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I
____________

How Arthur and Gawain went to war and rode into the East.



	Arthur eastward   in arms purposed
	 



	his war to wage   on the wild marches,
	 



	over seas sailing   to Saxon lands,
	 



	from the Roman realm   ruin defending.
	 



	Thus the tides of time   to turn backward
	5



	and the heathen to humble,   his hope urged him,
	 



	that with harrying ships   they should hunt no more
	 



	on the shining shores   and shallow waters
	 



	of South Britain,   booty seeking.
	 



	As when the earth dwindles   in autumn days
	10






	and soon to its setting   the sun is waning
	 



	under mournful mist,   then a man will lust
	 



	for work and wandering,   while yet warm floweth
	 



	blood sun-kindled,   so burned his soul
	 



	after long glory   for a last assay
	15



	of pride and prowess,   to the proof setting
	 



	will unyielding   in war with fate.
	 



	So fate fell-woven   forward drave him,
	 



	and with malice Mordred   his mind hardened,
	 



	saying that war was wisdom   and waiting folly.
	20



	‘Let their fanes be felled   and their fast places
	 



	bare and broken,   burned their havens,
	 



	and isles immune   from march of arms
	 



	or Roman reign   now reek to heaven
	 



	in fires of vengeance!   Fell thy hand is,
	25






	fortune follows thee—fare and conquer!
	 



	And Britain the blessed,   thy broad kingdom,
	 



	I will hold unharmed   till thy home-coming.
	 



	Faithful hast thou found me.   But what foe dareth
	 



	war here to wake   or the walls assail
	30



	of this island-realm   while Arthur liveth,
	 



	if the Eastern wolf   in his own forest
	 



	at last embayed   must for life battle?’
	 



	So Mordred spake,   and men praised him,
	 



	Gawain guessed not   guile or treason
	35



	in this bold counsel;   he was for battle eager,
	 



	in idle ease   the evil seeing
	 



	that had rent asunder   the Round Table.
	 



	 	 



	Thus Arthur in arms   eastward journeyed,
	 



	and war awoke   in the wild regions.
	40






	Halls and temples   of the heathen kings
	 



	his might assailed   marching in conquest
	 



	from the mouths of the Rhine   o’er many kingdoms.
	 



	Lancelot he missed;   Lionel and Ector,
	 



	Bors and Blamore   to battle came not;
	45



	yet mighty lords   remained by him:
	 



	Bediver and Baldwin,   Brian of Ireland,
	 



	Marrac and Meneduc   from their mountain-towers;
	 



	Errac, and Iwain   of Urien’s line
	 



	that was king in Reged;   Cedivor the strong
	50



	and the queen’s kinsman   Cador the hasty.
	 



	Greatest was Gawain,   whose glory waxed
	 



	as times darkened,   true and dauntless,
	 



	among knights peerless   ever anew proven,
	 



	defence and fortress   of a falling world.
	55



	As in last sortie   from leaguered city
	 



	so Gawain led them.   As a glad trumpet
	 



	his voice was ringing   in the van of Arthur;
	 



	as a burning brand   his blade wielded
	 



	before the foremost   flashed as lightning.
	60






	 	 



	Foes before them,   flames behind them,
	 



	ever east and onward   eager rode they,
	 



	and folk fled them   as the face of God,
	 



	till earth was empty,   and no eyes saw them,
	 



	and no ears heard them   in the endless hills,
	65



	save bird and beast   baleful haunting
	 



	the lonely lands.   Thus at last came they
	 



	to Mirkwood’s margin   under mountain-shadows:
	 



	waste was behind them,   walls before them;
	 



	on the houseless hills   ever higher mounting
	70



	vast, unvanquished,   lay the veiled forest.
	 



	Dark and dreary   were the deep valleys,
	 



	where limbs gigantic   of lowering trees
	 



	in endless aisles   were arched o’er rivers
	 



	flowing down afar   from fells of ice.
	75



	Among ruinous rocks   ravens croaking
	 



	eagles answered   in the air wheeling;
	 



	wolves were howling   on the wood’s border.
	 



	Cold blew the wind,   keen and wintry,
	 



	in rising wrath   from the rolling forest
	80






	among roaring leaves.   Rain came darkly,
	 



	and the sun was swallowed   in sudden tempest.
	 



	 	 



	The endless East   in anger woke,
	 



	and black thunder   born in dungeons
	 



	under mountains of menace   moved above them.
	85



	Halting doubtful   there on high saw they
	 



	wan horsemen wild   in windy clouds
	 



	grey and monstrous   grimly riding
	 



	shadow-helmed to war,   shapes disastrous.
	 



	Fierce grew the blast.   Their fair banners
	90



	from their staves were stripped.   Steel no longer,
	 



	gold nor silver   nor gleaming shield
	 



	light reflected   lost in darkness,
	 



	while phantom foes   with fell voices
	 



	in the gloom gathered.   Gawain loudly
	95



	cried as a clarion.   Clear went his voice
	 



	in the rocks ringing   above roaring wind
	 



	and rolling thunder:   ‘Ride, forth to war,
	 



	ye hosts of ruin,   hate proclaiming!
	 



	Foes we fear not,   nor fell shadows
	100






	of the dark mountains   demon-haunted!
	 



	Hear now ye hills   and hoar forest,
	 



	ye awful thrones   of olden gods
	 



	huge and hopeless,   hear and tremble!
	 



	From the West comes war   that no wind daunteth,
	105



	might and purpose   that no mist stayeth;
	 



	lord of legions,   light in darkness,
	 



	east rides Arthur!’   Echoes were wakened.
	 



	The wind was stilled.   The walls of rock
	 



	‘Arthur’ answered.
	 



	                                    There evening came
	110



	with misty moon   moving slowly
	 



	through the wind-wreckage   in the wide heavens,
	 



	where strands of storm   among the stars wandered.
	 



	Fires were flickering,   frail tongues of gold
	 



	under hoary hills.   In the huge twilight
	115



	gleamed ghostly-pale,   on the ground rising
	 



	like elvish growths   in autumn grass
	 



	in some hollow of the hills   hid from mortals,
	 



	the tents of Arthur.
	 



	                                  Time wore onward.	 



	Day came darkly,   dusky twilight
	120






	over gloomy heights   glimmering sunless;
	 



	in the weeping air   the wind perished.
	 



	Dead silence fell.   Out of deep valleys
	 



	fogs unfurling   floated upward;
	 



	dim vapours drowned,   dank and formless,
	125



	the hills under heaven,   the hollow places
	 



	in a fathomless sea   foundered sunken.
	 



	Trees looming forth   with twisted arms,
	 



	like weeds under water   where no wave moveth,
	 



	out of mist menaced   man forwandered.
	130



	Cold touched the hearts   of the host encamped
	 



	on Mirkwood’s margin   at the mountain-roots.
	 



	They felt the forest   though the fogs veiled it;
	 



	their fires fainted.   Fear clutched their souls,
	 



	waiting watchful   in a world of shadow
	135



	for woe they knew not,   no word speaking.
	 



	 	 



	Far and faintly   ere the fall of eve
	 



	they heard a horn   in the hills trembling,
	 



	forlorn and lonely,   like lost voices
	 



	out of night at sea.   Nearer it sounded.
	140



	Now hoofs they heard,   a horse neighing,
	 



	watchmen calling.   Woe had found them.
	 






	From the West came word,   winged and urgent,
	 



	of war assailing   the walls of Britain.
	 



	Lo! Cradoc was come   the king seeking
	145



	down perilous ways   their path trailing
	 



	from the mouths of the Rhine   o’er many kingdoms
	 



	grimly riding.   Neither grey shadows
	 



	nor mist stayed him   mighty-hearted.
	 



	Haggard and hungry   by his horse standing
	150



	to Arthur told he   evil tidings:
	 



	‘Too long my lord   from your land ye tarry!
	 



	While war ye wage   on the wild peoples
	 



	in the homeless East,   a hundred chiefs
	 



	their seahorses   swift and deadly
	155



	have harnessed in havens   of the hidden islands.
	 



	Dragon-prowed they drive   over dark billows;
	 



	on shores unguarded   shields are gleaming
	 



	and black banners   borne amid trumpets.
	 



	Wild blow the winds   of war in Britain!
	160



	York is leaguered,   yielded Lincoln;
	 



	unto Kent kindled   the coast blazeth.
	 



