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... Indeed, by this time, Britain had reached
such a standard of sophistication that it
excelled all other kingdoms in its general
affluence, the richness of its decorations, and
the courteous behaviour of its inhabitants.
Every knight in the country who was in any
way famed for his bravery wore livery and
arms showing his own distinctive colour; and
women of fashion often displayed the same
colours. They scorned to give their love to any
man who had not proved himself three times
in battle. In this way the womenfolk became
chaste and more virtuous and for their love
the knights were ever more daring.

Geoffrey of Monmouth on the reign of Arthur
(translation by Lewis Thorpe)



The dream of
a golden age

The story

Arthur, as a quasi-historical king, is the creation of one writer. Geoffrey of
Monmouth was a cleric, of Welsh or possibly Breton descent. Little is
known about him beyond the fact that he was teaching at Oxford between
1129 and 1151. Towards 1138 he produced a Latin work misleadingly titled
Historia Regum Britanniae, The History of the Kings of Britain. He may have
had sources unknown to us, as well as some that we do know, but his own
imagination was predominant. The so-called History which it shaped was
one of the most important books of the Middle Ages.

It begins in the twelfth century Bc after the fall of Troy, with a wandering
Trojan prince named Brutus, who, according to a legend older than
Geoffrey, conducted a party of Trojans to this island. Geoffrey presents
Brutus and his companions as the original Britons. He continues through a
long series of kings and queens. A few are historical. A few more may be.
Others have their origin in Celtic mythology. Others are persons taken from
early Welsh genealogies and blithely depicted as ancient monarchs.

After the phase of Roman rule, reduced to a protectorate with the royal
line going on, Geoffrey moves towards the Arthurian climax. Britain, parted
from the Empire early in the fifth century Ap, falls into the power of an
unscrupulous noble called Vortigern, who usurps the crown and drives two
rightful princes abroad. Heathen Saxons arrive from across the North Sea,
led by the brothers Hengist and Horsa, and Vortigern makes a disastrous
treaty with them, allowing them and further Saxons to settle in Britain as
auxiliary troops. Many more pour into the country, get out of hand,
massacre Vortigern’s lords, and overrun and devastate much of Britain.
Vortigern flees to Wales, where he meets the young seer Merlin, who
performs marvellous feats and foretells a king who will save Britain, but also
foretells that before then the princes will return and Vortigern will be slain.
This duly happens. The elder prince, Aurelius Ambrosius, becomes king and
wins a victory over the Saxons, only to be poisoned by one of them after a
short reign. His brother Uther (called the Pendragon or ‘Foremost Leader’)
succeeds hifﬁ; and continues to contain the heathen, though still without
decisive success. Both brothers have kept in touch with Merlin, whom they
respect for his gift of prophecy and his secret arts.

At Easter, Geoffrey tells us, King Uther held a banquet in London. Among
the guests were Gorlois, Duke of Cornwall, and his lovely wife Ygerna.
Uther was filled with violent and obvious desire for her. Gorlois withdrew
from the court without asking leave and went back to Cornwall with his
wife. Uther took this act as an insult, and followed with an army to ravage
the ducal lands. Gorlois lodged Ygerna in his castle of Tintagel, on a rocky
headland approachable only by a narrow isthmus, in the belief that the King
could not reach her there. Then he marched off to meet the royal forces.
Unfortunately for him, Merlin was with them. By his arts he transformed
Uther into a replica of the Duke, enabling him to pass the guards at Tintagel,
who assumed him to be their master returning. Thus he spent a night with
Ygerna and begot Arthur, destined to be the national deliverer whom Merlin
had prophesied. Gorlois had fallen in battle, so Uther could revert to his real
appearance and make Ygerna his queen.

Arthur succeeded to the throne while still very young, but soon showed
genius as a leader, routing the Saxons and confining them to a small area.
Throughout his reign they remained subject to him and harmless. He
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Arthur’s coronation, in the
medieval style established by
Geoffrey of Monmouth. No
one knows what the ritual
would have been when he
conceives Arthur as reigning,
but he draws on the
ceremonial of his own time for
descriptions. (Manuscript
illustration, Italian, 14th c.)

