship was combined with the more traditional system of father-son succession, and Arthur became, through incest, both uncle and father to Mordred. Malory himself seems to have had considerable difficulties with this relationship. He quite inconsistently described Queen Margawse as both Arthur’s maternal aunt (sister of Igraine) and Arthur’s sister. Arthur had sex with her when she was his aunt (and long since married and moved away such that he did not recognize her), but she becomes his sister when discussing their son. As such, Mordred in Malory is simultaneously Arthur’s son, nephew, and first cousin.

Guinevere herself has an interesting history in Celtic tradition. Her earliest known manifestation is as the Irish princess Finnabhair (meaning “Fair Brow”), the daughter of Queen Medb and King Ailill of Connacht. In the Irish epic Táin Bó Cúailnge (The Cattle Raid of Cooley), Finnabhair’s parents offered her up to whichever warrior would face the great hero Cú Chulainn in single combat. From her earliest origins, then, she was a trophy and a sign of warrior prowess. In Welsh, Finnabhair becomes Gwenhwyfer, and this is the name by which she is known in the Mabinogi. Guinevere/Guenever is a more Latinized spelling, just as it becomes Jennifer in Anglo-Cornish. According to Geoffrey, Guinevere was descended from a noble Roman family, and was raised by the Duke of Cador in Cornwall. Because Guinevere was the most beautiful woman in the land, Arthur claimed her as his wife after his conquest of the island of Britain. When Mordred wants to establish his legitimacy as king, he too tries to claim the ultimate trophy wife.

If Mordred and Guinevere might be understood in well-established Celtic traditions, Geoffrey’s story of Arthur’s conquest of Europe is a bit more difficult to fathom. Two possible role models have been suggested. One is a Roman general named Magnus Maximus. Born in Spain, he was proclaimed Imperator (Latin for “Emperor”) in 383 by legions in Britain. From there he campaigned on the continent, conquered Île de France, and set up an imperial court at Trèves. He went on to conquer Spain and northwestern Africa, and then with British recruits marched on Rome in 387. He was defeated the following year by Emperor Theodosius, but his memory lived on in the hearts of his soldiers when they returned to Brittany in northern France. Another possible precursor of Arthur the Conqueror is Riothamus, a “king of the Britons” recorded in the writings of Late Antique authors Jordanes and Sidonius Apollinaris. According to Jordanes, Riothamus came to Gaul in 468, traveling over the ocean with some 12,000 troops. They stationed themselves north of the Loire River, and there may have helped to campaign against a contingent of Saxons. Later Riothamus and his army proceeded into eastern France, briefly conquering Bourges before being driven off to Burgundy in 470. It was here that he died in the Burgundian territory of Avalon. The name “Riothamus” is actually a title meaning “supreme king.” It is easy to understand how this “supreme king” of the Britons who campaigned in western Europe and died at Avalon came to be caught up in the story of Arthur.

Nevertheless, one must recall that “Emperor” Arthur was a later addition to the tradition, one that was meant to create a hero of equal stature to Charlemagne. The desire to set an Arthurian overlay upon the Carolingian narrative comes across most clearly in the details pursuant on Arthur’s defeat of the Roman emperor as presented in Malory’s later version of the conquest:


But soon after on a Saturday came unto King Arthur all the senators that were left alive, and the noblest cardinals that then dwelt in Rome, and prayed him of peace, and proferred him full large, and besought him as governor to give licence for six weeks for to assemble all the Romans, and then to crown him emperor with chrism as it belongeth to so high estate. I assent, said the king, like as ye have devised, and at Christmas there to be crowned, and to hold my Round Table with my knights as me liketh. And then the senators made ready for his enthronization. And at the day appointed, as the romance telleth, he came into Rome, and was crowned emperor by the pope’s hand.



Just like Charlemagne in the year 800, Arthur was crowned emperor by the pope in Rome on Christmas Day.

The French Response

 

If Arthur was going to steal Charlemagne’s glory in such a fashion, then the French had no choice but to steal it right back, and thus in the twelfth century began the age of the French Arthurian romances. The twelfth century was an ideal time for literary cross-fertilization between the Celtic-speaking cultures of Britain and those speaking the various dialects of Old French in what is now France. For in the mid-twelfth century, Duchess Eleanor of Aquitaine married King Henry II of England. From her court in Poitiers, she brought Oc-speaking troubadours as well as their northern Oïl-speaking brethren the trouvères, the great bards of medieval Europe. For his part, Henry II was not only King of England, but also the Duke of Normandy and Anjou. English and French culture would never be closer.

In this court emerged the Norman poet Wace and the great author of romances Chrétien de Troyes. Wace’s primary contribution to the Arthurian epos was the Round Table. In his poetic Roman de Brut (Story of Brutus, the Trojan refugee who founded Britain, which was subsequently named after him according to Geoffrey of Monmouth), completed in 1155, Guinevere brought as her marriage gift to Arthur the Round Table, at which all of his knights would sit with their king in equality.