	Hither have I hardly   hunted riding
	 



	on the sea pursued   to your side hastened,
	 



	treason to tell you.   Trust not Mordred!
	165



	He is false to faith,   your foes harbours,
	 



	with lords of Lochlan   league he maketh,
	 



	out of Almain and Angel   allies hireth,
	 



	coveting the kingdom,   to the crown reaching
	 



	hands unholy.   Haste now westward!’
	170




 

*



	A while then Arthur   white with anger
	 



	there sat in silence.   Thus sudden fortune
	 



	had turned and betrayed him.   In twenty battles
	 



	he had fought and conquered;   his foes were scattered,
	 



	neath his hand were humbled   heathen chieftains.
	175



	Now from hope’s summit   headlong falling
	 



	his heart foreboded   that his house was doomed,
	 



	the ancient world   to its end falling,
	 



	and the tides of time   turned against him.
	 



	 	 



	Swift then sent he   to summon Gawain
	180



	bold in counsel.   Bitter words he spake;
	 



	the evil tidings   all he told him.
	 



	‘Now for Lancelot   I long sorely,
	 



	and we miss now most   the mighty swords
	 



	of Ban’s kindred.   Best meseemeth
	185



	swift word to send,   service craving
	 



	to their lord of old.   To this leagued treason
	 



	we must power oppose,   proud returning
	 



	with matchless might   Mordred to humble.’
	 



	 	 



	Gawain answered   grave and slowly:
	190



	‘Best meseemeth   that Ban’s kindred
	 



	abide in Benwick   and this black treason
	 



	favour nor further—yet I fear the worse:
	 



	thou wilt find thy friends   as foes meet thee.
	 



	If Lancelot   hath loyal purpose
	195



	let him prove repentance,   his pride forgoing,
	 



	uncalled coming   when his king needeth!
	 



	But fainer with fewer   faithfulhearted
	 



	would I dare danger,   than with doubtful swords
	 



	and tarnished shields   of truant lieges
	200



	our muster swell.   Why more need we?
	 



	Though thou legions levy   through the lands of Earth,
	 



	fay or mortal,   from the Forest’s margin
	 



	to the Isle of Avalon,   armies countless,
	 



	never and nowhere   knights more puissant,
	205



	nobler chivalry   of renown fairer,
	 



	mightier manhood   under moon or sun
	 



	shall be gathered again   till graves open.
	 



	Here free unfaded   is the flower of time
	 



	that men shall remember   through the mist of years
	210



	as a golden summer   in the grey winter.
	 



	And Gawain hast thou.   May God keep us
	 



	in hope allied,   heart united,
	 



	as the kindred blood   in our bodies courseth,
	 



	Arthur and Gawain!   Evil greater
	215



	hath fled aforetime   that we faced together.
	 



	Now in haste is hope!   While hate lingers,
	 



	and uncertain counsel   secret ponders,
	 



	as wroth as wind   let us ride westward,
	 



	and sail over sea   with sudden vengeance!’
	220




 

*


II
____________

How the Frisian ship brought news, and Mordred gathered his host and went to Camelot seeking the queen.



	Dark wind came driving   over deep water,
	 



	from the South sweeping   surf upon the beaches,
	 



	a roaring sea   rolling endless
	 



	huge hoarcrested   hills of thunder.
	 



	The world darkened.   Wan rode the moon
	5



	through stormy clouds   streaming northward.
	 






	 	 



	From France came flying   a fleet vessel
	 



	dark and dragon-prowed,   dreadly carven,
	 



	sable-shrouded,    on the sea leaping,
	 



	by the waves hunted   as a wild creature       
	10



	among hungry hounds.   The horns of the wind
	 



	were its mort blowing.   Men were calling,
	 



	to their gods crying   with grim voices,
	 



	as it rode to wreck   with riven timbers
	 



	in the mouths of the sea.   The moon glittered       
	15






	in the glaring eyes   upon their grey faces
	 



	death outstaring.   Doom o’ercame them.
	 



	 	 



	Mordred was waking.   His mind wandered
	 



	in dark counsels   deep and secret.
	 



	From a window looked he   in western tower:       
	20



	drear and doubtful   day was breaking,
	 



	grey light glimmered   behind gates of cloud.
	 



	About the walls of stone   wind was flowing;
	 



	sea sighed below,   surging, grinding.
	 



	He heard nor heeded:   his heart returned       
	25






	to its long thraldom   lust-tormented,
	 



	to Guinever the golden   with gleaming limbs,
	 



	as fair and fell   as fay-woman
	 



	in the world walking   for the woe of men
	 



	no tear shedding.   Towers might he conquer,       
	30



	and thrones o’erthrow   yet the thought quench not.
	 



	 	 



	In her blissful bower   on bed of silver
	 



	softly slept she   on silken pillows
	 



	with long hair loosened,   lightly breathing,
	 



	in fragrant dreams   fearless wandering,       
	35






	of pity and repentance   no pain feeling,
	 



	in the courts of Camelot   queen and peerless,
	 



	queen unguarded.   Cold blew the wind.
	 



	His bed was barren;   there black phantoms
	 



	of desire unsated   and savage fury       
	40



	in his brain had brooded   till bleak morning.
	 



	 	 



	A stair he mounted   steeply winding
	 



	to walls embattled   well-wrought of stone.
	 



	O’er the weeping world   waking coldly
	 



	he leant and laughed,   lean and tearless.       
	45



	Cocks were crowing.   Clamour rose at gate.
	 



	Servants sought him   soft-foot running
	 



	through hall and bower   hunting swiftly.
	 



	His eager squire   Ivor hailed him
	 



	by the dungeon-stair   at the door standing:       
	50



	‘Lord! Come below!   Why alone walk ye?
	 



	Tidings await you!   Time is spared us
	 



	too short for shrift.   A ship is landed!’
	 



	 	 



	Mordred came then;   and men trembled
	 



	at his dark visage   drenched with water;       
	55



	wind-tossed his hair,   and his words grated:
	 



	‘Do ye ransack with rabble   this royal castle,
	 



	Because a ship from storm   to shore flieth?’
	 



	Ivor him answered:   ‘On your errand hasting
	 



	the Frisian captain   from France cometh       
	60



	on wings of wind,   his word keeping,
	 



	fate defying.   Fate hath conquered.
	 



	His ship is broken   on the shore lying;
	 



	at the door of death   he doomed lingers.
	 



	All else are dead.’   At early day       
	65



	the red rover   the rings of gold
	 



	repayed to his patron,   ere he passed to hell;
	 



	shrift he sought not,   nor shaven priest,
	 



	his latest words   to his lord speaking:
	 



	‘Cradoc the accurséd   to the king flying       
	70



	through thy net slipping   news untimely
	 



	east to Almain   ere the hour was ripe
	 



	hath brought from Britain.   Bare is thy counsel;
	 



	in Arthur’s ears   all is rumoured
	 



	of thy deeds and purpose.   Dark his anger.       
	75



	He hastens home, and his   host summons,
	 



	from the Roman marches   riding as tempest.
	 



	Nine thousand knights   draw near the sea;
	 



	on northern waves   his navy lies,
	 



	Whitesand with boats,   wherries and barges       
	80



	shipwrights’ hammers,   shouting seamen,
	 



	ringing armour,   riders hasting,
	 



	is loud and thronging.   Look ye to it!
	 



	Shining on bulwarks   shields are hanging
	 



	blazoned in blood-red   foreboding war.       
	85



	On the waves they wait   and the wind’s fury;
	 



	lean hounds at leash   longships are tugging
	 



	on heaving hawsers.   Haste now eastward!’
	 



	 	 



	Radbod the Red,   rover fearless,
	 



	heathen-hearted    to hate faithful,       
	90



	died as his doom was.   Dark was the morning.
	 



	To sea they cast him,   of his soul recked not
	 



	that walks in the waters,   wandering homeless.
	 



	 	 



	Wild rode the wind   through the West country.
	 



	Banners were blowing,   black was the raven       
	95



	they bore as blazon.   Blaring of trumpets,
	 



	neighing of horses,   gnashing of armour,
	 



	in the hoar hollows   of the hills echoed.
	 



	Mordred was marching;   messengers speeding
	 



	northward and eastward   the news bearing       
	100



	through the land of Logres.   Lords and chieftains
	 



	to his side he summoned   swift to hasten
	 



	their tryst keeping,   true to Mordred,
	 



	faithful in falsehood,   foes of Arthur,
	 



	lovers of treason,   lightly purchased       
	105



	followers of fortune,   and freebooters
	 



	of Erin and Alban   and East-Sassoin,
	 



	of Almain and Angel   and the isles of mist;
	 



	the crows of the coast   and the cold marshes.
	 