Where the story
came from

6

conquered the Picts and Scots, who had also been causing trouble; sailed
across and conquered the Irish, who had been helping them; and then sailed
north and conquered Iceland. Meanwhile he had married Guinevere, a lady
of Roman descent. With her as queen, he reigned in peace and prosperity
for twelve years, beloved of all the Britons: During this time he founded an
order of knighthood, enrolling men of distinction from foreign lands as well
as his own.

He added Norway and Denmark to his domains. Gaul, across the
Channel, was still shakily in Roman hands. Arthur conquered a large part of
it, and spent several years, during a second period of peace, organizing his
conquests. He appointed two of his principal knights, Kay and Bedivere, as
continental viceroys. When fully satisfied with the state of his empire, he
held court at the former Roman town of Caerleon in Gwent, receiving the
homage of kings, nobles and prelates. During the splendid ceremonies,
ambassadors from Rome arrived, demanding that he pay tribute as in times
past and restore his conquests. Arthur retorted by leading another army
across the Channel, leaving his nephew Mordred in charge at home, jointly
with the Queen. He defeated the imperial forces and entered Burgundy, but
news was brought that Mordred had proclaimed himself king, persuaded
Mo live in adultery with him, and made a deal with the Saxons
allotting them large tracts of Tand in return for military support. Aw
b\k‘mmm crushed the tranor by the River Camel in Cornwall But

cousin, Constantine. TFlen hewas carrled off to the Isle of Avalon 50 that his
wounds might be attended to’. Of his final fate, nothing is said.

When is this supposed to have happened? Geoffrey supplies a few
calibrations with known history. Vortigern makes his main agreement with
Hengist at the time of a visitation by two Gallic bishops, Germanus and
Lupus, and this is a real event that took place in 429. During Arthur’s Gallic
campaigning there are three allusions to an emperor Leo, and he has to be
Leo I, who reigned from 457 to 474. On this basis, Arthur’s reign can be
squared with what is said or implied about the previous kings and the family
relationships. Geoffrey says also that he departed to Avalon in 542, a year
incompatible with almost everything up to then. However, a study of known
types of error in early documents suggests that what we have here could be a
misguided ‘correction’ of a date within Leo’s reign.

Geoffrey is not a historian and can never be relied on for facts. On the
other hand, once he has left his pre-Roman world behind, he is seldom or
never inventing out of nothing at all. He uses older materials as the
ingredients of his fiction. While Arthur as portrayed is impossible, he does
have antecedents. To assess his career in literature, to grasp what his story is
about and account for its spell, those antecedents need to be looked at.

Behind Geoffrey’s Arthur is a body of tradition, some of it written, most of it
(so far as we know) oral. Transmitted chiefly by the Welsh, it was drawn not
only from Wales itself but from areas with people of kindred stock: from
Strathclyde, Cumbria, Cornwall, Brittany. It related to Britain on the eve of
its severance from the Roman Empire and in the century or two after that.
The Welsh and their kinsfolk were descendants of Celtic Britons who
inhabited the country under the Empire. They, or their upper social strata at



least, had received imperial culture and Christianity. Their Romanization
survived in some degree after the break with Rome.

That break occurred, for practical purposes, about the year 410. Power
began slipping into the hands of chiefs and officials who founded what
became regional dynasties. Presently the British Celts had a ruler compara-
ble to the high kings of the Irish Celts, who claimed to be supreme over
lesser rulers. This was the man whom Geoffrey calls Vortigern. In the
fifth-century context ‘“Vortigern” is a title or designation, rather than a proper
name. Its meaning is ‘over-chief’, in effect, ‘high king'.

The Britons, in their exposed position, had been subject for many years to
foreign raiding: by Irish from the west, by Picts from what is now Scotland,
and by Saxons, ancestors of the English, from across the North Sea. The
imperial forces had found it harder and harder to cope with them, and when
those forces had gone, Britain’s rulers faced a serious problem. Shortly
before the end of the Roman period, a few Saxons had made their homes in
the island on a peaceful basis, apparently with permission as foederati,
barbarians allotted land and maintenance in return for keeping order and
repelling other barbarians. This arrangement was seen as a solution. From
about the 420s on, the number of auxiliaries rose sharply. Still known
collectively as Saxons, they comprised Saxons proper, Angles, Jutes, and
minor groupings from the same continental Germanic background.