Far more innovative was Chrétien de Troyes, who is responsible for the creation of Sir Lancelot du Lac. This almost perfect knight, flawed only by his excessive love of Queen Guinevere, first emerged in the Arthurian epos in Chrétien’s Le Chevalier de la Charrette (The Knight of the Cart), where the chivalrous knight must humble and humiliate himself in a quest to rescue the queen. Chrétien wrote that he received the material for this story from his royal patroness Marie de Champagne, the daughter of Eleanor of Aquitaine and her first husband, Louis VII of France. Both Eleanor and Marie had established “Courts of Love” in France, where the ladies of the court would try cases of romantic love (amour fin) and, if necessary, punish inadequate lovers. It is not surprising, then, that the focus of the Arthurian tales shifts from war and valor in the British sources to love and romance in the French.

What is perhaps more surprising is that Arthur himself starts to fall out of the picture. Beginning with Chrétien, the tales of the Round Table begin to focus almost exclusively on Arthur’s knights. King Arthur himself becomes the roi fainéant, or “lazy king,” the monarch who putters about the castle while his knights go off on adventures. The dux bellorum is reduced to a kind of centerpiece around which the new epics, with their new heroes and quests, take place.

By far the most famous of these quests was the quest for the Holy Grail, no doubt popularized in modern times by the Monty Python movie of that name. As with much of the Arthurian tradition, this is a tale that has its origins in Celtic lore, before being taken over and remade in a French style. As noted above, the earliest, pagan version of the Grail quest appears in the short Welsh poem “The Spoils of Annwfn,” dating to the early tenth century, where the “grail” was actually a magical cauldron of inspiration and fertility. When the tale was Christianized, the grail became either one of the implements used at the Last Supper, or a cup in which Joseph of Arimathea collected the blood of Christ after the Crucifixion. Nevertheless, even into Malory’s day the earlier attributes of the grail were not lost. When a vision of the grail appears to the court at Camelot during a feast on Pentecost in Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur:


And then the king and all estates went home unto Camelot, and so went to evensong to the great minster, and so after upon that to supper, and every knight sat in his own place as they were toforehand. Then anon they heard cracking and crying of thunder, that them thought the place should all to-drive. In the midst of this blast entered a sunbeam more clearer by seven times than ever they saw day, and all they were alighted of the grace of the Holy Ghost … Then there entered into the hall the Holy Grail covered with white samite, but there was none might see it, nor who bare it. And there was all the hall fulfilled with good odours, and every knight had such meats and drinks as he best loved in this world.



So the grail as a provider of good food for valiant knights remained, even in the Christian version.

The story of the quest itself went through various permutations. After the “Spoils of Annwfn” the next Welsh version, dating to the thirteenth century, is “Peredur Son of Efrawg,” one of the three romances contained in the Mabinogi. In this Welsh classic, the hero Peredur, raised by his mother in a wholly feminine environment in an attempt to protect him from the warrior ethos, eventually sees a pair of knights errant and travels to Arthur’s court at Caer Llion to be knighted. In the course of his journeys he visits two of his uncles, his mother’s brothers, the first of whom tells him to mind his manners and never to ask about the meaning of what he sees. When he visits his second uncle, he witnesses an utterly bizarre ritual: Two youths entered the hall carrying a giant spear that was dripping three streams of blood. Upon seeing the bleeding spear, a great lamentation went up in the hall. Following the youths were two maidens carrying a large silver platter upon which was a man’s severed head surrounded by blood. The wailing, as one might imagine, continued. Peredur, remembering his other uncle’s instruction, asked nothing. Many years later when Peredur was back at Arthur’s court, a “loathly lady” entered the hall. She was pitch black with yellow teeth, a giant belly, a hunchback, and sagging skin. She chastised Peredur for his (lack of) actions at the “Castle of Wonders”:


“Peredur, I greet you not, for you do not merit it! When you came to the court of the Lame King, and when you saw there the squire bearing the sharpened spear which had blood running from it from the tip to the squire’s grip, and other marvels besides you saw there, you did not ask after the meaning or cause of them. If you had asked, the king would have had health and the kingdom peace. But now there is strife and battle, and the loss of knights, and women left widowed, and maidens without succor, and all that because of you!”



The “loathly lady” was a common character in the Celtic tradition, known as the Cailleach Bhéirre in Irish or the Cailleach Beinne Bric in Scottish. Her presence continued in English literature as Dame Ragnell in Chaucer’s “The Wife of Bath’s Tale.” (In fact, it is likely that “The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnell” was originally written by Malory.) She appears as a hag who demands a kiss, or even sex, from a knight or king. If he refuses (they usually do), she harms them. If he acquiesces, she turns into a beautiful lady and makes her lover king. As such, her role is that of sovereignty goddess: as a symbol of the land and the beauties and horrors of rulership, she chooses the rightful king and legitimizes his reign. For Peredur, it is this symbol of the land who remonstrates him for failing in his duty to heal that land and its proper king. In the end, Peredur returns to the Castle of Wonders to avenge his uncle and thus heal the land and its king.