	 	 



	He came to Camelot,   the queen seeking.       
	110



	Fiercely heard she   his feet hasten
	 



	with striding steps   the stair climbing.
	 



	To her bower came he.   With burning eyes
	 



	by the door he stood   darkly gazing.
	 



	She sat silent   no sign giving       
	115



	at the wide window.   Wan gleamed the day
	 



	in her bright tresses   bleakly golden.
	 



	Grey her eyes were   as a glittering sea;
	 



	glass-clear and chill   they his glance challenged
	 



	proud and pitiless.   But pale her cheek       
	120



	for heart misgave her,   as one that hounds tameth
	 



	to follow her feet   and fawn at hand,
	 



	when wolf unawares   walks among them.
	 



	 	 



	Then spake Mordred   with his mouth smiling:
	 



	‘Hail! Lady of Britain!   It is long sitting       
	125



	alone lordless   in loveless days,
	 



	a kingless queen   in courts that echo
	 



	to no noise of knighthood.   Yet never shalt thou
	 



	on earth hereafter   thine hours barren
	 



	and life find loveless.   Nor less than queen       
	130



	with dimmed glory   thy days revile
	 



	though chances change—if thou choose aright.
	 



	A king courts thee   his crown to share,
	 



	his love offering   and loyal service.’
	 



	 	 



	Gravely Guinever   again answered:       
	135



	‘Thou callest thee king,   and of crown speakest –
	 



	in his lieu ‘twas lent thee   by thy liege-master,
	 



	who liveth yet and reigneth,   though long absent.
	 



	For thy love I thank thee   and loyal service,
	 



	though due I deem it   from dear nephew       
	140



	to Arthur’s queen.’   Then her eyes wavered,
	 



	and he set her beside him,   seized her fiercely.
	 



	Grim words he spake—Guinever trembled:
	 



	‘Now never again   from northern wars
	 



	shall Arthur enter   this island realm,       
	145



	nor Lancelot du Lake   love remembering
	 



	to thy tryst return!   Time is changing;
	 



	the West waning,   a wind rising
	 



	in the waxing East.   The world falters.
	 



	New tides are running   in the narrow waters.       
	150



	False or faithful,   only fearless man
	 



	shall ride the rapids   from ruin snatching
	 



	power and glory.   I purpose so.
	 



	Thou at my side shall lie,   slave or lady,
	 



	as thou wilt or wilt not,   wife or captive.       
	155



	This treasure take I,   ere towers crumble,
	 



	and thrones are o’erturned,   thirst first will I slake.
	 



	I will be king after   and crowned with gold.’
	 



	 	 



	Then the queen took counsel   in her cold bosom
	 



	between fear and prudence;   feigning wonder,       
	160



	softly after silence   she dissembling spake:
	 



	‘My lord, unlooked-for   were thy love-speeches,
	 



	and this eager suit   thou urgest now;
	 



	new thoughts arise   needing counsel!
	 



	Delay allow me   and a little respite       
	165



	ere thou ask my answer!   Should Arthur come,
	 



	my plight were perilous.   Could thou proof show me
	 



	that thou wilt ride over ruin,   wresting kingship
	 



	from troublous times,   troth were plighted
	 



	with briefer counsel.’   Bitterly laughed he:       
	170



	‘What proof of power   shall prisoner seek,
	 



	captive of captor?   Be I king or earl,
	 



	’twixt bride and bond   brief be the choosing!
	 



	Needs must tonight   that I know thy mind;
	 



	longer I grant not.’   Then his leave took he.       
	175



	Fierce and hasty   his feet echoed
	 



	with striding steps   on the stone pavement.
	 



	 	 



	Night came slowly.   The naked moon
	 



	slipped sudden forth   from swathing clouds
	 



	torn by tempest,   in a tarn of stars       
	180



	swam serenely.   Riding swiftly
	 



	horsemen hastened.   Hooves were beating,
	 



	steel-pointed spears   stung with silver.
	 



	Long leagues behind   in a low valley
	 



	the lights of Camelot   lessened and faded;       
	185



	before lay forest   and the far marches,
	 



	dark roads and dim.   Dread pursued them.
	 



	Wolf had wakened   in the woods stalking,
	 



	and the hind hardly   from hiding driven
	 



	her foe had fled,   fear-bewildered,       
	190



	cowed and hunted,   once queen of herds
	 



	for whom harts majestic   in horned combat
	 



	had fought fiercely.   So fled she now,
	 



	Guinevere the fair   in grey mantled,
	 



	cloaked in darkness,   from the courts stealing.       
	195



	Few faithful men   her flight aided,
	 



	folk that followed her   in former days,
	 



	when from Leodegrance   to Logres rode
	 



	bride to bridegroom   brave and golden
	 



	in mighty Arthur’s   morning glory.       
	200



	Now to lonely towers,   land deserted,
	 



	where Leodegrance   once long ago
	 



	at the Round Table   regal feasted,
	 



	she hastened home   to harbour cold,
	 



	hiding uncertain.   In her heart darkly       
	205



	she thought of Lancelot,   should he learn afar
	 



	of her woe and wandering   by wolf hunted.
	 



	If the king were conquered,   and the crows feasted,
	 



	would he come at her call,   queen and lady
	 



	riding to rescue?   Then from ruin haply       
	210



	were gladness wrested.   Guinevere the fair,
	 



	not Mordred only,   should master chance
	 



	and the tides of time   turn to her purpose.
	 




 

*


III
____________

Of Sir Lancelot, who abode in Benwick.



	In the South from sleep   to swift fury
	 



	a storm was stirred,   striding northward
	 



	over leagues of water   loud with thunder
	 



	and roaring rain   it rushed onward.
	 



	Their hoary heads   hills and mountains       
	5



	tossed in tumult   on the towering seas.
	 



	On Benwick’s beaches   breakers pounding
	 



	ground gigantic   grumbling boulders
	 



	with ogre anger.   The air was salt
	 



	with spume and spindrift   splashed to vapour.       
	10






	 	 



	There Lancelot   over leagues of sea
	 



	in heaving welter   from a high window
	 



	looked and wondered   alone musing.
	 



	Dark slowly fell.   Deep his anguish.
	 



	He his lord betrayed   to love yielding,       
	15



	and love forsaking   lord regained not;
	 



	faith was refused him   who had faith broken,
	 



	by leagues of sea   from love sundered.
	 



	 	 



	Sir Lancelot,   Lord of Benwick
	 



	of old was the noblest   knight of Arthur,       
	20






	among sons of kings   kingly seeming,
	 



	deemed most daring,   in deeds of arms
	 



	all surpassing,   eagerhearted;
	 



	among folk whose beauty   as a flower blossomed
	 



	in face the fairest,   formed in manhood       
	25



	strong and gracious,   steel well-tempered.
	 



	White his hue was;   his hair raven,
	 



	dark and splendid;   dark his eyes were.
	 



	Gold was Gawain,   gold as sunlight,
	 



	but grey his eyes were   gleaming keenly;       
	30






	his mood sterner.   By men holden
	 



	almost equal   envy he knew not,
	 



	peer and peerless   praising justly,
	 



	but to his lord alone   his love giving;
	 



	no man nor woman   in his mind holding       
	35



	dearer than Arthur.   Daily watchful
	 



	the Queen he doubted,   ere the cold shadow
	 



	on her great glory   grey had fallen.
	 



	 	 



	To Lancelot   her love gave she,
	 



	in his great glory   gladness finding.       
	40






	To his lady only   was his love given;
	 



	no man nor woman   in his mind held he
	 



	than Guinever dearer:   glory only,
	 



	knighthood’s honour,   near his lady
	 



	in his heart holding.   High his purpose;       
	45



	he long was loyal   to his lord Arthur,
	 



	among the Round Table’s   royal order
	 



	prince and peerless,   proudly serving
	 



	Queen and lady.   But cold silver
	 



	or glowing gold   greedy-hearted       
	50



	in her fingers taken   fairer thought she,
	 



	more lovely deeming   what she alone treasured
	 



	darkly hoarded.   Dear she loved him
	 



	with love unyielding,   lady ruthless,
	 



	fair as fay-woman   and fell-minded       
	55






	in the world walking   for the woe of men.
	 