Vortigern doubtless authorized these settlements, or some of them. The
Welsh blamed him in retrospect for the whole process. Many more Saxons
entered Britain, more than the Britons could maintain. Towards the middle
of the fifth century they revolted, raiding and pillaging far and wide,
probably not in one catastrophic surge, but piecemeal over a decade or
more.

Finally they ceased raiding and remained for a while within their
authorized enclaves. What happened next forms the basis of the Arthurian
legend. Events in Britain followed a unique course. Barbarians had moved
into many parts of the Empire. But here, as nowhere else, a provincial
people had become de facto self-governing before they moved in. And here,
as nowhere else, a provincial people cared enough to fight back. A
counter-offensive took shape under a leader named Ambrosius Aurelianus,
the original of Geoffrey’s Aurelius Ambrosius. A to-and-fro warfare
continued for years in parts of Britain, and the Britons managed, in places,
to stabilize the position. Archaeology shows that they reoccupied many
hill-forts of the pre-Roman lron Age, sometimes only as places of refuge, but
sometimes as military bases and centres of government.

Towards the year 500, a British victory at an unidentified Mount Badon,
perhaps one of the refurbished hill-forts, brought a generation or two of
relative peace and equilibrium. Political cohesion, however, had gone, and
the Empire itself had perished in the west. Britain’s Roman-founded towns
were sunk in decay. The British language was beginning to disintegrate,
with the emergence of Welsh and other regional variants not far off. The
petty kings quarrelled among themselves and pursued their own ends.
Meanwhile the balance of population tilted against them, and few of them
took any measures to stop another Saxon advance.

lhe Britons’ gradual collapse in the face of that advance turned most of
the country into England, Angle-land. But they handed down heroic legends



that were preserved and improved by the people of their stock in the north,
Wales, Cornwall, Brittany. The ‘original Arthur’ (to use a convenient term) is
embedded in this traditional matter, not as the colossus that Geoffrey makes
him, but as a successful war-leader of the Britons and a paramount figure
during one of their phases of ascendancy.

Early Welsh allusions to him unfortunately spread his career over an
impossible time-range, from the middle of the fifth century to the middle of
the sixth. This Arthur of the Welsh may be a composite of several men,
champions of resistance at different times. Or there may indeed have been
an ‘original Arthur’, one only, whose floruit was extended because the
actions of heirs or followers after his death were attributed by bards to him
personally. Such an original would fit best into the second half of the fifth
century, perhaps as a nominal successor of Vortigern, with Ambrosius as a
general in his service. ‘Arthur’ is a Welsh form of the Roman name Artorius.
It suggests a Briton born when the country was still close to the imperial
civilization. Records of several Arthurs during the later sixth century imply
that someone called Arthur had by then become a national hero, after whom
boys were named.

Geoffrey’s pseudo-biography is not pure fancy but a mélange, though his
imagination inflates and alters everything it takes hold of. Here as elsewhere
he does make use of history, including, it seems, some account of an actual
expedition to Gaul in 468-70, by a British king who may be the original
Arthur so far as anyone was. He has read Welsh notes on Arthur’s wars and
final demise, listing battles against the Angles in Lincolnshire and against
Picts in alliance with them in Scotland. By picking on Tintagel for Uther’s
encounter with Arthur’s mother he shows awareness of the fact, redisco-
vered only by archaeology, that Tintagel was a major stronghold at about
the right time. He knows also that bards and story-tellers mythified Arthur
into a saga hero, a warrior prince with a host of adventurous companions,
fighting giants and monsters. From that milieu he adopts a giant or two, but
he is more concerned with the companions, basing Arthur’s knights on them
and taking over a few directly, such as Cei and Bedwyr, who become Kay
and Bedivere.

So far as can be judged, the saga absorbed an appreciable amount of
pre-Christian mythology. Welsh tales on other themes, in the collection
known as the Mabinogion, certainly did. Celtic Christians in Britain and
Ireland had a hospitable attitude to the former gods and goddesses.
Christians in these lands were willing to continue believing in them. Of
course, they could no longer be divine, but they could survive in thinly
disguised myths, thinly disguised themselves as kings and queens and
enchanters and fairy-folk. The Irish went further than the Welsh, but the
difference was one of degree merely.