By the time of Malory, the pagan underpinnings of the Grail quest were completely overlaid with Christian symbolism. Nevertheless, numerous elements of the original tale endured in Malory’s telling. When Sir Galahad, another French invention who replaced Peredur as the Grail hero, communed with the Grail, the implements he saw, and the actions he performed, echoed the Welsh version:


And there they saw angels; and two bare candles of wax, and the third a towel, and the fourth a spear which bled marvellously, that three drops fell within a box which he held with his other hand. And they set the candles upon the table, and the third the towel upon the vessel, and the fourth the holy spear even upright upon the vessel … And Galahad went anon to the spear which lay upon the table, and touched the blood with his fingers, and came after to the Maimed King and anointed his legs. And therewith he clothed him anon, and started upon his feet out of his bed as a whole man, and thanked Our Lord that He had healed him.



Sir Thomas Malory and Le Morte d’Arthur

 

Sir Thomas Malory of Newbold Revel in Warwickshire was born in 1416 to a noble, land-owning family. There is evidence that he was a member of Parliament in 1445. By 1450, though, a slight change in his personality is detectable, insofar as he began a career of crime that included the attempted murder of the Duke of Buckingham, burglarizing Coombe Abbey, raping the wife of one Henry Smyth, as well as general theft, vandalism, extortion, rustling cattle, and stealing deer. It should come as a surprise to no one that he landed in prison in London by 1452. Over the course of the War of the Roses he was liberated by the Yorkists in 1460, but by 1468 he was back in jail. It was there that he wrote his masterpiece, which he called The Whole Book of King Arthur and of His Noble Knights of the Round Table, but which was later shorted to Le Morte d’Arthur (the title of the final chapter) by the publisher William Caxton.

The book was published by Caxton in 1485, and a pristine copy of this incunabulum (books published within the first fifty years of the invention of the printing press in 1450 by Johannes Gutenberg) still exists in the Pierpont Morgan Library in New York. However, a manuscript version came to light at Winchester College in 1934, a version which now resides in the British Library in London. From this manuscript it became evident that Caxton took a few liberties with the original text. Besides the title, he divided the work into twenty-one books containing 507 chapters, apparently on the grounds that the reading public of the fifteenth century had short attention spans. The original oeuvre as written by Malory had only eight chapters: “The Tale of King Arthur,” “The Tale of King Arthur and the Emperor Lucius,” “The Tale of Sir Lancelot du Lake,” “The Tale of Sir Gareth,” “The Book of Sir Tristram of Lyonesse,” “The Tale of the Sangreal,” “The Book of Sir Lancelot and Queen Guenevere,” and “Le Morte d’Arthur.” All of these are predicated upon the works of Geoffrey of Monmouth and the French poets, and it is clear that Malory had access to an excellent library in that prison. Malory was once again pardoned in 1470, and he died in a state of prosperity on March 14, 1471.

The Illustrations of Aubrey Beardsley

 

The gorgeous illustrations adorning this edition of Le Morte d’Arthur were done by the late Victorian artist Aubrey Beardsley (1872–98), and in fact were the artist’s first commissioned works. Beardsley was a leading, if short-lived, pioneer in the art nouveau movement. His work was heavily influenced by the “Japanomania” prevalent in late nineteenth-century England, and his illustrations reflect especially the Japanese woodcut, or ukiyo-e, style. In true Japanese style, Beardsley often incorporated the grotesque or blatantly erotic in his art, thus making him one of the more scandalous of the art nouveau illustrators. In this, of course, he simply kept pace with contemporaries such as Oscar Wilde. Beardsley died at the tragically young age of twenty-five of tuberculosis. Nevertheless, his art became foundational for the fantasy art genre in the late twentieth century. His work, along with that of Arthur Rackham, continues to inspire modern fantasy artists such as Charles Vess.

Stephanie L. Budin, PhD
Camden, New Jersey
March 6, 2015





BOOK I

 

CHAPTER I

 

How Uther Pendragon sent for the duke of Cornwall and Igraine his wife, and of their departing suddenly again.

It befell in the days of Uther Pendragon, when he was king of all England, and so reigned, that there was a mighty duke in Cornwall that held war against him long time. And the duke was called the Duke of Tintagil. And so by means King Uther sent for this duke, charging him to bring his wife with him, for she was called a fair lady, and a passing wise, and her name was called Igraine.

So when the duke and his wife were come unto the king, by the means of great lords they were accorded both. The king liked and loved this lady well, and he made them great cheer out of measure, and desired to have lain by her. But she was a passing good woman, and would not assent unto the king. And then she told the duke her husband, and said, I suppose that we were sent for that I should be dishonoured; wherefore, husband, I counsel you, that we depart from hence suddenly, that we may ride all night unto our own castle. And in like wise as she said so they departed, that neither the king nor none of his council were ware of their departing. All so soon as King Uther knew of their departing so suddenly, he was wonderly wroth. Then he called to him his privy council, and told them of the sudden departing of the duke and his wife.

Then they advised the king to send for the duke and his wife by a great charge; and if he will not come at your summons, then may ye do your best, then have ye cause to make mighty war upon him. So that was done, and the messengers had their answers; and that was this shortly, that neither he nor his wife would not come at him.

Then was the king wonderly wroth. And then the king sent him plain word again, and bade him be ready and stuff him and garnish him, for within forty days he would fetch him out of the biggest castle that he hath.