	Fate sent her forth.   Fair she deemed him
	 



	beyond gold and silver   to her grasp lying.
	 



	Silver and golden,   as the sun at morning
	 



	her smile dazzled,   and her sudden weeping       
	60



	with tears softened,   tender poison,
	 



	steel well-tempered.   Strong oaths they broke.
	 



	 	 



	Mordred in secret   mirthless watched them
	 



	betwixt hate and envy,   hope and torment.
	 



	Thus was bred the evil,   and the black shadow       
	65






	o’er the courts of Arthur   as a cloud growing
	 



	dimmed the daylight   darkling slowly.
	 



	In evil hour   was Agravain
	 



	the dour-handed   to death smitten –
	 



	by the door fell he—dear to Gawain.       
	70



	Swift swords were drawn   by sworn brethren
	 



	and the Round Table   rent asunder
	 



	in the Queen’s quarrel.   Cold rang the blades.
	 



	The Queen was taken.   With cruel justice
	 



	fair as fay-woman   they to fire doomed her,       
	75



	to death they condemned her.   But death waited.
	 



	There Lancelot   as lightning came
	 



	amid riding thunder   ruthless flaming
	 



	in sudden assault   sweeping heedless
	 



	he friends of old   felled and trampled,       
	80



	as trees by tempest   torn uprooted.
	 



	Gaheris and Gareth   Gawain’s brethren
	 



	by the fire fell they   as fate willed it.
	 



	From the fire he snatched her;   far he bore her;
	 



	fear fell on men,   none would follow after;       
	85






	for Ban’s kindred   in their battle closed him.
	 



	 	 



	Then rage left him,   and his wrath sickened,
	 



	his mood faltered.   He mourned too late
	 



	in ruth for the rending   of the Round Table.
	 



	His pride he repented,   his prowess cursing       
	90



	that friends had felled,   faith had broken.
	 



	For the love longing   of his lord Arthur
	 



	he would heal yet honour   with his heart’s anguish,
	 



	and the queen restore,   by the king’s mercy
	 



	her estate restablish.   Strange she deemed him       
	95



	by a sudden sickness   from his self altered.
	 



	From war she shrank not,   might her will conquer,
	 



	life both and love   with delight keeping
	 



	to wield as she wished   while the world lasted;
	 



	but little liked her   lonely exile,       
	100



	or for love to lose   her life’s splendour.
	 



	In sorrow they parted.   With searing words
	 



	his wound she probed   his will searching.
	 



	Grief bewrayed her   and greed thwarted;
	 



	the shining sun   was sudden shaded       
	105



	in storm of darkness.   Strange he deemed her
	 



	from her self altered.   By the sea stood he
	 



	as a graven stone   grey and hopeless.
	 



	In pain they parted.   Pardon found she
	 



	by her king’s mercy,   and men’s counsel,       
	110






	lest worse befall,   war unholy
	 



	among Christian kings,   while the crows feasted.
	 



	In the courts of Camelot   she was queen again
	 



	great and glorious.   Grace with Arthur
	 



	he sought and found not.   They his sword refused.       
	115



	On that knee no more,   knight in fealty
	 



	might he hilt handle,   nor his head there lay,
	 



	not Lancelot,   love forsaking,
	 



	pardon asking,   with pride humbled.
	 



	Loveforsaken,   from the land banished,       
	120



	from the Round Table’s   royal order
	 



	and his siege glorious   where he sat aforetime
	 



	he went sadly.   The salt water
	 



	lay grey behind him.
	 



	                                   Grief knew Arthur
	 



	in his heart’s secret,   and his house him seemed       
	125



	in mirth minished,   marred in gladness,
	 



	his noblest knight   in his need losing.
	 



	Not alone to his land   over loud waters
	 



	went Lancelot.   Lords of his kindred
	 



	were many and mighty.   At their masts floated       
	130



	the banners of Blamore   and of Bors the strong,
	 



	of Lionel, Lavain,   and loyal Ector,
	 



	Ban’s younger son.   They to Benwick sailed
	 



	Britain forsaking.   In battle no more
	 



	to Arthur’s aid   their arms bore they,       
	135






	but in the towers of Ban   tall and dauntless
	 



	watchful dwelt they,   war refusing,
	 



	Lancelot their lord   with love guarding
	 



	in his days of darkness.   Deep his anguish.
	 



	He his lord betrayed   to love yielding,       
	140



	and love forsaking   lord regained not,
	 



	by leagues of sea   from love sundered.
	 



	 	 



	From western havens   word was rumoured
	 



	of Arthur arming   against his own kingdom,
	 



	how a mighty navy   manned with vengeance       
	145



	he swift assembled   that the sudden fury
	 



	of striding storm   stayed and hindered.
	 



	Of the Lord of Logres,   and the leagued treason
	 



	that his throne threatened,   thought he darkly:
	 



	now they need would know   of knights faithful       
	150






	to uphold on high   the holy crown,
	 



	the west still to wield   by the waves’ margin,
	 



	walls defending   against the world’s ruin;
	 



	now they most would miss   the mighty swords
	 



	of Ban’s kindred   and their banners gleaming;       
	155



	now Lancelot   his lord’s battle
	 



	should fill with fire   as a flame shining.
	 



	 	 



	Then half he hoped,   and half wished not,
	 



	to receive summons,   swift commandment,
	 



	to king the allegiance   loyal recalling       
	160



	of Lancelot   to his lord Arthur.
	 



	Of Guinever again   grieving thought he:
	 



	there was woe in Britain,   war was kindled;
	 



	were her faith renewed   firm and steadfast,
	 



	then she stood in danger.   Dear he loved her.       
	165






	Though in wrath she left him,   no ruth showing,
	 



	no pity feeling,   proud and scornful,
	 



	dear he loved her.   When danger threatened,
	 



	if she sent him summons,   swift and gladly
	 



	against tide and tempest   trumpet sounding,       
	170



	he would sail overseas,   sword unsheathing
	 



	in land forlorn   at the last battle
	 



	by his lady bidden,   though his lord shunned him.
	 



	 	 



	But there came neither   from king summons
	 



	nor word from lady.   Only wind journeyed       
	175



	over wide waters   wild and heedless.
	 



	Now Gawain’s glory,   golden riding
	 



	as the westering sun   that the world kindles
	 



	ere he red sinketh   by the rim of ocean,
	 



	before Arthur blazed,   while the East darkened.       
	180






	Guinever hiding   in the grey shadow
	 



	watched and waited,   while the world faltered;
	 



	grimhearted grown   as gladness waned
	 



	danger weighed she   in her dark counsel,
	 



	her hope in havoc,   in her heart thinking       
	185



	men’s fate to mould   to her mind’s purpose.
	 



	And Lancelot   over leagues of sea
	 



	looked and pondered   alone musing
	 



	doubtful-hearted.    Dark had fallen.
	 



	No horn he blew,   no host gathered;       
	190



	he wavered and went not.   Wind was roaring
	 



	the towers trembled   tempest-shaken.
	 



	 	 



	Dawn came dimly.   On the dun beaches
	 



	the foam glimmered   faint and ghostly;
	 



	the tide was turning,   tempest waning.       
	195



	Light leapt upward   from the long shadow,
	 



	and walking on the water   waves kindled,
	 



	as glass glittering   green and silver.
	 



	In sombre sleep   by the sill drooping
	 



	lay Lancelot   alone dreaming;       
	200



	his head was bowed   by the high window.
	 



	His eyes opened   upon early day:
	 



	the wind still walked   in the wide heaven
	 



	lofty faring,   but on lowly earth
	 



	peace had fallen.   Pools reflected       
	205



	the slanting sun   silver gleaming;
	 



	washed with water   the world shimmered;
	 



	bird sang to bird   blithe at morning.
	 



	 	 



	His heart arose,   as were heavy burden
	 



	lightly lifted.   Alone standing       
	210






	with the flame of morn   in his face burning
	 



	the surge he felt   of song forgotten
	 



	in his heart moving   as a harp-music.
	 



	There Lancelot,   low and softly
	 



	to himself singing,   the sun greeted,       
	215



	life from darkness   lifted shining
	 



	in the dome of heaven   by death exalted.
	 



	Ever times would change   and tides alter,
	 



	and o’er hills of morning   hope come striding
	 



	to awake the weary,   while the world lasted.       
	220



	 	 



	The hour he knew not,   that never after
	 



	it would return in time,   tempest bringing,
	 



	to war calling   with the wind’s trumpet.
	 