Several Arthurian characters seem to have a pagan background. One who
raises immediate questions is Merlin, who foretells Arthur and in a sense
creates him. He is a fusion by Geoffrey of two or even three characters into a
new figure. If an ‘original Merlin’ is wanted, he is a British noble of the late
sixth century, who was reputedly driven out of his mind at a battle in
Cumbria and wandered through southern Scotland uttering prophecies,
blessed or cursed with second-sight. While northern records call him
Lailoken, Welsh poems give him a more dignified air and call him Myrddin,



The visionary kingdom

a sobriquet implying a link with Carmarthen. He is credited with foretelling
a Celtic resurgence.

Geoffrey at first knew his name or alias, but not much more. Before he
completed the History he published some alleged prophecies of the seer,
Latinizing ‘Myrddin” after his own fashion. Wanting to build them into the
History, he had to bring in ‘Merlin’ to utter them. Welsh legend furnished
him with a tale of a young seer with no human father (being begotten,
Geoffrey inferred, by a spirit or incubus), whose feats confounded Vortigern.
Geoffrey put this episode in the History, making out that the legendary youth
was Merlin and allotting the prophecies to him. The date, however, was
more than a hundred years out. Later he learned more about the northerner,
and wrote a narrative poem, the Vita Merlini, Life of Merlin, in which he
tried to fudge dates and details to make the two identical.

There is more to it than this, though the rest is obscure. In one or two
Welsh poems, ‘Myrddin” has been construed as meaning a spirit of
inspiration rather than an individual. A man such as Lailoken, deemed to
have prophetic powers, may therefore have been a Myrddin-man or simply
a Myrddin. There may be a recollection here of some prehistoric god, a god
of inspiration. Geoffrey’s own story hints that a superhuman being may have
gone into the making of his Merlin. The enchanter is responsible for
Stonehenge, which was formerly in Ireland, but which he dismantles and
reassembles on Salisbury Plain.

To revert to Arthur, Geoffrey established him as a splendid monarch and
victorious conqueror. The History was widely read, and believed. Geof-
frey’s purpose in writing was probably quite limited. He wanted to show that
his Celtic kinsfolk, so sadly reduced by English power, had a glorious
ancestry and, according to Merlin, an encouraging future. In the outcome,
however, he did much more. He gave a strong impetus to a discovery of
Celtic mythology by the English and French, and supplied a quasi-historical
frame into which it could be fitted, both as it came from his own hands and
as it was spread from other sources, notably by Breton minstrels.

Arthurian legend takes on its most familiar guise in romances written during
the late twelfth century and the thirteenth. These created the elaborate
montage which Arthur’s name now evokes: the King himself, a resplendent
medieval sovereign; Guinevere, his fair and passionate queen; Merlin, the
royal magician; Camelot, the royal city; the Round Table knighthood,
vowed to high ideals; the tragic love-stories of Lancelot and Guinevere,
Tristan and Isolde; the sacred mystery of the Grail Quest.

Medieval romancers recognized three main sources of material. The
Matter of Rome meant classical antiquity. The Matter of France meant
Charlemagne, Roland, and the rest of the Frankish emperor’s peers, around
the year 800. The Matter of Britain meant chiefly Arthur and his court. This
eclipsed the others in popularity and spread throughout western Christ-
endom.

At first most of the authors were French, using the language spoken by
their public on both sides of the Channel. Wace, a poetic adapter of
Geoffrey’s History, was followed by Chrétien de Troyes with elegant verse
tales introducing new characters, notably Lancelot. A series of French
romances in prose established what afterwards remained the approved



pattern. However, there was no lasting French monopoly. The German poet
Wolfram von Eschenbach contributed Parzival, the inspiration of Wagner’s
opera, and England produced epics and tales of which the best is Sir Gawain
and the Green Knight. Other nations made their own additions. In the end it
was an English author, Sir Thomas Malory, who gave the medieval legend
such unity as it ever acquired. His monumental work, printed by Caxton in a
revised form as the Morte d’Arthur, was finished in 1469 and is a
remodelling of earlier French and English materials.