When the duke had this warning, anon he went and furnished and garnished two strong castles of his, of the which the one hight Tintagil, and the other castle hight Terrabil. So his wife Dame Igraine he put in the castle of Tintagil, and himself he put in the castle of Terrabil, the which had many issues and posterns out. Then in all haste came Uther with a great host, and laid a siege about the castle of Terrabil. And there he pight many pavilions, and there was great war made on both parties, and much people slain. Then for pure anger and for great love of fair Igraine the king Uther fell sick. So came to the king Uther Sir Ulfius, a noble knight, and asked the king why he was sick. I shall tell thee, said the king, I am sick for anger and for love of fair Igraine, that I may not be whole. Well, my lord, said Sir Ulfius, I shall seek Merlin, and he shall do you remedy, that your heart shall be pleased. So Ulfius departed, and by adventure he met Merlin in a beggar’s array, and there Merlin asked Ulfius whom he sought. And he said he had little ado to tell him. Well, said Merlin, I know whom thou seekest, for thou seekest Merlin; therefore seek no farther, for I am he; and if King Uther will well reward me, and be sworn unto me to fulfil my desire, that shall be his honour and profit more than mine; for I shall cause him to have all his desire. All this will I undertake, said Ulfius, that there shall be nothing reasonable but thou shalt have thy desire. Well, said Merlin, he shall have his intent and desire. And therefore, said Merlin, ride on your way, for I will not be long behind.

CHAPTER II

 

How Uther Pendragon made war on the duke of Cornwall, and how by the mean of Merlin he lay by the duchess and gat Arthur.

Then Ulfius was glad, and rode on more than a pace till that he came to King Uther Pendragon, and told him he had met with Merlin. Where is he? said the king. Sir, said Ulfius, he will not dwell long. Therewithal Ulfius was ware where Merlin stood at the porch of the pavilion’s door. And then Merlin was bound to come to the king. When King Uther saw him, he said he was welcome. Sir, said Merlin, I know all your heart every deal; so ye will be sworn unto me as ye be a true king anointed, to fulfil my desire, ye shall have your desire. Then the king was sworn upon the Four Evangelists. Sir, said Merlin, this is my desire: the first night that ye shall lie by Igraine ye shall get a child on her, and when that is born, that it shall be delivered to me for to nourish there as I will have it; for it shall be your worship, and the child’s avail, as mickle as the child is worth. I will well, said the king, as thou wilt have it. Now make you ready, said Merlin, this night ye shall lie with Igraine in the castle of Tintagil; and ye shall be like the duke her husband, Ulfius shall be like Sir Brastias, a knight of the duke’s, and I will be like a knight that hight Sir Jordanus, a knight of the duke’s. But wait ye make not many questions with her nor her men, but say ye are diseased, and so hie you to bed, and rise not on the morn till I come to you, for the castle of Tintagil is but ten miles hence; so this was done as they devised. But the duke of Tintagil espied how the king rode from the siege of Terrabil, and therefore that night he issued out of the castle at a postern for to have distressed the king’s host. And so, through his own issue, the duke himself was slain or ever the king came at the castle of Tintagil.

So after the death of the duke, King Uther lay with Igraine more than three hours after his death, and begat on her that night Arthur, and on day came Merlin to the king, and bade him make him ready, and so he kissed the lady Igraine and departed in all haste. But when the lady heard tell of the duke her husband, and by all record he was dead or ever King Uther came to her, then she marvelled who that might be that lay with her in likeness of her lord; so she mourned privily and held her peace. Then all the barons by one assent prayed the king of accord betwixt the lady Igraine and him; the king gave them leave, for fain would he have been accorded with her. So the king put all the trust in Ulfius to entreat between them, so by the entreaty at the last the king and she met together. Now will we do well, said Ulfius, our king is a lusty knight and wifeless, and my lady Igraine is a passing fair lady; it were great joy unto us all, an it might please the king to make her his queen. Unto that they all well accorded and moved it to the king. And anon, like a lusty knight, he assented thereto with good will, and so in all haste they were married in a morning with great mirth and joy.

And King Lot of Lothian and of Orkney then wedded Margawse that was Gawaine’s mother, and King Nentres of the land of Garlot wedded Elaine. All this was done at the request of King Uther. And the third sister Morgan le Fay was put to school in a nunnery, and there she learned so much that she was a great clerk of necromancy. And after she was wedded to King Uriens of the land of Gore, that was Sir Ewain’s le Blanchemain’s father.

CHAPTER III

 

Of the birth of King Arthur and of his nurture.

Then Queen Igraine waxed daily greater and greater, so it befell after within half a year, as King Uther lay by his queen, he asked her, by the faith she owed to him, whose was the body; then she sore abashed to give answer. Dismay you not, said the king, but tell me the truth, and I shall love you the better, by the faith of my body. Sir, said she, I shall tell you the truth. The same night that my lord was dead, the hour of his death, as his knights record, there came into my castle of Tintagil a man like my lord in speech and in countenance, and two knights with him in likeness of his two knights Brastias and Jordanus, and so I went unto bed with him as I ought to do with my lord, and the same night, as I shall answer unto God, this child was begotten upon me. That is truth, said the king, as ye say; for it was I myself that came in the likeness, and therefore dismay you not, for I am father of the child; and there he told her all the cause, how it was by Merlin’s counsel. Then the queen made great joy when she knew who was the father of her child.