	The tides of chance   had turned backward,
	 



	their flood was passed   flowing swiftly.       
	225



	Death was before him,   and his day setting
	 



	beyond the tides of time   to return never
	 



	among waking men,   while the world lasted.
	 




 

*


IV
____________

How Arthur returned at morn and by Sir Gawain’s hand won the passage of the sea.



	Wolves were howling   on the wood’s border;
	 



	the windy trees   wailed and trembled,
	 



	and wandering leaves   wild and homeless
	 



	drifted dying   in the deep hollows.
	 



	Dark lay the road   through dank valleys       
	5



	among mounting hills   mist-encircled
	 



	to the walls of Wales   in the west frowning
	 



	brownfaced and bare.   To the black mountains
	 



	horsemen hastened,   on the houseless stones
	 






	no track leaving.   Tumbling waters       
	10



	from the fells falling,   foaming in darkness,
	 



	they heard as they passed   to the hidden kingdom.
	 



	Night fell behind.   The noise of hooves
	 



	was lost in silence   in a land of shadow.
	 




 

*



	Dawn came dimly.   On the dark faces       
	15



	of the old mountains   eastward staring
	 



	light was kindled.   The land shimmered.
	 



	Sun came shining.   Silver morning
	 



	bathed in water   bright ascended
	 



	the bare heaven   blue and lofty.       
	20



	Beams fell slanting    through the boughs of trees
	 



	glancing and glimmering   in the grey forest;
	 



	rain drops running   from rustling leaves
	 



	like drops of glass   dripped and glistened.
	 



	No beast was stirring:   the birds listened.       
	25



	As wary as wolves   through the wood stalking
	 



	to the marches rode there   Mordred’s hunters,
	 



	huge and hungry   hounds beside them
	 



	the fewte followed   fiercely baying.
	 



	The queen they hunted   with cold hatred       
	30






	till their hope failed them   amid houseless stones,
	 



	halting hungry-eyed   under the hills’ menace
	 



	at the walls of Wales.   War was behind them
	 



	and woe in Britain.   Winds were shifting,
	 



	Mordred waiting.
	 



	                                 Their message found him	35



	by the seaward cliffs   in the south-country
	 



	sheer and shining.   Upon shaven grass
	 



	his tents were marshalled,   as a town clustered
	 



	with lanes and alleys   loud with voices
	 



	in the dales hidden   and on downs rising       
	40



	above Romeril   where running water
	 



	to the shore had cloven   a shallow pathway.
	 



	From the East, from Angel   and the isles of mist,
	 



	there kings of Almain   their craft mustered,
	 



	under cliff crowding   their carven prows       
	45






	and black banners   in the breeze flying.
	 



	Fair wind came foaming   over flecked water,
	 



	on gleaming shingle   green and silver
	 



	the waves were washing   on walls of chalk.
	 



	On a mound of grass   Mordred stood there:       
	50



	ever gazed his eyes   out and southward,
	 



	lest Arthur’s ships   unawares to shore
	 



	the winds should waft.   Watchmen he posted
	 



	by the sea’s margin   in the south-country,
	 



	by night and day   the narrow waters       
	55



	from the hills to heed.   There on high raised he
	 



	builded beacons   that should blaze with fire,
	 



	if Arthur came,   to his aid calling
	 



	his men to muster   where he most needed.
	 



	Thus he watched and waited   and the wind studied.
	60






	 	 



	Ivor hailed him   with eager voice
	 



	by his tent standing   tall and brooding;
	 



	words unwelcome   from the West brought he.
	 



	‘O King!’ he cried,   ‘the Queen is lost!
	 



	Her trail faded   in the trackless stones;       
	65



	hound and hunter   in the hills faltered.
	 



	To the hidden kingdom   and the holy vales
	 



	where Leodegrance   once long ago
	 



	lived beleaguered,   lord enchanted,
	 



	she hath fled and is free.   But few love her.       
	70






	Fear her no longer,   the fay-woman!
	 



	Fell fate take her!   May her feet never
	 



	return hither   to trouble Mordred!
	 



	From thy mind thrust her!   With men deal thou,
	 



	woman forsaking   and to war turning!       
	75



	Thine hour is at hand.’   Then his eyes wavered
	 



	and his tongue halted.   Turning slowly
	 



	with frown of thunder   fiercely Mordred
	 



	gazed on him glaring.   ‘Begone!’ cried he.
	 



	‘The master’s hour   master chooseth.       
	80



	Nought thou knowest.   At need failing
	 



	from vain errand   dost venture home
	 



	with tongue untamed   to teach Mordred
	 



	thy fool’s counsel?   Flee mine anger
	 



	unto foul fortune.   The fiend take thee!’       
	85



	 	 



	Alone then long   lowering paced he.
	 



	In his bosom there burned   under black shadow
	 



	a smouldering fire   whose smoke choked him;
	 



	his mind wavered   in a maze walking
	 



	between fear and fury.   At first his thought       
	90



	hunger-hunted   from his hold wandered
	 



	by lust allured   to its long torment.
	 



	But he guessed that Guinever   had greeting sent
	 



	by secret servant   over sea speeding
	 



	to Lancelot,   love recalling       
	95



	and his aid asking   in her evil day.
	 



	Should Ban’s kindred   to battle hasten
	 



	and the fair lily   on the field sable
	 



	once more be seen   marching proudly
	 



	Arthur to strengthen,   ill were boded       
	100



	to his plot and purpose.   Thus he pondered long.
	 



	For Lancelot,   lord of Benwick,
	 



	most he hated   and yet most dreaded,
	 



	and words of witchcraft   well remembered
	 



	that lords of Benwick   the lily bearing       
	105



	in open battle   should he ever challenge
	 



	he would reap ruin.   Thus wrath with cunning,
	 



	doubt with daring   in his dark counsel
	 



	warred uncertain.   The wind lessened.
	 



	In cloudless sky   clear and golden       
	110



	the sun at evening   summer rekindled
	 



	in a glow sinking.   The sea glimmered
	 



	under streaming stars   in the steep heaven.
	 



	Day followed day.   Dawn came brightly
	 



	with a breeze blowing   blithe at morning       
	115



	cool and keenwingéd.   A cry woke him.
	 



	‘A sail, a sail   on the sea shining!’
	 



	Watchmen were calling,   wailing voices
	 



	from ward to ward   the wind carried,
	 



	and grasping brands   guards by the beacons       
	120



	wakeful waited.   No word gave he.
	 



	Eager went his eyes   out and southward,
	 



	and sails saw he   on the sea climbing.
	 



	Thus came Arthur   at early morn
	 



	at last returning   to his lost kingdom.       
	125



	On his shrouds there shone   sheen with silver
	 



	a white lady   in holy arms
	 



	a babe bearing   born of maiden.
	 



	Sun shone through them.   The sea sparkled.
	 



	Men marked it well,   Mordred knew it,       
	130



	Arthur’s ensign.   Yet his eyes wandered;
	 



	for the banner of Benwick   breathless looked he,
	 



	silver upon sable.   But he saw it not.
	 



	The fair flower-de-luce   on its field withered
	 



	drooping in darkness.   Doom came nearer.       
	135



	The sun mounted   and the sails whitened.
	 



	Far over the sea   faintly sounding
	 



	trumpets heard they.   Towering upward
	 



	from Arthur’s side   eager hastened
	 



	a mighty ship   in the morn gleaming       
	140



	high, white-timbered,   with hull gilded;
	 



	on its sail was sewn   a sun rising,
	 



	on its broidered banner   in the breeze floated
	 



	a fiery griffon   golden flaming.
	 



	Thus came Gawain   his king guarding       
	145



	valiant-hearted    the vaward leading:
	 



	a hundred ships   with hulls shining
	 



	and shrouds swelling   and shields swinging.
	 



	Behind beheld they   the host faring:
	 



	deepweighed dromonds   and drawn barges,       
	150



	galleys and galleons   with gear of war,
	 



	six hundred sail   in the sun turning,
	 



	fair sight and fell.   Flags were streaming;
	 



	ten thousand told   targes hung there
	 



	bright on the bulwarks,   blazons of princes       
	155



	and knights of the North   and the nine kingdoms
	 



	of Britain the blessed.   But Ban’s kindred,
	 



	and Lancelot   with his lilies came not.
	 