All the romances exhibit a medieval practice, already plain in Geoffrey
but now carried further, which almost disconnects the literature from
whatever facts underlie it. They update. Medieval authors handling a story
from olden times make no attempt at authenticity. They put virtually
everything in terms of contemporary experience and interests. Government,
architecture, clothing, weaponry, sports, geography, social customs, are all
medieval. That is why Arthur’s fifth-century companions become knights in
armour, why hill-forts become castles, why simple churches become
cathedrals, why a Celtic society becomes a courtly one. The romancers’
enhanced Arthurian Britain absorbs the previous elements, real and
fictitious, but transfigures them in a new creation: a chivalric Utopia with
Arthur presiding.

He is presently enrolled in a standard constellation of heroes, the Nine
Worthies. Three were Jewish: Joshua, David, and Judas Maccabaeus. Three
were pagan: Hector, Alexander, and Julius Caesar. Three were Christian:
Arthur himself, Charlemagne, and Godfrey of Bouillon, the leader of the
First Crusade.

Arthur’s kingdom has a magical aspect. This is due in part to fragments of
pre-Christian mythology, drifting into it from the Celtic past. It is due more
conspicuously to the promotion of Merlin. Geoffrey’s Merlin contrives
Arthur’s birth and is still alive after his passing, but is never portrayed
actually meeting him. Later authors found the character too alluring to leave
alone. His cryptic prophecies were taken seriously and interpreted. His
strange origin as the son of an incubus was improved. The story now was
that a devil begot him, to produce a man having paranormal gifts who
would use them against Christianity. The mother’s piety thwarted this
intention, and while her son had the paranormal gifts, he was willing to
employ them constructively.

Romancers make Merlin the sponsor of the whole Arthurian regime,
preparing the way for it, enthroning the young King, equipping him by
magical means, using prophetic powers to advise him. Merlin not only
contrives Arthur’s birth but provides for his fostering in a distant place, to
keep him safe in an interregnum following Uther’s death, till the time is ripe
for him to emerge. He makes the Round Table which will be central to
Arthur’s court. When Arthur is old enough to take charge, Merlin proves his
right by the test of the sword driven into the stone, which only Britain’s true
sovereign can extract. He aids the King in his struggles against resentful
challengers, and, when the sword drawn from the stone is broken, arranges
for him to receive Excalibur.

In Geoffrey’s History Arthur has a sword Caliburn, forged by fairy-folk,
and in romance the hint is developed. The slightly re-named and wonderful
Excalibur is a gift from the Lady of the Lake. She is perhaps, in her origins, a



The golden age

priestess. Her sacred pool, or an enchanted space below, is the home of a
group of damsels under her headship, and when a Lady dies, one of the
damsels succeeds her. Lancelot is called Lancelot of the Lake because the
current Lady took him away as a child and brought him up. Merlin is on
friendly terms with the Lake community, and one of the damsels is his
undoing.

His relationship with the King is an unusual conception. European legend
has nothing else quite like it. A parallel of sorts is the role of Krishna in the
Mahabharata. Krishna is divine, an avatar of the supreme god Vishnu. In the
Hindu epic he befriends Yudhishthir, the Pandava king who is dispossessed
by his cousins. When Yudhishthir moves to reclaim his rights, and war
breaks out, Krishna joins him as a non-combatant adviser. In several crises
of the war he saves the situation by ruses which — it must be confessed —
leave an unpleasant taste, however worthy the object. He is a trickster,
therefore liable to comparison with Merlin, and the comparison, humanly
speaking, is sometimes in Merlin’s favour.

Throughout western Europe, the Arthurian fashion produced literature in the
major languages and art in the major countries. There were several reasons
for the flowering. The Crusades played a significant part. The contact of
western Europe with the civilized east promoted new interests and
refinements. The revival of Christian energy, and intense concern with the
Holy Land, gave a fresh life to religious consciousness and helped to inspire
the Arthurian mythos of the Grail. The long absences of nobles meant that
their wives, back in the castle, assumed more responsibility. While the real
power-relation between the sexes was little altered, feminine tastes in such
fields as entertainment began to carry weight; and Arthurian romances had a
great deal to offer here, far more than the old masculine epics such as the
Song of Roland. They had a great deal to offer in a broader sense. They had
something for everybody — war, tournaments, adventures, quests, magic,
love, religion, heraldry. The rival Matters could not compete.

