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Foe more than cight centurics, poets and writers have been
telling stories about King Arthur. From lost legends and
scraps of history, from facts and folklore, they have
fashioned oae of the greatest epics in all litersture, full ol
the world’s splendours, heroic laves and spiritual quests.
This magical and mysterious world is founded on the
figure of an obscure Welsh princeling, about whom we
know nothing for certain. Arthue may have been the last
Roman general of Pritain, the first of thase Welsh guernlia
fighters who defied the English until well into the Middle
Ages, or 3 northern prince from Scotland who was later
dopted by the Welsh living in Wales. If there was a real
Arthur, he lived in the sixth or seventh centuries aD; he
may not even have been of roval blood, but he was
scclaimed as 2 hero or leader. That is all that we can say
with any confidence about the historical grain of sand in
the poetic oyster.

But this book is not about the quest for 1 ‘real’ Arthur.
1t is 2 celebeation of the ‘unreal’ king, of his exploits in
literature, uf hig far-famed knights and their ladies, of all
the high trappings of romance. Arthurian literature tempts
one to write in purple prose; yet it is much more than an
escape from reality, much more than the lines on my
mother's boakplate in the first version of Arthur's story
that 1 read, with its hsunting Walter Crane plates:

IHere de { sut reading old Things

of bmights and Lorn Damsels while the wind sings,

O dreardy sings . ..
Arthur's magic is that he is a shape-shifter; but he does su
subtly and slowly, changing his form to suit the needs of
each new age. It is arguable that the earliest apparently
historical references to his career, in the anonymous ninth-
century chronicle calted The HHistory of the Britons, cor-
respond 10 a revival of Welsh national feeling and pouer,
and were written to meet a demand for a hern from the
past who would be an example For the present. Arthur's
real firtunes were founded by 3 much bolder stroke of in-
vention, however: Geoffrev of Monmouth's great imita-
tion of histows, The History of the Kines of Bratumm, weitten
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in the third decade of the twelith century. History, tor long
nelected or reduced to mere chronicle, was being prac-
tised nnce again by English writers, raking the great classi-
cal historians of Rome as their models; and Geotfrey,
veeinge that there was no version of the history of Dritain
hefore and immediately alter the Roman invasion, twk 0
upon himself 10 make good this want. 1lis sources are
whscure; in places he used scraps ol Welsh historv and
legend, but much of his worl was pure imagination,

romance in the guise ol history, and nowhere more so )

than in his portrait of Arthur. Arthur emerges trom his
ohscurity 1 become ruler of the western warld, waging 2
series uf wars which carry him, file Charlemagne, towards
Rome iself, though he never reachts Rome vr becomes
emperor, hecause news of treachery at home reaches him
in his hour of terumph, and he returns (o meet his death in
civil war.

Geulfrey’s history was written taun, but a French
version sonn appeared, writien for Henry 1hand Eleanor of
Aguitaine by the Anglo-Norman poct Wace. Tawards the
end of the twelfth century, the English poet Layamon
made his version, and many of the less sceptical historians
of the period intenduced Gentfrey's tales into their works,
if only hecause they neady filled a gap in their story.
Geotlrey's success with histonians, however, was nothing
10 his success in the literary world. The brilliant et un-
known court of King Anthur became the setting tor all
kinds of romances, many of them drawing on the same
stock of Welsh stories, perhaps gathered from passing
minstrels, that Geotfrey himsell had used. Chrétien de
Troves, who worked for Eleanor of Aquitaine’s daughter
Marie de Champagne in the mid-twelfth century, was the
tirst and ane of the greatest of these writers: from his hand
we have the first version of Lancelot's fove for Arthur’s
ueen, Guinevere, and the firse mention of the Holy Grail.
The Grail poem was ncvet finished, leaving us without 2
clear idea of what Chréticn meant by the Grail, a mystery
which was turned to gond advantage by later wnters.