	 	 



	Then Mordred laughed   loud and mirthless.
	 



	Word he shouted.   Wild were the trumpets.       
	160



	Beacons were blazing,   banners were lifted,
	 



	shaft rang on shield,   and the shores echoed.
	 



	War was awakened   and woe in Britain.
	 



	Thus came Arthur   to his own kingdom
	 



	in power and majesty   proud returning       
	165



	to Romeril   where running slowly
	 



	by the shore now weeps   a shuddering water.
	 



	Sun shone on swords.   Silver-pointed
	 



	the spears sparkled   as they sprang upward,
	 



	white as wheatfield.   Wheeling above them       
	170



	the crows were crying   with cold voices.
	 



	In the foaming sea   flashed a thousand
	 



	swift oars sweeping.   Saxon chieftains
	 



	at their stems standing   sternly shouted;
	 



	blades they brandished   and broad axes,       
	175



	on their gods calling   with grim voices.
	 



	With dread faces   dragon-prowed they spurred
	 



	their sea-horses   to sudden onset,
	 



	swerving swiftly   and swinging inward.
	 



	Beak met bulwark.   Burst were timbers.       
	180



	There was clang of iron   and crash of axes;
	 



	sparked and splintered   spears and helmets;
	 



	the smiths of battle   on smitten anvils
	 



	there dinned and hammered   deadly forging
	 



	wrath and ruin.   Red their hands were.       
	185



	About Prydwen pressed they,   the proud and fair,
	 



	the ship of Arthur   with sheen of silver.
	 



	 	 



	Then Gawain sounded   his glad trumpet.
	 



	His great galleon   golden shining
	 



	as thunder riding   thrust among them       
	190



	with wind behind her.   In her wake followed
	 



	lieges of Lothian,   lords and captains.
	 



	Oars were splintered.   Iron clave timber,
	 



	and ropes were riven.   With rending crash
	 



	masts dismantled   as mountain-trees       
	195



	rushed down rattling   in the roar of battle.
	 



	Now grim Galuth   Gawain brandished
	 



	his sword renowned—smiths enchanted
	 



	ere Rome was built   with runes marked it
	 



	and its steel tempered   strong and deadly—      
	200



	forth leapt he as fire   a flame wielding.
	 



	The king of Gothland   on his carven prow
	 



	he smote to death   and to sea drave him;
	 



	upon lords of Lochlan   lightning hurled he,
	 



	helms boar-crested,   heathen standards       
	205



	hewed asunder.   High rang his voice
	 



	‘Arthur’ calling.   The air trembled
	 



	with thunderous answer   thousandfolded.
	 



	As straw from storm,   as stalks falling
	 



	before reapers ruthless,   as roke flying       
	210



	before the rising sun   wrathful blazing
	 



	his foemen fled.   Fear o’ercame them.
	 



	From board and beam   beaten fell they,
	 



	in the sea they sank   their souls losing.
	 



	Boats were blazing,   burned and smoking;       
	215



	some on shore shivered   to shards broken.
	 



	Red ran the tide   the rocks staining.
	 



	Shields on the water   shorn and splintered
	 



	as flotsam floated.   Few saved their lives
	 



	broken and bleeding   from that battle flying.       
	220



	Thus came Arthur   to his own kingdom
	 



	and the sea’s passage   with the sword conquered,
	 



	Gawain leading.   Now his glory shone
	 



	as the star of noon   stern and cloudless
	 



	o’er the heads of men   to its height climbing       
	225



	ere it fall and fail.   Fate yet waited.
	 



	Tide was turning.   Timbers broken,
	 



	dead men and drowned,   a dark jetsam,
	 



	were left to lie   on the long beaches;
	 



	rocks robed with red   rose from water.       
	230
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NOTES ON THE TEXT OF
THE FALL OF ARTHUR

[image: Logo Missing]


Canto I


	1–9	On King Arthur’s campaign into eastern regions see here.



	21	fanes: temples.



	33	at last embayed (a pencilled correction of embayed and leaguered): No such meaning of a verb embay is recorded in the Oxford English Dictionary, but the sense is obviously ‘brought to bay’.



	44–50	Knights of the Round Table. Lionel and Ector (on whom see here), Bors and Blamore, were kinsmen of Lancelot: Ector was his younger brother. Bedivere is only named here in The Fall of Arthur, but he would no doubt have played a part in the aftermath of the battle of Camlan, if my father had reached so far in his narrative (see here).

Marrac and Meneduc and Errac are named in the alliterative Morte Arthure among the slain at Camlan.

Reged was the name of a forgotten kingdom in North Britain. Urien king of Reged and his son Iwain (Ówein) seem to have been in origin historical kings, who became famous in the wars of the North Britons against the Angles in the sixth century.

Several of these knights appear in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight: Lionel, Bors, Bedivere, Errac, Iwain son of Urien (in my father’s translation, stanzas 6 and 24).




	51	Cador the hasty: my father wrote fearless but later pencilled in hasty above. One might suppose that in making this change he was thinking of the incident described by Geoffrey of Monmouth, when the letter from the Emperor Lucius was read (see here). Geoffrey called Cador, Duke of Cornwall, a ‘merry’ man (erat laeti animi): he burst out laughing on that occasion, urging that the Roman challenge be welcomed, for the Britons had become soft and slothful. In Laȝamon’s Brut (see here) Cador declared For nauere ne lufede ich longe grið inne mine londe (‘for never loved I long peace in my land’), and for this he was roundly rebuked by Gawain. But in The Fall of Arthur (I.36–8) it was Gawain who

                was for battle eager,

    in idle ease   the evil seeing

    that had rent asunder   the Round Table.




	130	forwandered: wearied with wandering.



	145	Cradoc: see here.



	160	Wild blow the winds of war in Britain!: see here.



	167	Lochlan: the name of a land in Irish legend, here it seems suggesting a remote people hostile to Arthur; it is repeated in IV.204.



	168	Almain: Germany; Angel: the ancient homeland of the Angles in the Danish peninsula.



	185, 191–2	Ban’s kindred: King Ban of Benwick in France was the father of Sir Lancelot; see here.



	203–4	From the Forest’s margin / to the Isle of Avalon: see here.





Canto II


	12	mort: the note blown on a horn at the death of a hunted deer.



	27	Guinever: my father’s spelling of the Queen’s name was very various. Guinever preponderates, but in the latest text of Canto II, while Guinever appears at lines 27, 135, and 143, it is Guinevere at 194 and 211; and in the text preceding the last the spellings are Guinevere, Gwenevere, Gwenever.



	50	the dungeon-stair: dungeon is here used in the old sense of the keep or great central tower of a medieval castle.



	52–3	Time is spared us / too short for shrift. In the earliest version of the canto the text here reads The sea spares us / a shrift too short (see here). The original meaning of ‘short shrift’ was a short space of time in which to make a confession (shrift) before death; hence, a brief respite. Cf. II.68 shrift he sought not.



	80	Whitesand: Wissant in the Pas-de-Calais, between Calais and Boulogne.



	86	On the waves they wait and the wind’s fury: i.e. they wait until the waves and the wind abate.



	101	Logres: the kingdom of Britain ruled by King Arthur.



	107–8	Erin: Ireland; Alban: Scotland; East-Sassoin: East Saxony. For Almain and Angel see note to I.168.



	198, 202–3	Leodegrance: King of Camiliard in Wales, father of Guinevere. The mention of the Round Table at line 203 is a reference to the legend that it was made for Uther Pendragon, Arthur’s father. In Malory’s Tale of King Arthur Leodegrance learned of Merlin that Arthur wished to have Guinevere for his wife:

   ‘That is to me,’ seyde kyng Leodegreauns, ‘the beste tydynges that ever I herde, that so worthy a kyng of prouesse and noblesse wol wedde my doughter. And as for my londis, I wolde geff hit hym yf I wyste hyt myght please hym, but he hath londis inow, he nedith none. But I shall sende hym a gyffte that shal please hym muche more, for I shall gyff hym the Table Rounde which Uther, hys fadir, gaff me.’





Canto III


	7	On Benwick’s beaches: see note to I.185.



	29	Gold was Gawain, gold as sunlight. Gawain is again likened to the sun later in the poem (III.177–9, ‘the westering sun’; IV.223–4, ‘the star of noon’), and ‘a sun rising’ was sewn on the sail of his ship (IV.142). But there is no reference to his strength increasing towards noon and then declining, which was an important element in the story of the siege of Benwick, where Lancelot wounded him grievously when his strength waned (see here).



