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This is the adventure of the rich and noble knight Sir Launfal 

even as the Breton lais recounts it.

THE valiant and courteous King Arthur was sojourning at Carduel, 

because of the Picts and the Scots who had greatly destroyed the land, for 

they were in the kingdom of Logres and often wrought mischief therein. 

In Carduel, at Pentecost, the King held his summer court, and gave rich gifts to the 

counts, the barons, and all the knights of the Round Table. Never before in all the 

world were such gifts given. Honours and lands he shared forth to all, save to one 

alone, of those who served him. 

This was Sir Launfal; of him and his the King thought not; and yet all men 

loved him, for worthy he was, free of hand, very valiant, and fair to look upon. Had 

any ill happened to this knight, his fellows would have been but ill-pleased. 

Launfal was son to a king or high descent, but his heritage was far hence 

in a distant land; he was of the household of King Arthur, but all his money was 

spent, for the King gave him nothing, and nothing would Launfal ask from him. But 

now Sir Launfal was much perplexed, very sorrowful, and heavy of heart. Nor need 

ye wonder at it, for one who is a stranger and without counsel is but sorrowful in a 

foreign land when he knows not where to seek for aid. 

This knight of whom I tell ye, who had served the King so well, one day 

mounted his horse and rode forth for diversion. He left the city behind him, 

and came all alone into a fair meadow through which ran a swift water. As he 

rode downwards to the stream, his horse shivered beneath him. Then the knight 

dismounted, and loosening the girth let the steed go free to feed at its will on the 

grass of the meadow. Then folding his mantle beneath his head he laid himself 

down; but his thoughts were troubled by his ill fortune, and as he lay on the grass he 

knew nothing that might pleasure him. 

Suddenly, as he looked downward towards the bank of the river, he saw two 

maidens coming towards him; never before had he seen maidens so fair. They were 

richly clad in robes of purple grey, and their faces were wondrous beautiful. The elder 

bore in her hands a basin of gold finely wrought (indeed it is but truth I tell you); 

the other held a snow-white towel. 

They came straight to where the knight 

was lying, and Launfal, who was well 

taught in courteous ways, sprang to his feet 

in their presence. 

Then they saluted him, 

and delivered to him their message. "Sir 

Launfal," said the elder. "My lady, who is 

most fair and courteous, has sent us to you, 

for she wills that you shall return with 

us. See, her pavilion is near at hand, we 

will lead you thither in all safety." 

Then Launfal went with them, taking 

no thought for his steed, which was grazing 

beside him in the meadow. The maidens 

led him to the tent, rich it was and well 

placed. Not even the Queen Semiramis in 

the days of her greatest wealth and power 

and wisdom, nor the Emperor Octavian, 

could have equalled from their treasures 

the drapery alone. 

Above the tent was an eagle of gold, its 

worth I know not how to tell you; neither 

can I tell that of the silken cords and 

shining lances which upheld the tent; 

there is no king under heaven who could 

purchase its equal, let him offer what he 

would for it. 

Within this pavilion was a maiden, of 

beauty surpassing even that of the lily and 

the new-blown rose, when they flower in 

the fair summer-tide. She lay upon a rich 

couch, the covering of which was worth 

the price of a castle, her fair and gracious 

body clothed only in a simple vest. Her 

costly mantle of white ermine, covered 

with purple of Alexandria, had she cast 

from her for the heat, and face and throat 

and neck were whiter than flower of the 

thorn. 

Then the maiden called the knight 

to her, and he came near and seated himself 

beside the couch. 

"Launfal," she said. "Fair friend, for 

you have I come forth from my own land; 

even from Lains have I come to seek 

you. If you be of very truth valiant and 

courteous then neither emperor count 

nor king have known such joy as shall be 

yours, for I love you above all things." 

Then Love smote him swiftly, and 

seized and kindled his heart, and he 

answered: 

“Fair lady, if it so please you, and such 

joy may be my portion that you deign to 

love me, then be the thing folly or wisdom 

you can command nothing that I will not 

do to the utmost of my power. All your 

wishes will I fulfil, for you I will renounce 

my folk and my land, nor will I ever ask 

to leave you, if that be what you most 

desire of me." 

When the maiden heard him whom she 

could love well speak thus she granted him 

all her heart and her love. 

And now was Launfal in the way to 

good fortune. A gift the lady bestowed 

upon him: there should be nothing so 

costly but that it might be his if he so 

willed it. Let him give or spend as freely 

as he would he should always have enough 

for his need. Happy indeed was Launfal, 

for the more largely he spent the more 

gold and silver should he have. 

"Friend," said the maiden, "of one 

thing must I now warn you, nay more. I 

command and pray you, reveal this your 

adventure to no man. The reason will I 

tell you; if this our love be known, you 

would lose me for ever, never again might 

you look upon me, never again embrace me." 