[image: Images]

Soon came Merlin unto the king, and said, Sir, ye must purvey you for the nourishing of your child. As thou wilt, said the king, be it. Well, said Merlin, I know a lord of yours in this land, that is a passing true man and a faithful, and he shall have the nourishing of your child, and his name is Sir Ector, and he is a lord of fair livelihood in many parts in England and Wales; and this lord, Sir Ector, let him be sent for, for to come and speak with you, and desire him yourself, as he loveth you, that he will put his own child to nourishing to another woman, and that his wife nourish yours. And when the child is born let it be delivered to me at yonder privy postern unchristened. So like as Merlin devised it was done. And when Sir Ector was come he made fiaunce to the king for to nourish the child like as the king desired; and there the king granted Sir Ector great rewards. Then when the lady was delivered, the king commanded two knights and two ladies to take the child, bound in a cloth of gold, and that ye deliver him to what poor man ye meet at the postern gate of the castle. So the child was delivered unto Merlin, and so he bare it forth unto Sir Ector, and made an holy man to christen him, and named him Arthur; and so Sir Ector’s wife nourished him with her own pap.

CHAPTER IV

 

Of the death of King Uther Pendragon.

Then within two years King Uther fell sick of a great malady. And in the meanwhile his enemies usurped upon him, and did a great battle upon his men, and slew many of his people. Sir, said Merlin, ye may not lie so as ye do, for ye must to the field though ye ride on an horse-litter: for ye shall never have the better of your enemies but if your person be there, and then shall ye have the victory. So it was done as Merlin had devised, and they carried the king forth in an horse-litter with a great host towards his enemies. And at St. Albans there met with the king a great host of the North. And that day Sir Ulfius and Sir Brastias did great deeds of arms, and King Uther’s men overcame the Northern battle and slew many people, and put the remnant to flight. And then the king returned unto London, and made great joy of his victory. And then he fell passing sore sick, so that three days and three nights he was speechless: wherefore all the barons made great sorrow, and asked Merlin what counsel were best. There is none other remedy, said Merlin, but God will have his will. But look ye all barons be before King Uther to-morn, and God and I shall make him to speak. So on the morn all the barons with Merlin came to-fore the king; then Merlin said aloud unto King Uther, Sir, shall your son Arthur be king after your days, of this realm with all the appurtenance? Then Uther Pendragon turned him, and said in hearing of them all, I give him God’s blessing and mine, and bid him pray for my soul, and righteously and worshipfully that he claim the crown, upon forfeiture of my blessing; and therewith he yielded up the ghost, and then was he interred as longed to a king. Wherefore the queen, fair Igraine, made great sorrow, and all the barons.

CHAPTER V

 

How Arthur was chosen king, and of wonders and marvels of a sword taken out of a stone by the said Arthur.

Then stood the realm in great jeopardy long while, for every lord that was mighty of men made him strong, and many weened to have been king. Then Merlin went to the Archbishop of Canterbury, and counselled him for to send for all the lords of the realm, and all the gentlemen of arms, that they should to London come by Christmas, upon pain of cursing; and for this cause, that Jesus, that was born on that night, that he would of his great mercy show some miracle, as he was come to be king of mankind, for to show some miracle who should be rightwise king of this realm. So the Archbishop, by the advice of Merlin, sent for all the lords and gentlemen of arms that they should come by Christmas even unto London. And many of them made them clean of their life, that their prayer might be the more acceptable unto God. So in the greatest church of London, whether it were Paul’s or not the French book maketh no mention, all the estates were long or day in the church for to pray. And when matins and the first mass was done, there was seen in the churchyard, against the high altar, a great stone four square, like unto a marble stone; and in midst thereof was like an anvil of steel a foot on high, and therein stuck a fair sword naked by the point, and letters there were written in gold about the sword that said thus:—Whoso pulleth out this sword of this stone and anvil, is rightwise king born of all England. Then the people marvelled, and told it to the Archbishop. I command, said the Archbishop, that ye keep you within your church and pray unto God still, that no man touch the sword till the high mass be all done. So when all masses were done all the lords went to behold the stone and the sword. And when they saw the scripture some assayed, such as would have been king. But none might stir the sword nor move it. He is not here, said the Archbishop, that shall achieve the sword, but doubt not God will make him known. But this is my counsel, said the Archbishop, that we let purvey ten knights, men of good fame, and they to keep this sword. So it was ordained, and then there was made a cry, that every man should assay that would, for to win the sword. And upon New Year’s Day the barons let make a jousts and a tournament, that all knights that would joust or tourney there might play, and all this was ordained for to keep the lords together and the commons, for the Archbishop trusted that God would make him known that should win the sword.