Chrétien’s poems are kooscly linked by ‘the court ot king
Arthur'. ‘This was not enough for the writers of the thir-
teenth and fnurteenth centuries, who now set out telt
the whole story ub Arthur's career in a great senes of
rumances which have come down t us in several sersions.
\lreadv Aethur had changed his shape, from pscudi-
historical Ling to loed of 3 court of heroes andk lovers; now
he became one ot the greatest rulers the world had scen,
the peer of Charlemagne and Mexander, and with his own
triumph am tragedy as the heart of the cydle ol stories.
Geotlrey of Monmouth's veeson of Arthur’s history

ontained all the necessary ingredients, hinting at Guin-
cvere’s infidelity and Arthur’s mysterious end, all told in
fittle more than bare vutline. Theromance writers elaborated
endlessly on this, and when they had exhausted the possi-
Ilities of Arthur’s own history, whole new stories were
woven in. The Grail romance quickly became a central
part of the cycle of tales, providing a high spiritus] theme
hitherto lacking; and separate romances, such as that of
“Teistan and Iseult, were incorporated into the cycle. In-
Jtead of taking in the new material bodily, fike a patch on
1 cnak, the old and the new were interwuven almost in-
separably, so that the storyteller could muve easily (rom
wne theme to another, bringing them together like the
hrilliant colours of a tapestry.

For English readers, the culmination of the medieval
versions of Arthue's story is Sir Thomas Malory's work,
sencrally known as Le Morte Darthur from the title which
William Caxton gave it when he printed it in 1485, Malory,
like his contemporaties in France and ltaly, cdited the
French manuscripts which he used as his source; but buth
his editing and the striking tlow of his prose style were the
work of a writer of genius, and it is his version that has
hecome the Authorised Version of Arthurisn legend.
“I'htoughout the sixteenth century, the romances remained
popular, but the h century, pious and rational at
the same time, frowned un such fripperics and fables, and
Arthur's very cxistence, queried by a handful of doubting
Thomases ever since Geoffrey of Monmouth's buok first
appeared, was now generally regarded as unproven. The
1aste for romances declined, and Arthur scarcely put in an
appearance between the Restoration in 1660 and the end of
the eighteensh century.

When he did reappear, it was due to the influence of the
{ashion for all things Guthick and medieval, and to the
romantic writers such as Sir Walter Scort and Wordsworth.
Yet it was only after the high tide of romanticism had
passed, in the more sober atmasphere of Victoria's reign,
that Arthur found his first true modern champion in
\lired Tennyson. Tennvson's /dplls of the King made the
legends a household word in Victorian England, and a host
of lesser versions followed. In Germany, a master in 2
lifterent artistic fiekd, Richard Wagner, tovk the stories of
I'ristan and Parsifal and put them into modern guise as
wperas. In the wake of these great works, there followed an
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I ) for popul Hlings of the original

suries,

‘The last seventy vears have scen continuing intense
sctivity in the reworking of the Arthurian stocies. In many
ways they have taken the place of the classical myths which

Introduction

once dominated European literature, and to which pocts
and, writers constantly referred e returned. A germ of an
idea from the Grail stories gave T. S. Eliot’s The Waste
Land s title; and Arthur, Guinevere, Lancelot, Merlin
and Galahad are as familiar in our literature as the gods of
ancient Greece.

What follows is an attempt to give a reader new to the
Arthurian Jegends some idea of their scope and range
within the covers of a single volume. The extracts have been
set out in approximate chronological urder so that their
development can be seen ax well. Of necessity, some of the
extracts are artistically isfactory, bleeding chunks
from a coherent, carefully planned work; but by and large
romances lend themselves easily to such use, because they
are made of many individual adventures linked by a theme
ne 3 persosality. [n the introductions, | have tried o set
each picce in its context, both historical and literary - the
artistic comext can be seen in the largely contemporary
il ions - s0 that any who enjoys all or indeed part
of this anthology can make his own exploration of the
many and glittering treasures of Arthurian legend.
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ARTHUR IN HISTORY - EARLY
WELSH LITERATURE - HIS GRAVE
"THESAINTS'LIVES & & &