Then he answered that he would keep 

faithfully all that she should command him. 

Thus were the two together even till 

the vesper-tide, and if his lady would have 

consented fain would Launfal have re- 

mained longer. 

"Friend," said she, "rise up, no longer 

may you linger here. You must go and I 

must remain. But one thing will I tell 

you, when you wish to speak with me 

(and I would that may ever be when a 

knight may meet his lady without shame 

and without reproach) I shall be ever there 

at your will, but no man save you shall see 

me, or hear me speak." 

When the knight heard that he was 

joyful, and he kissed his lady and rose up, 

and the maidens who had led him to the 

tent brought him new and rich garments, 

and when he was clad in them there was 

no fairer knight under heaven. Then they 

brought him water for his hands, and a 

towel whereon to dry them, and laid food 

before him, and he supped with his lady. 

Courteously were they served, and great 

was the joy of Sir Launfal, for ever and 

again his love kissed him and he embraced 

her tenderly. 

When they were risen from supper his 

horse was brought to him, saddled and 

bridled; right well had they tended it. 

Then the knight took leave of his lady, 

and mounted and rode towards the city; 

but often he looked behind him, for he 

marvelled greatly at all that had befallen 

him, and he rode ever thinking of his 

adventure, amazed and half-doubting, for 

he scarcely knew what the end thereof 

should be. 

Then he entered his hostel and found 

all his men well clad, and he held great 

state but knew not whence the money 

came to him. In all the city there was no 

knight that had need of lodging but Laun- 

fal made him come unto him and gave 

him rich service. Launfal gave costly 

gifts; Launfal ransomed prisoners; Laun- 

fal clothed the minstrels; Launfal lavished 

wealth and honours; there was neither 

friend nor stranger to whom he gave not 

gifts. Great were his joy and gladness, for 

whether by day or by night he might full 

often look upon his lady, and all things 

were at his commandment. 

Now in the self-same year, after the 

feast of St. John, thirty of the knights 

went forth to disport themselves in a 

meadow, below the tower wherein the 

queen had her lodging. With them went 

Sir Gawain and his cousin, the gallant 

Iwein. 

Then said Gawain, the fair and 

courteous, who was loved of all: "Pardieu, 

my lords, we do ill in that we have not 

brought with us our companion, Sir 

Launfal, who is so free-handed and cour- 

teous, and son to so rich a king." Then 

they turned back to his hostelry, and by 

their prayers persuaded Launfal to come 

with them. 

It so chanced that the queen leant forth 

from an open casement, and three of her 

chosen ladies with her. She looked upon 

Sir Launfal and knew him. Then she 

called one of her ladies, and bade her 

command the fairest and most graceful of 

her maidens to make ready and come forth 

with her to the meadow. Thirty or 

more she took with her, and descended 

the stairway of the tower. The knights 

were joyful at their coming, and hastened 

to meet them, and took them by the hand 

with all courtesy. But Sir Launfal went 

apart from the others, for the time seemed 

long to him ere he could see his lady, kiss 

her, and hold her in his arms. All other 

joys were but small to him if he had not 

that one delight of his heart. 

When the queen saw him alone she 

went straight towards him, and seated 

herself beside him; then, calling him by his 

name, she opened her heart to him. 

"Launfal," she said, "greatly have I 

honoured, cherished and loved you. All 

my love is yours if you will have it, and if 

I thus grant you my favour, then ought you 

to be joyful indeed." 

"Lady," said the knight, "let me be; 

I have small desire of your love. Long 

have I served King Arthur; I will not now 

deny my faith. Neither for you nor for 

your love will I betray my liege lord." 

The queen was angry, and in her 

wrath she spoke scoffingly. "They but 

spake the truth," she said, "who told me 

that you knew not how to love. Coward 

and traitor, false knight, my lord has done 

ill to suffer you so long about him; he loses 

much by it, to my thinking." 

When Sir Launfal heard that he was 

wroth, and answered her swiftly, and by mis- 

fortune he said that of which he afterwards 

repented sorely. "Lady," he said, "you have 

been ill-advised. I love and I am loved by 

one who deserves the prize of beauty above 

all whom I know. One thing I will tell 

you, hear and mark it well; one of her 

serving maidens, even the meanest among 

them, is worth more than you, my lady 

queen, in face and figure, in beauty, 

wisdom, and goodness." 

Then the queen rose up and went 

weeping to her chamber, shamed and 

angered that Launfal should have thus 

insulted her. She laid herself down on her 

bed as if sick; never, she said, would she 

arise off it till the king did justice on the 

plaint she would lay before him. 

King Arthur came back from the woods 

after a fair day's hunting and sought the 

queen's chamber. When she saw him she 

cried out, and fell at his feet, beseeching 

his favour, and saying that Sir Launfal had 

shamed her, for he had asked her love, and 

when she refused him had mocked and 

insulted her, for he had boasted of his lady 
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