Yet as we stand back and contemplate all this, it is clear that it can apply
only to the vogue in a particular period, the Middle Ages. It cannot explain
the legend’s enduring fascination, its ability to keep appearing in different
guises, fading and returning, from Welsh story-tellers before Geoffrey right
through to twentieth-century novelists whose sales bear witness. Arthur
stands for something deep-seated, and the chivalric Utopia is only one of the
outward forms he gives it: he has the power to generate others. He bestows a
British shape on the perennial dream of a long-ago, long-lost golden age.
This is a constant that runs as a haunting undercurrent through different
versions.

The golden age is a widespread conception. In ancient China, the first
phase of the Chou dynasty, reigning from about 1100 sc, was looked back
upon as an era of social harmony and wise government, conducted by
moral force, not coercion. Confucius characterized the lost Chou rightness
as Tao, the Way, meaning the Way of the Former Kings, and a central aim of
his teaching was to revive it.

In Hinduism the picture is more cosmic and complex. The world passes
through a series of yugas or aeons, and the first, the Krita. is the best. During
the Krita Yuga, rulers were just and public-spirited, priests weie holy, the



different social orders did their duty. But that was many thousands of years
ago. Three more yugas ensued, each one shorter and worse, and we are
now in the last, the Kali Yuga, which will go on deteriorating till divine
intervention halts the process.

Greece also had a series of ages. The standard account is given by the
poet Hesiod in the eighth century sc. First, he says, came the age of ‘golden’
people. This is where the epithet ‘golden’ makes its appearance. It was an
era of gods-before-the-gods, the primordial beings known as Titans, their
chief being Cronus, whom the Romans later called Saturn. The golden
people lived happily without effort on the fruits of the earth, had no diseases
and never grew old. Death held no terrors for them, and they still live on in
the world as benign spirits, but not as a visible human race.

They were succeeded by ‘silver’ people, who were comparatively dull but
peaceful, and matriarchally ruled. Cronus’s son Zeus, however, exiled and
banished him. The senior deity ended up in a far-away west, an Elysium
across the ocean, where something of his golden age lingered with him.
Meanwhile Zeus had wiped out the silver race, and replaced it with violent
people who ate meat and used tools and weapons of bronze. (We are
coming into contact here with archaeological fact and the real Bronze Age.)
Through coupling with gods, their women produced a nobler bronze stock,
the heroes who sailed in Argo and fought at Troy. The best of them live on
with Cronus in his western Elysium. None are to be found any more in the
familiar world. Their base successors were ‘iron” men. For Hesiod his own
time is the iron age, which, like the Kali Yuga, is the worst.

Hesiod looks ahead only to further worsening and perhaps extinction.
Transferred to the Roman milieu, the scheme is less gloomy and takes a
surprising turn. Humanity has indeed lost the age of Cronus, the Saturnia
regna; but Virgil, as poet-laureate to Augustus Caesar, declares not only that
it can be reborn but that Augustus is actually effecting this. The peace, good
government, and prosperity of his reign embody the same golden qualities.
Virgilian optimism could not last, yet centuries later, in the Empire’s
decline, hopes persisted for a ruler who would at least recover its best days.
A golden age of sorts might still be brought back by a Restitutor Orbis or
World-Restorer, and almost to the very end in the west, ephemeral emperors
were still being hailed as such. Arthur himself, as portrayed by Geoffrey,
seems to echo this yearning and to become briefly a Restitutor within the
limits of his ex-Roman Britain.

Plainly the golden age is a potent theme. There are many more instances.
It need not be located far back in a mythical prehistory. For Confucius the
early Chou era was a matter of four or five centuries before his own birth.
The Welsh story-tellers who created their Arthurian world, their golden age,
before Geoffrey and the romancers, were thinking of a time at much the
same distance from themselves: the time of the Britons’ unique rally against
the barbarians, and their holding their own, in a phase of glory which Arthur
had come to symbolize, thanks to bards and occasional clerics who had
transmitted his fame. The Welsh image survives in one complete tale,
though we have sketches and summaries of others now lost. Culhwch and
Olwen is a wild, colourful story with a good deal of ruthlessness and black
humour. Here the age of Arthur is essentially a heroic age, an age of warriors
and marvels, of monsters and giants and superhuman feats. Arthur is the



chief prince of Britain, the Island of the Mighty, and most Britons of
legendary standing are at his court, more than two hundred of them, often in
defiance of chronology.