So upon New Year’s Day, when the service was done, the barons rode unto the field, some to joust and some to tourney, and so it happened that Sir Ector, that had great livelihood about London, rode unto the jousts, and with him rode Sir Kay his son, and young Arthur that was his nourished brother; and Sir Kay was made knight at All Hallowmass afore. So as they rode to the jousts-ward, Sir Kay lost his sword, for he had left it at his father’s lodging, and so he prayed young Arthur for to ride for his sword. I will well, said Arthur, and rode fast after the sword, and when he came home, the lady and all were out to see the jousting. Then was Arthur wroth, and said to himself, I will ride to the churchyard, and take the sword with me that sticketh in the stone, for my brother Sir Kay shall not be without a sword this day. So when he came to the churchyard, Sir Arthur alighted and tied his horse to the stile, and so he went to the tent, and found no knights there, for they were at the jousting. And so he handled the sword by the handles, and lightly and fiercely pulled it out of the stone, and took his horse and rode his way until he came to his brother Sir Kay, and delivered him the sword. And as soon as Sir Kay saw the sword, he wist well it was the sword of the stone, and so he rode to his father Sir Ector, and said: Sir, lo here is the sword of the stone, wherefore I must be king of this land. When Sir Ector beheld the sword, he returned again and came to the church, and there they alighted all three, and went into the church. And anon he made Sir Kay swear upon a book how he came to that sword. Sir, said Sir Kay, by my brother Arthur, for he brought it to me. How gat ye this sword? said Sir Ector to Arthur. Sir, I will tell you. When I came home for my brother’s sword, I found nobody at home to deliver me his sword; and so I thought my brother Sir Kay should not be swordless, and so I came hither eagerly and pulled it out of the stone without any pain. Found ye any knights about this sword? said Sir Ector. Nay, said Arthur. Now, said Sir Ector to Arthur, I understand ye must be king of this land. Wherefore I, said Arthur, and for what cause? Sir, said Ector, for God will have it so; for there should never man have drawn out this sword, but he that shall be rightwise king of this land. Now let me see whether ye can put the sword there as it was, and pull it out again. That is no mastery, said Arthur, and so he put it in the stone; wherewithal Sir Ector assayed to pull out the sword and failed.

CHAPTER VI

 

How King Arthur pulled out the sword divers times.

Now assay, said Sir Ector unto Sir Kay. And anon he pulled at the sword with all his might; but it would not be. Now shall ye assay, said Sir Ector to Arthur. I will well, said Arthur, and pulled it out easily. And therewithal Sir Ector knelt down to the earth, and Sir Kay. Alas, said Arthur, my own dear father and brother, why kneel ye to me? Nay, nay, my lord Arthur, it is not so; I was never your father nor of your blood, but I wot well ye are of an higher blood than I weened ye were. And then Sir Ector told him all, how he was betaken him for to nourish him, and by whose commandment, and by Merlin’s deliverance.

Then Arthur made great dole when he understood that Sir Ector was not his father. Sir, said Ector unto Arthur, will ye be my good and gracious lord when ye are king? Else were I to blame, said Arthur, for ye are the man in the world that I am most beholden to, and my good lady and mother your wife, that as well as her own hath fostered me and kept. And if ever it be God’s will that I be king as ye say, ye shall desire of me what I may do, and I shall not fail you; God forbid I should fail you. Sir, said Sir Ector, I will ask no more of you, but that ye will make my son, your foster brother, Sir Kay, seneschal of all your lands. That shall be done, said Arthur, and more, by the faith of my body, that never man shall have that office but he, while he and I live. Therewithal they went unto the Archbishop, and told him how the sword was achieved, and by whom; and on Twelfth-day all the barons came thither, and to assay to take the sword, who that would assay. But there afore them all, there might none take it out but Arthur; wherefore there were many lords wroth, and said it was great shame unto them all and the realm, to be overgoverned with a boy of no high blood born. And so they fell out at that time that it was put off till Candlemas and then all the barons should meet there again; but always the ten knights were ordained to watch the sword day and night, and so they set a pavilion over the stone and the sword, and five always watched. So at Candlemas many more great lords came thither for to have won the sword, but there might none prevail. And right as Arthur did at Christmas, he did at Candlemas, and pulled out the sword easily, whereof the barons were sore aggrieved and put it off in delay till the high feast of Easter. And as Arthur sped before, so did he at Easter; yet there were some of the great lords had indignation that Arthur should be king, and put it off in a delay till the feast of Pentecost.

Then the Archbishop of Canterbury by Merlin’s providence let purvey then of the best knights that they might get, and such knights as Uther Pendragon loved best and most trusted in his days. And such knights were put about Arthur as Sir Baudwin of Britain, Sir Kay, Sir Ulfius, Sir Brastias. All these, with many other, were always about Arthur, day and night, till the feast of Pentecost.

CHAPTER VII

 

How King Arthur was crowned, and how he made officers.

And at the feast of Pentecost all manner of men assayed to pull at the sword that would assay; but none might prevail but Arthur, and pulled it out afore all the lords and commons that were there, wherefore all the commons cried at once, We will have Arthur unto our king, we will put him no more in delay, for we all see that it is God’s will that he shall be our king, and who that holdeth against it, we will slay him. And therewithal they kneeled at once, both rich and poor, and cried Arthur mercy because they had delayed him so long, and Arthur forgave them, and took the sword between both his hands, and offered it upon the altar where the Archbishop was, and so was he made knight of the best man that was there. And so anon was the coronation made. And there was he sworn unto his lords and the commons for to be a true king, to stand with true justice from thenceforth the days of this life. Also then he made all lords that held of the crown to come in, and to do service as they ought to do. And many complaints were made unto Sir Arthur of great wrongs that were done since the death of King Uther, of many lands that were bereaved lords, knights, ladies, and gentlemen. Wherefore King Arthur made the lands to be given again unto them that owned them.