We know very little sbout the history of Britain berween
AD 400 and AD 600, between the ending of Roman rule and
the emergence of the Saxon kingdoms. We have no con-
temporary histories, only traditions and rumours and the
nccasional voice crying in the wilderness of a writer whose
works happen 10 survive in this or that fragment of 3 manu-
script. Archacology has helped us to uncover something of
everyday life, even something of the broad outline of the
story of the Saxon invasions; but if we want an sccount of
people and dates, the names of the Saxon and Welsh com-
manders who fought 2 long drawn-out succession of cam-
paigne, there is nowhere to turn. To luok for 2 historical
Arthur in such & period is a hopeless task: the scraps of
evidence sre few and far between, and there is no context
into which we can fit them. For instance, Gildas, s British
preacher who was mainly concerned with castigating the
sins of his fellow-countrymen, mentions 3 few names of
kinputiaﬂeu,mdun:ofomvicmq, ‘the siege of Mons
Badonicus’ in his sixth-century book on the ruin of Britain.
Because dluemmonlypiecuolinfmlim.i(ismy
t0 overvalue them: Gildas himself implies that there were
vther engagements as important 23 ‘mons Badonicus’
(‘mount Badon') but even three hundred years later it had

One great moment in which the tide of the Saxon
invasion was stemmed.

In fact, the only thing that is genenaily agreed about the
bistotialArtburinhnifhedidexin,ilmintbeperiod
between AD 450 and ap 650. Who he was, what he did,
where he lived, are questions which can only be answered
with guesses. It was perhaps only guesswork that led two
unknown writers in the eighth and ninth centuries to name
the hero of the ‘siege of mons Badonicus’ (a siege duly
transformed into a battle) as Arthur. The name Arthur is
very rare in Welsh sources; the fact that, like many Welsh
names, it may derive from s Roman tamily name, Artorius,
has led to sl kinds of speculation; all that is indisputable
is that, by the ninth century, there was a raditional hero
called Arthur. The beief Amals of Wales tell us two things
about him: he fought ar Badon, something which his-
tosians have remembered but which the romancers have
{orgocten, and he was killed at Camlann in the same bartle
38 2 certain Medraut, the seed from which the whole
‘tragedy of Arthur' was 10 spring in the romances, bus
which ravely appears in the historians. The equally anony-
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mous author ol The {lisrory of the Britons (usually anni-
buted 10 2 mythical Nennius) has a great deal more to say
about Arthur’s carcer, but he improves the history of the
victar of Badon by adding a catalogue of battles, which may
well have originally belonged to else, a5 a kind of
prelude. An early Welsh puem has survived which lists in
very similar style the bastles of Cadwallawn, ‘fourteen
chicf battles for fair Britain, and sixty encounters’, Even
here the list of Arthur’s batides exists in two very different
versions, both of which are given below.

The real origins of Arthur as we know him lic not in
fifth- o sixth-century histocy, but in esrly Welsh liters-
ture. Even here he is an enigmatic figure, partly because all
that survives of much Welsh literature is rather like # hews-
paper where only the headlines can be read. We have 3
whole series of sids to memory used by the poets when
they recited their stories: heroes and events sre grouped in
threes, for example, “Three Generous Men of the Istand of
Briuain'. The original versions of these occasi lly men-
tion Arthur, though many were laer adapted to include
him. There are other references to him in Welsh verse,
including s verse about his grave:

There is o grave for March, o greve for Coyther,

A grave for Cogawn Red-1werd ;

the world’s wonder a grave for Arthur.
The implication is that no grave is known for Arthur, and
it would be 2 marvel if it were to be found. Elsewhere
Arthur sppears as leader of an expedition to the Celuc
otherworld, Annwn, in s poem whose obscurity has baffled
the best scholars. Something of this side of his character is
reflected in the two Murvels from The History of the Britons.