	55–6	These lines are a closely similar repetition of II.28–9, and reappear in the same form in another text where they are put into the mouth of Sir Lionel (see here). Their earliest appearance is in the third synopsis, see here.



	62	steel well-tempered: these words have been applied to Lancelot in line 26 of this canto.

In the manuscript as written the reading was Strong oaths she broke, changed in pencil to they broke; see here.




	68	 For the story here briefly suggested see here.



	68–9	Agravain the dour-handed translates Agravain a la dure mayn (as he is called in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, line 110), using dour in its old sense ‘hard’.



	82–3	Gaheris and Gareth: see here.



	86	Here and in line 156 the word battle is used in the sense ‘battle array’.



	89	ruth: remorse.



	100	little liked her: little pleased her.



	104	bewrayed: betrayed.



	122	siege: seat.



	140–2	These lines are a repetition of 15–16, 18 in this canto.



	148	the Lord of Logres: King Arthur.





Canto IV


	29	fewte: the track of a hunted animal. The word occurs in the accounts of the hunts in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, as for example Summe fel in þe fute þer þe fox bade, in my father’s translation (stanza 68) Some [of the hounds] fell on the line to where the fox was lying.



	41	Romeril: Romney in Kent (see here).



	43	A partial repetition of II.108.



	68	Leodegrance: see note to II.198.



	98	the fair lily on the field sable: see note to IV.134.



	126	sheen: bright, shining.



	126–8	According to Geoffrey of Monmouth there was painted on the inside of Arthur’s shield Prydwen (see note to IV.186) an image of the Virgin Mary, so that he might never cease to think of her; and in the alliterative Morte Arthure the chief of Arthur’s banners before the great sea-battle is thus described:

Bot thare was chosen in the chefe a chalkewhitte mayden and a childe in hir arme, that chefe es of hevynne.

In Sir Gawain and the Green Knight the same is told of Sir Gawain, who on account of his devotion to Mary had (in my father’s translation, Stanza 28)

on the inner side of his shield her image depainted, that when he cast his eyes thither his courage never failed.




	134	flower-de-luce, or fleur-de-lys, the heraldic lily, the banner of Benwick (132); cf. IV.98, the fair lily on the field sable [of Ban’s kindred], and IV.158, Lancelot with his lilies came not.



	144	a fiery griffon. The emblem of a griffon (a beast with the head and wings of an eagle and the body of a lion) is ascribed to Gawain’s arms in the alliterative Morte Arthure (a gryffoune of golde: see here); and in notes for the continuation of the poem beyond the point reached (see here) it is said that his shield bore the image of a griffon.



	146	vaward: vanguard.



	150	deepweighed dromonds and drawn barges. The word dromonds occurs in the account of the sea-battle in the alliterative Morte Arthure, where Arthur’s fleet included dromowndes and dragges. In the Oxford English Dictionary, where this line is cited, dromond is glossed ‘a very large medieval ship’, while drag here is defined as ‘a float or raft for the conveyance of goods’.



	154	targes: shields.



	186	Prydwen was the name given to Arthur’s shield by Geoffrey of Monmouth (see note to IV.126-8), followed by Laȝamon in the Brut (see here) but in early Welsh poetry it was the name of his ship, as here.



	210	roke: mist.





Canto V


	26	        trewage: tribute, toll.
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APPENDIX:

OLD ENGLISH VERSE

The importance of the use of Old English ‘alliterative verse’ in my father’s sole ‘Arthurian’ poem seems to call for some indication, within the pages of this book, of its essential nature, preferably in his own words. His account of the ancient verse-form is indeed well known, appearing in his ‘Prefatory Remarks’ to the new edition (1940) by C.L. Wrenn of the translation of Beowulf by J.R. Clark Hall; these ‘Prefatory Remarks’ have been reprinted in J.R.R. Tolkien: The Monsters and the Critics and Other Essays, 1983. I have also cited a portion of it in The Legend of Sigurd and Gudrún, 2009.

On 14 January 1938 there was broadcast by the BBC a brief recorded talk by my father entitled ‘Anglo-Saxon Verse’. On this he expended much thought and labour, as is attested by a great deal of preliminary drafting, but here all that need be said is that there is also a later and much longer lecture on the subject, addressed to some audience actually present, clearly related to the broadcast talk but very distinct. For the present book I think it may be interesting to print some passages extracted, with minor editing, from this lecture, very different in scope and manner though belonging to the same period as the Prefatory Remarks.

For exemplification my father took the concluding lines of the Old English poem The Battle of Brunanburh, and gave an alliterative translation. The text of the lecture was subsequently much emended and many passages were marked for omission, perhaps for considerations of time. The date that appears in the first line, ‘1006 this autumn’, i.e. 1943 as the year of composition, was changed first to ‘1008’ and then to ‘1011 last autumn’; this presumably means that it was repeated in other places in those years.


                        Ne wearð wæl máre

on þýs églande   ǽfre gýta

folces gefylled   beforan þyssum

sweordes wecgum,   þæs þe ús secgað béc,

ealde úþwitan,   syððan éastan hider

Engle and Seaxe   úp becómon

ofer brád brimu,   Brytene sóhton,

wlance wígsmiþas   Wéalas ofercómon,

eorlas árhwate   eard begéaton.




                        No greater host

of folk hath fallen   before this day

in this island ever   by the edge of swords

in battle slaughtered,   as books tell us

and ancient authors,   since from the east hither

Saxon and English   from the sea landed,

over the broad billows   Britain assailing,

the Welsh smiting   on war’s anvil,

glory seeking   great men of old,

in this land winning   a lasting home.



 So sang a court poet 1000 years ago – 1006 this autumn to be precise: commemorating the great Battle of Brunanburh, AD 937. So great was it that it was long remembered as magnum bellum. The victor was Æthelstan, Ælfred’s grandson, one of the greatest monarchs of the day. His enemies were an alliance of Norse, Scots, and Welsh kings and chieftains. These lines are the ending of a short poem (73 lines long) that is embedded in the so-called ‘Anglo-Saxon Chronicle’. So it comes from the tenth century; the century of the great Æthelwulfing kings (descendants, that is, of Æthelwulf and Ælfred his son), when the English revived after the havoc of the ninth century. It is from the tenth century that we derive most of the documents, of prose and of verse, that have survived the later wrecks of time. The older world, before the Norse invasions, had passed away in ruin. All that has come down to us from that earlier time, the first flowering time of English verse, is preserved in tenth-century copies – all but a very few scraps.

It is in the records of the fifth century that the word ‘Anglo-Saxon’ first appears. Indeed it was King Æthelstan who, among other high titles such as Bretwalda and Caesar, first styled himself Ongulsaxna cyning, that is, ‘King of Angel-Saxons’. But he did not speak ‘Anglo-Saxon’, for there never was such a language. The king’s language was then, as now, Englisc: English. If you have ever heard that Chaucer was the ‘father of English poetry’, forget it. English poetry has no recorded father, even as a written art, and the beginning lies beyond our view, in the mists of northern antiquity.

To speak of Anglo-Saxon language is thus wrong and misleading. You can speak of an ‘Anglo-Saxon period’ in history, before 1066. But it is not a very useful label. There was no such thing as a single uniform ‘Anglo-Saxon’ period. The fifth century, and the coming of the English to Britain, to which the poet of Brunanburh referred in the tenth century, was as remote from him in time, and as different from his days in kind, as the Wars of the Roses are from us.

But there it is: ‘the Anglo-Saxon period’ covers six centuries. During that long age a great vernacular literature (to speak only of that) – I mean a ‘literature’ in the full sense, books written by cultivated and learned men – had arisen, and been ruined, and again to some extent revived. What is left today is only a tattered fragment of a very great wealth. But as far as can be seen from what is preserved, there is one feature common to all the verse of the period, older and later. That is the ancient English metre and technique of verse. It is quite unlike modern metres and methods, both in its rules and in its aims. It is often called ‘alliterative’ verse – and I will say a word on that in a moment. The ‘alliterative’ measures were used throughout the Anglo-Saxon period for poetry in English; and for English poetry only ‘alliterative’ verse was used. It did not, however, stop at 1066! It went on being used for at least four hundred years longer in the North and West. In the kind of verse meant for books (and so for educated people, clerical or lay) this ‘alliterative’ technique was elaborate and highly polished. It was used because it was admired and appreciated by cultivated men, and not simply because the poor ‘Saxons’ knew nothing else, for in point of fact they did. The English of those days were interested in verse and often quite accomplished metrists, and could when writing in Latin use many classical metres or compose in what we call ‘rhyme’.