When this was done, that the king had stablished all the countries about London, then he let make Sir Kay seneschal of England; and Sir Baudwin of Britain was made constable; and Sir Ulfius was made chamberlain; and Sir Brastias was made warden to wait upon the north from Trent forwards, for it was that time the most party the king’s enemies. But within few years after Arthur won all the north, Scotland, and all that were under their obeissance. Also Wales, a part of it, held against Arthur, but he overcame them all, as he did the remnant, through the noble prowess of himself and his knights of the Round Table.

CHAPTER VIII

 

How King Arthur held in Wales, at a Pentecost, a great feast, and what kings and lords came to his feast.

Then the king removed into Wales, and let cry a great feast that it should be holden at Pentecost after the incoronation of him at the city of Carlion. Unto the feast came King Lot of Lothian and of Orkney, with five hundred knights with him. Also there came to the feast King Uriens of Gore with four hundred knights with him. Also there came to that feast King Nentres of Garlot, with seven hundred knights with him. Also there came to the feast the king of Scotland with six hundred knights with him, and he was but a young man. Also there came to the feast a king that was called the King with the Hundred Knights, but he and his men were passing well beseen at all points. Also there came the king of Carados with five hundred knights. And King Arthur was glad of their coming, for he weened that all the kings and knights had come for great love, and to have done him worship at his feast; wherefore the king made great joy, and sent the kings and knights great presents. But the kings would none receive, but rebuked the messengers shamefully, and said they had no joy to receive no gifts of a beardless boy that was come of low blood, and sent him word they would none of his gifts, but that they were come to give him gifts with hard swords betwixt the neck and the shoulders: and therefore they came thither, so they told to the messengers plainly, for it was great shame to all them to see such a boy to have a rule of so noble a realm as this land was. With this answer the messengers departed and told to King Arthur this answer. Wherefore, by the advice of his barons, he took him to a strong tower with five hundred good men with him. And all the kings aforesaid in a manner laid a siege to-fore him, but King Arthur was well victualed. And within fifteen days there came Merlin among them into the city of Carlion. Then all the kings were passing glad of Merlin, and asked him, For what cause is that boy Arthur made your king? Sirs, said Merlin, I shall tell you the cause, for he is King Uther Pendragon’s son, born in wedlock, gotten on Igraine, the duke’s wife of Tintagil. Then is he a bastard, they said all. Nay, said Merlin, after the death of the duke, more than three hours, was Arthur begotten, and thirteen days after King Uther wedded Igraine; and therefore I prove him he is no bastard. And who saith nay, he shall be king and overcome all his enemies; and, or he die, he shall be long king of all England, and have under his obeissance Wales, Ireland, and Scotland, and more realms than I will now rehearse. Some of the kings had marvel of Merlin’s words, and deemed well that it should be as he said; and some of them laughed him to scorn, as King Lot; and more other called him a witch. But then were they accorded with Merlin, that King Arthur should come out and speak with the kings, and to come safe and to go safe, such surance there was made. So Merlin went unto King Arthur, and told him how he had done, and bade him fear not, but come out boldly and speak with them, and spare them not, but answer them as their king and chieftain; for ye shall overcome them all, whether they will or nill.

CHAPTER IX

 

Of the first war that King Arthur had, and how he won the field.

Then King Arthur came out of his tower, and had under his gown a jesseraunt of double mail, and there went with him the Archbishop of Canterbury, and Sir Baudwin of Britain, and Sir Kay, and Sir Brastias: these were the men of most worship that were with him. And when they were met there was no meekness, but stout words on both sides; but always King Arthur answered them, and said he would make them to bow an he lived. Wherefore they departed with wrath, and King Arthur bade keep them well, and they bade the king keep him well. So the king returned him to the tower again and armed him and all his knights. What will ye do? said Merlin to the kings; ye were better for to stint, for ye shall not here prevail though ye were ten times so many. Be we well advised to be afeared of a dream-reader? said King Lot. With that Merlin vanished away, and came to King Arthur, and bade him set on them fiercely; and in the meanwhile there were three hundred good men, of the best that were with the kings, that went straight unto King Arthur, and that comforted him greatly. Sir, said Merlin to Arthur, fight not with the sword that ye had by miracle, till that ye see ye go unto the worse, then draw it out and do your best. So forthwithal King Arthur set upon them in their lodging. And Sir Baudwin, Sir Kay, and Sir Brastias slew on the right hand and on the left hand that it was marvel; and always King Arthur on horseback laid on with a sword, and did marvellous deeds of arms, that many of the kings had great joy of his deeds and hardiness.

Then King Lot brake out on the back side, and the King with the Hundred Knights, and King Carados, and set on Arthur fiercely behind him. With that Sir Arthur turned with his knights, and smote behind and before, and ever Sir Arthur was in the foremost press till his horse was slain underneath him. And therewith King Lot smote down King Arthur. With that his four knights received him and set him on horseback. Then he drew his sword Excalibur, but it was so bright in his enemies’ eyes, that it gave light like thirty torches. And therewith he put them a-back, and slew much people. And then the commons of Carlion arose with clubs and staves and slew many knights; but all the kings held them together with their knights that were left alive, and so fled and departed. And Merlin came unto Arthur, and counselled him to follow them no further.