After the ninth century, Arthur begins to acquire his
best-known characteristic: he is a great ruler whose court
suraces the bravest warriors of his age. The first evidence
lhalwehlveo‘himulgrulmlﬂnlhdthml[m(
warrior comes in an amusing way. The Welsh Church, like
the Irish, venerated almost sll jts holy men as saints, and
vast numbers of saints’ lives were turned out in linle
monasteries o cells up and down Wales, often the product
of intense local patriotisnt, In order 10 emphasise the great-
ness of such a saint, he would be shown 15 superior 10 a
great ruler, snd Arthur was often cast in the role of stooge.
This is what lies behind the episode from the Life of St
Curannog, though there is 2 more devious motive as well,
the establishment of a claim by St Carannog’s monastery
to the lands mentioned in the story. Such stories often
contain references to storics about Arthur which have now
heen lost, but in this case the whole episode seems 10 have
been invented.

THE ANNALS OF WALES

Year 72 (=D §18?) The baule of Badon in which Arthur
bare the cross of our Lord Jesus Chrise on his shoulders
for three days and three nights, and the Britons were the
victors.

Year 93 (=D 539 7) Gueith (Battle of) Camlann in which
Arthur and Medraut perished; and there was plague in
Brirain and Ircland.

THE HISTORY OF THE BRITONS
The chromelogy of the ‘History' proceeds by o Stepping-stone

" method, rather then by abseluse daves, so that it is often

waclear 10 what precise period the anthor is assguing any
savses of cvemss. The followng * Arthurion’ sectrom, from the
origmal vession m the Harleian MS, it & case in point,

Then in those days Arthur fought aguinst them' with
the kings of the Britons, but he was a commander in the
battles. The first battle was at the mouth of the river called
Glein; the second, third, fourth, and fifth on another river,
which is called Dubglus as is in the vegion of Linnuis;? the

sixth battle on the river called Bassas. The seventh bartle -

was in the forest of Celyddon, that is the barde of Coed
Celyddon.® The eight battle was at Casrellms Cuinnion,
where Arthur carried the portrait of Ssint Mary, ever
Virgin, on his shoulders; and the psgans were routed on
that day, and there was 2 great slaughter of them through
the power of our Lord Jesus Christ and the strengih of the
holy Virgin Mary, his mother. The ninth battle was foughe
in the L'rbs Legromss.* The teath battle was fought on the
shore of the river calied Tribrun. The cleventh battle was

he Welsh Tradition

fought on the mountain called Agned ® The twelfth barte
was on Moems Badewss, where in one day nine bundred and
sixty men were killed by one sttack of Arthur, and no one
save himself laid them low. And he appeared as victor in
#ll the battles. And while they* were being overthrown in
all the barties, they were seeking help from Germany; and
they were being reinforced many times over without inter-
ruption. And they brought kings from Germany 1o rule
over them in Britain, up to the time when Ida ruled who
wumofw;hmhﬁmﬁnhﬂalﬁn,dmh
in Bermeich.
'The English "Lindecy
*A forest sres in souchern Scotead, oftca referred ® in Medineral
Welth titersmre “‘Chester, or e possibly Caerloon
ipes of & i revised verson - odd
T v e e et oy

llA.D.maEnghumm:dlwwm'nof
the *History' im & much less smelegans Latin style. This recen-
sion is known, ogain from is proncipal mamnscrips, as the
‘Vatican' vermen. The redactor can be showw met to hove
worked from ¢ copy of the original, ‘Harkciaw', text, but from
an augmenied veviien written in Wales berwern & 875 ond
CR 925 s new matter icinded some addisions to the sery
of Arthur end his baisles,

Then the warrior Arthur, with the soldiers snd kings of
Britain, used to fight against them.! And though there
were many of more noble birth than he, be was tweive
times lesder in war and victor of the bartles. He fought the
first battle against them at the mouth of the river which is
called Cles’; the second, third, fourth, and ifth on snother
river, called Duglas in Welsh, which is in the district of
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The Welsh Tradstion