Now this ‘alliterative’ metre has great virtues in itself. I mean that it is quite worthy of study by poets today as a technique. But it is also interesting as being a native art independent of classical models (I mean, as a metre: I am not talking about matter: the ancient English poets of those days often used alliterative verse for matter that they had got out of Greek and Latin books). It was already old in Ælfred’s day. Indeed it descends from days before the English came to Britain, and is almost identical with the metre used for the oldest Norse (Norwegian and Icelandic) poems. A great body of oral verse dealing with ancient days in the northern lands was known to minstrels in England, though little has survived beyond one long verse catalogue [Widsith] of the subjects of heroic and legendary song: a list of now forgotten or almost forgotten kings and heroes.

It would take an hour or two to explain properly the Old English metre and show how it works, and what kind of things it can do and what it cannot. In essence it is made by taking the half-dozen commonest and most compact phrase-patterns of the ordinary language that have two main elements or stresses – for example (lines from the translation of the passage from The Battle of Brunanburh):

                        A   glóry séeking

                        B   by the édge of swórds

                        C   from the séa lánded

                        E   gréat men of óld

 [added later:  D  bríght árchàngels]

Two of these, usually different, are balanced against one another to make a full line. They are linked or cemented together by what is usually but wrongly called ‘alliteration’. It is not ‘alliteration’ because it does not depend on letters or spelling, but on sounds: it is in fact a kind of brief rhyme: head-rhyme.

The chief syllable – loudest (most stressed), highest in tone, and most significant – in each half must begin with the same consonant, or agree in beginning with a vowel (I.e. no consonant).

       So      in battle slaughtered   as books tell us

       or       glory seeking   great men of old

        or       ancient authors   since from the east hither

In the last example there are two head-rhymes or ‘staves’ in the first half-line. That is often the case, but not compulsory. In the second half two are not allowed. The first important syllable, and that only, must ‘bear the stave’ or rhyme. This has important consequences. It means that you must always so arrange your phrases that the most important word comes first in the second half-line. There is thus always a drop in force, loudness, and significance at the end of an Old English line, and then the spring is wound up again at the beginning.

Very frequently the beginning of a new line repeats in more vigorous form, or produces some variation on, the end of the preceding line:


as books tell us // ancient authors

from the sea landed // over the broad billows



So all Old English verse is rich in parallelisms and verbal variations.

But there is of course a good deal more in Old English verse beside the mere sound patterns. There was the vocabulary and diction. It was ‘poetical’. Already in the first written survivals of English verse we find a rich vocabulary of poetry-words – and then as now these words were to a large extent archaisms, old words and forms that had fallen out of daily use in some senses, or altogether, but had been preserved by poetic tradition.

Kennings. Poetic ‘riddling’ expressions, sometimes called kennings (an Icelandic word meaning ‘descriptions’), are a marked feature of Old English verse diction, especially in more elaborate poems, and are one of its chief poetic weapons. Thus a poet may say bán-hús ‘bone-house’ and mean ‘body’; but mean you also (though with almost lightning swiftness) to think of a house being built with its wooden frame and beams and between them the clay packed and shaped in the old style, and then see the parallelism between that and skeleton and flesh. He may say beado-léoma ‘flame of battle’ and mean ‘sword’ – a bright blade drawn in the sun with a sudden flash; and similarly merehengest ‘sea-stallion’ for ‘ship’; ganotes bæð ‘the gannet’s bathing-place’ for ‘sea’. The Old English poet liked pictures, but valued them the more sudden, hard and compact they were. He did not unroll similes. You had to be attentive and quick-witted to catch all that he meant and saw.

In the Chronicle poem of the Battle of Brunanburh the poet speaks of wlance wígsmiþas overthrowing the Welsh – literally ‘splendid war-smiths’. You can say if you like that ‘war-smith’ is ‘just a kenning in verse’ for ‘warrior’: so it is in mere logic and syntax. But it was coined and used to mean ‘warrior’ and at the same time to give a sound-picture and an eye-picture of battle. We miss it, because none of us have seen or heard a battle of steel or iron weapons hand-wielded, and few now have seen an old-fashioned smith hammering iron on an anvil. The clang of such a battle could be heard a long way off: like a lot of men hammering on metal bars and hacking at iron-cooped barrels, or – very much like, for those who have heard it (as everyone had in those days), a smith beating out a plough-share, or forging chain-links: not one smith, though, but hundreds all in competition. And seen closer too, the rise and fall of swords and axes would remind men of smiths swinging hammers.

I have no more time to give to Old English verse methods. But you will see that it has some interest. And the attempt to translate it is not a bad exercise for training in the full appreciation of words – a thing already all people are perilously slack in nowadays: though it is really impossible. Our language now has becone quick-moving (in syllables), and may be very supple and nimble, but is rather thin in sound and in sense too often diffuse and vague. The language of our forefathers, especially in verse, was slow, not very nimble, but very sonorous, and was intensely packed and concentrated – or could be in a good poet.

Appended to this lecture are four passages from my father’s own ‘alliterative’ works. The first is Winter Comes to Nargothrond in the third version, almost exactly as in The Lays of Beleriand (1985), p.129. The second is a passage from the alliterative Lay of the Children of Húrin, ibid., lines 1554–70, with many minor differences (a much developed version is given in The Lays of Beleriand, pp.129–30).

Most notably, the third and fourth extracts are taken from The Fall of Arthur. The first of these, as written in ink, consists of III.1–10 (In the south from sleep …) differing only in points of punctuation; later my father pencilled in the next four lines, to Dark slowly fell (which he marked with ‘D’), and wrote against the extract Descriptive Style.

The second extract from The Fall of Arthur runs from I.183 to 211 and agrees exactly with the text given in this book except that line I.200 and tarnished shields   of truant lieges is omitted, and there is a different reading at line 207, upon mortal earth for under moon or sun. A notable feature of this text is that against each line my father wrote the relevant letters referring to the patterns of strong and weak elements (‘lifts’ and ‘dips’) in each half-line (see here).


	 	 	Arthur speaks:

	 	  	 

	   B	 C	 Now for Lancelot   I long sorely

	   B	 B	 and we miss now most   the mighty swords

	   C	 A	 of Ban’s kindred.   Best meseemeth

	   E	 A	 swift word to send,   service craving

	   B	 C	 to their lord of old.   To this leagued treason

	   B	 A	 we must power oppose,   proud returning

	   B	 A	 with matchless might   Mordred to humble.




	   A	 A	 Gawain answered   grave and slowly:

	   A	 C	 Best meseemeth   that Ban’s kindred

	+A	 C	 abide in Benwick   and this black treason

	   A	 B	 favour nor further.   Yet I fear the worse:

	   B	 C	 thou wilt find thy friends   as foes meet thee.

	   B	 C	 If Lancelot   hath loyal purpose

	+A	 B	 let him prove repentance,   his pride foregoing,




	   C	 C	 uncalled coming   when his king needeth.

	+A	 A	 But fainer with fewer   faithful-hearted

	   C	 B	 would I dare danger,   than with doubtful swords

	   B	 C	 our muster swell.   Why more need we?

	   B	 B	 Though thou legions levy   through the lands of Earth,

	   A	 C	 fay or mortal,   from the Forest’s margin

	+A	 A	 to the Isle of Avalon,   armies countless,




	   A	 A	 never and nowhere   knights more puissant,

	   A	 C	 nobler chivalry   of renown fairer,

	   A	 B	 mightier manhood   upon mortal earth

	   B	 C	 shall be gathered again   till graves open.

	+A	 B	 Here free, unfaded,   is the flower of time

	+A	 B	 that men shall remember   through the mist of years

	   B	 C	 as a golden summer   in the grey winter.



  

It will be seen that there are no D half-lines and only one E in this extract. The sign +A is here used to indicate a prefixed dip or ‘anacrusis’ before the first lift in A half-lines. In lines 202 Though thou legions levy and 211 as a golden summer, both marked B, the words levy and summer constitute ‘broken lifts’, where instead of a long stressed syllable there is a short stressed followed by a weak syllable.

This extract has a designation of the style of the passage, which is scarcely legible, but could be interpreted as ‘Dramatic and rhetorical’.
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