CHAPTER X

 

How Merlin counselled King Arthur to send for King Ban and King Bors, and of their counsel taken for the war.

So after the feast and journey, King Arthur drew him unto London, and so by the counsel of Merlin, the king let call his barons to council, for Merlin had told the king that the six kings that made war upon him would in all haste be awroke on him and on his lands. Wherefore the king asked counsel at them all. They could no counsel give, but said they were big enough. Ye say well, said Arthur; I thank you for your good courage, but will ye all that loveth me speak with Merlin? ye know well that he hath done much for me, and he knoweth many things, and when he is afore you, I would that ye prayed him heartily of his best advice. All the barons said they would pray him and desire him. So Merlin was sent for, and fair desired of all the barons to give them best counsel. I shall say you, said Merlin, I warn you all, your enemies are passing strong for you, and they are good men of arms as be alive, and by this time they have gotten to them four kings more, and a mighty duke; and unless that our king have more chivalry with him than he may make within the bounds of his own realm, an he fight with them in battle, he shall be overcome and slain. What were best to do in this cause? said all the barons. I shall tell you, said Merlin, mine advice; there are two brethren beyond the sea, and they be kings both, and marvellous good men of their hands; and that one hight King Ban of Benwick, and that other hight King Bors of Gaul, that is France. And on these two kings warreth a mighty man of men, the King Claudas, and striveth with them for a castle, and great war is betwixt them. But this Claudas is so mighty of goods whereof he getteth good knights, that he putteth these two kings most part to the worse; wherefore this is my counsel, that our king and sovereign lord send unto the kings Ban and Bors by two trusty knights with letters well devised, that an they will come and see King Arthur and his court, and so help him in his wars, that he will be sworn unto them to help them in their wars against King Claudas. Now, what say ye unto this counsel? said Merlin. This is well counselled, said the king and all the barons.

Right so in all haste there were ordained to go two knights on the message unto the two kings. So were there made letters in the pleasant wise according unto King Arthur’s desire. Ulfius and Brastias were made the messengers, and so rode forth well horsed and well armed and as the guise was that time, and so passed the sea and rode toward the city of Benwick. And there besides were eight knights that espied them, and at a strait passage they met with Ulfius and Brastias, and would have taken them prisoners; so they prayed them that they might pass, for they were messengers unto King Ban and Bors sent from King Arthur. Therefore, said the eight knights, ye shall die or be prisoners, for we be knights of King Claudas. And therewith two of them dressed their spears, and Ulfius and Brastias dressed their spears, and ran together with great raundom. And Claudas’ knights brake their spears, and theirs to-held and bare the two knights out of their saddles to the earth, and so left them lying, and rode their ways. And the other six knights rode afore to a passage to meet with them again, and so Ulfius and Brastias smote other two down, and so passed on their ways. And at the fourth passage there met two for two, and both were laid unto the earth; so there was none of the eight knights but he was sore hurt or bruised. And when they come to Benwick it fortuned there were both kings, Ban and Bors.

And when it was told the kings that there were come messengers, there were sent unto them two knights of worship, the one hight Lionses, lord of the country of Payarne, and Sir Phariance a worshipful knight. Anon they asked from whence they came, and they said from King Arthur, king of England; so they took them in their arms and made great joy each of other. But anon, as the two kings wist they were messengers of Arthur’s, there was made no tarrying, but forthwith they spake with the knights, and welcomed them in the faithfullest wise, and said they were most welcome unto them before all the kings living; and therewith they kissed the letters and delivered them. And when Ban and Bors understood the letters, then they were more welcome than they were before. And after the haste of the letters they gave them this answer, that they would fulfil the desire of King Arthur’s writing, and Ulfius and Brastias, tarry there as long as they would, they should have such cheer as might be made them in those marches. Then Ulfius and Brastias told the kings of the adventure at their passages of the eight knights. Ha! ah! said Ban and Bors, they were my good friends. I would I had wist of them; they should not have escaped so. So Ulfius and Brastias had good cheer and great gifts, as much as they might bear away; and had their answer by mouth and by writing, that those two kings would come unto Arthur in all the haste that they might. So the two knights rode on afore, and passed the sea, and came to their lord, and told him how they had sped, whereof King Arthur was passing glad. At what time suppose ye the two kings will be here? Sir, said they, afore All Hallowmass. Then the king let purvey for a great feast, and let cry a great jousts. And by All Hallowmass the two kings were come over the sea with three hundred knights well arrayed both for the peace and for the war. And King Arthur met with them ten mile out of London, and there was great joy as could be thought or made. And on All Hallowmass at the great feast, sat in the hall the three kings, and Sir Kay seneschal served in the hall, and Sir Lucas the butler, that was Duke Corneus’ son, and Sir Griflet, that was the son of Cardol, these three knights had the rule of all the service that served the kings. And anon, as they had washen and risen, all knights that would joust made them ready; by then they were ready on horseback there were seven hundred knights. And Arthur, Ban, and Bors, with the Archbishop of Canterbury, and Sir Ector, Kay’s father, they were in a place covered with cloth of gold like an hall, with ladies and gentlewomen, for
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