When Ceoffrey takes up the subject, making Arthur a quasi-historical
monarch and a kind of Messiah, he combines Welsh tradition with genuine
history, and expands both on a lavish scale. But with Geoffrey we encounter
the medieval updating. While he too describes Arthur’s court, he does it in
thoroughly twelfth-century terms. Also he does it at greater length, and in
more detail, than the mere updating would require. He is giving substance
to the Arthurian golden age as he imagines it himself, and in a form
acceptable to his readers. We are not told much about the condition of the
populace, but Geoffrey assures us that the King’s generosity and other fine
qualities endeared him to all. The rest of the literature assumes the justice
and prosperity of his reign, or most of it.

After Geoffrey comes the chivalric Utopia of the romancers, evoked first
by Chrétien de Troyes. in their hands the golden age is entirely medieval or
ideal-medieval, and the historical roots still visible in Geoffrey have almost
vanished. Part of his story that has a tenuous connection with fact, Arthur’s
Gallic warfare, survives in an English epic known as the Alliterative Morte
Arthure. When Malory carries out his vast rehandling, he uses this epic as
well as the French romances, and it is instructive to see what he does with it.
Geoffrey and the Alliterative Morte portray the King's principal campaign
against Rome as coming at the end of his reign, and occasioning his
downfall. Malory shifts it many years back. His Arthur triumphs and returns,
and a very long peace ensues, in which numerous things happen. Malory’s
purpose is clear. He is creating a space, more firmly defined than in
previous versions, for the golden age to flourish in.

Beyond the Middle Ages, the next full treatment is Tennyson’s. In his
Idylls of the King he follows Malory, but not slavishly, and changes the
atmosphere. As a conscientious laureate, devoted to the Queen and the
memory of her Consort, he recasts the legend in a mould of Victorian
values. Once again Arthur presides over a golden age. But now it has that
quality because it is spiritually inspired, with high ideals mastering the baser
nature, the animal element in humanity. More is said about Christian love
and marriage, as symbolizing the mastery, and the evils that undermine the
kingdom have an allegorical quality, ‘shadowing Sense at war with Soul’.

In the twentieth century, T.H. White’s tetralogy The Once and Future
King is again Malory-based. But White develops the golden-age aspect in his
own style, a modern one, stressing ideals like peace and internationalism. In
the upshot, it is more a matter of hope than of achievement, but the King is
justified by his good intentions.

After White a series of novelists, such as Rosemary Sutcliff, Mary Stewart
and Persia Woolley, have approached the legend from a new angle. Their
inspiration has come from serious research into Post-Roman Britain by
archaeologists and historians. By-passing the romance tradition, they have
based historical novels and fantasies on the original Arthur and his country
as they actually were . . . or may have been. Poets, notably Charles Williams
and John Heath-Stubbs, have absorbed similar influences in a lesser degree.
Modern writers, aware of the unlikelihood of a real golden age, have
nevertheless pictured an Arthurian Britain where people of goodwill,



The Round Table
and Camelot

courage and integrity are on top, at least for a while; or where, even in the
midst of strife and confusion, great personalities make their mark.

In other media, the musical Camelot by Lerner and Loewe draws its
inspiration from White and closes with much the same conclusion. Arthur’s
regime goes down, but for ‘one brief shining moment’ the vision of a noble
society lived, and it remains valid for ever. The film Excalibur resembles the
novels in emphasizing great individuals rather than an idealized kingdom. It
does this in a mixture of periods and imagery intended to take the story
outside any kind of history, and convert it into a timeless myth.

Arthurian romance in the Middle Ages focuses its golden age on the
knighthood of the Round Table. Arthur’s order of chivalry is already present
in Geoffrey of Monmouth, where the King’'s enrolment of knights from
foreign nations opens the way for the pre-eminence of the foreigner
Lancelot, though Lancelot does not appear till Chrétien introduces him. The
conception is medieval. Geoffrey is adapting the Welsh tradition that makes
Arthur the head of a martial company. He has no actual Round Table. This is
mentioned first in Wace’s French adaptation of his History, produced in
1155. Wace ascribes the Table’s shape to a practical motive. By putting all
the knights on an equal footing, Arthur prevented quarrels over precedence.
But the conception grows more elaborate. Romancers give the Table a
pedigree. Merlin made it for Uther, Arthur’s father. Its roundness symbol-
ized the round earth and heavens. When Uther died it was acquired by
Leodegan, a local ruler. Guinevere was his daughter, and brought the Table
to Arthur as a dowry. We are told further that, besides its cosmic symbolism,
it was a successor to two previous tables. First came the table of Christ’s Last
Supper; then, in commemoration of that, a table on which the Grail was
kept; then, in commemoration of that, the Round Table of Arthur — so that
there was a tangible link between his order of knighthood and the disciples
of Christ, between chivalry and religion.

With the literary flowering, attention tends to shift from the King to the
knights and ladies around him. The chivalric Utopia is constituted by the
vows taken, the ideals prevailing. Arthur’s kingdom is a place, theoretically,
of justice and honour, fortitude and true love. Many of the adventures of his
paladins are set in motion by their duty to right wrongs, succour the
distressed, slay monsters, and so forth. Yet most of them are — to put it
politely — flawed. Sir Kay, Arthur’s seneschal or household manager, is
boastful and curmudgeonly. Sir Gawain, though admirable in English tales,
is portrayed by the French as untrusiworthy and a womanizer, and even
English admirers sometimes feel bound to admit his vengefulness. Sir
Perceval spends much time being stupid and making costly mistakes. Sir
Lancelot, French-born and ‘the best knight in the world’, becomes the
Queen’s lover with eventually fatal results. These and others like them are
the King's counsellors, responsible for the conduct of the court and, in some
cases, for the government of domains of their own. The golden-ness of the
golden age does not consist so much in fully realized virtue as in atmosphere
and aspiration. Yet it holds up. The King, though by no means unflawed
himself, is charismatic enough to keep the atmosphere alive and sustain the
aspiration. He has a talent for bringing out the best in others. The summer of
his reign is felt to be good.



Winchester’s Round Table,

. 1300. Eighteen feet across,
itis atable-top only, because
the legs are lost. The design in
green and white segments,
giving places for the King and
twenty-four knights, was
painted in 1522 by order of
Henry VIl (hence the Tudor
rose) and repainted without
change in 1789. (Great Hall,
Winchester Castle.)

Love in Arthur’s kingdom

During the Middle Ages, England’s Plantagenet kings took Arthur
seriously and sometimes tried to exploit him politically. It is ironic that a
Celtic hero, renowned for fighting the ancestors of the Engiish, should have
been adopted as a king of England and held to shed ancient lustre on its
monarchy; but so he was. Edward | claimed sovereignty over Scotland on
the ground that Arthur was sovereign over Scotland. Edward Il contem-
plated refounding the Arthurian knighthood. Monarchs and lords, not only
in England, held entertainments called Round Tables at which the guests
played Arthurian roles. The Round Table on the wall in Winchester Castle
dates from somewhere about 1300, and may have been made for a festivity
of this type.

In later works the focus of the golden age is a place, Camelot. There is no
contradiction or innovation here, only a shift of emphasis. Camelot is in
early romances, primarily as a castle where the Round Table is housed, King
Arthur’s favourite residence. Around it is a town named after it. A point
seldom noticed is that Camelot, as portrayed by the romancers who
invented it, is not a national capital. It is purely Arthur's home, the heart of
his world. No one else reigns there before or after him. Its character is thus
unique. The mystique of Camelot, unlike the mystique of Jerusalem or
Rome, is a projection of one mythified person, the golden-age hero. Malory,
who sometimes equates it with the old capital Winchester, is therefore
misguided. Camelot is a place of the imagination. While it seems to be
vaguely in the west, it cannot be located.

The only sense in which a real place could have ‘been” Camelot would be
as the headquarters of the original Arthur, the starting-point of a tradition
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