Linnuis; the sixth battle was on the river which is called
Bassas. te fought the seventh battle against them in the
wood of Celidon: in Welsh that is called the battle of Coed
Celyddon. He fought the cight battle against the bar-
barians near Castellum Guinnion; in it Arthur carried on
his shoulders a portrait of Saint Mary, mother of God and
ever virgin; and all that day, through the power of our
Lord Jesus Christ and of Saint Mary his mother, the
Saxons were put td flight and many of them perished in a
great slaughter. He fought the tenth battle on the river-
strand which we call 7raht Treuriot, and the eleventh on the
mountain called Bregnoin where he put them to flight; we
call that the battle of Bregion. The twelfth he prosecuted
harshly against the Saxons, on Mons Badonss: in it there
fell in one day nine hundred and forty men before his
onslaught - his alone, with God’s aid, without assistance
from any of the Britons. Men say that he was always
victor, in all the aforementioned battles, just as many other
British soldiers were too. But no courage or counsel avails
against God's will: as often as the Saxons were laid low in
the battles, they were unremittingly reinforced from Ger-
many and elsewhere; and they summoned to them kings
and leaders with many warriors from almost every pro-
vince, and they did this up to the time when Ida reigned
who was son of Fobba; he was the first king, in Dernicia
and in Cair Affrauc? of the Saxon race.

1The English *York?

The ‘History' closes with accounts of natural marvels of the
British Isles, principally of Wales and the border. Among
these are two which refer 1o ‘the warrior Arthur’. Neither site
can be identified today.

In the district which is called Buellt there is another
marvel. There is a pile of stones there, and one stone with
the footprint of 2 dog on it placed on top of the heap.
When he hunted the boar Trwyd, Cafallt - who was the
dog of the warrior Arthur ~ imprinted the mark of his foot
on it; and Arthur afterwards assembled a heap of stones
under the stone on which was the footprint of his dog,
and it is called Carn Gafall. And people come and carry
away the stone in their hands for a period of a day and a
night, and on the following day it is found on top of its
heap.

In the district which is called Archenficid there is an-
other marvel. “There is a tomb there, next to a spring
which is called Liygad Amr.2 And the name of the man
who was buried in the tomb was called thus, Amr; he was
son of the warrior Arthur, and the latter killed hini in that

place and buried him. And people come to measure the
tomb - it is now six feet, now nine, now twelve, now
fifteen in length. At whatever size you will measure it on
one occasion, you will not again find it of the same size.
And T myself have tested it.

*The name means ‘horse’ The Spring of Amr’

THE LIFE OF SAINT CARANNOG

And afterwards he (St Carannog) returned to his own
country of Cardigan, to his cave, with many clergy, and’
there did many good deeds which cannot be related. /And
Christ gave him from on high a marvellous altar, whose

" colour no one could describe. And after that he came to the

River Severn to set sail “and put the altar in the sea, so
that it would lead him wherever God wished him to come.
In those days Cato and Arthur ruled in that country, living
at Dindraithov; and Arthur came searching for a very
fierce, huge and terrible serpent which had laid waste
twelve parts of the fields of Carrum) And Carannog came
and greeted Arthur, who accepted his blessing joyfully.
And Carannog asked Arthur whether he had heard where
his altar had landed, and Arthur replied: ‘If you reward
me, I will tell you." And he said, ‘What teward do you
want ?’ He answered: ‘Bring me the serpent which is near
you, so that we can see if you are the servant of God.' Then
saint Carannog continued on his way and prayed to the
Lord, and the serpent came there with a great noise, like
a calf running to its mother; it bowed its head before the
servant of God, like a servant obeying his lord with a
humble heart and downcast eyes. And he put his stole
around its neck and led it away like a lamb; it did not
ruflle up its feathers or its spines, and its neck was like the
neck of a seven-year-old bull, so that the stole scarcely
went round it. Then they arrived together at the castle,
and greeted Cato, and were welcomed by him. And he led
that scrpent into the middle of the hall and fed him in the
presence of the people; and they tried to kill it. But he did
not let them kill it because he said it came by God’s com-
mand to wipe out the sinners who were in Carrum and to
show God's power to them. And then he went outside
the castle gate, and Carannog let it go, ordering it not to
hurt anyonc as it left, and not to come back again. And
the serpent left and held 10 what the man of God had
commanded. And Carannog took the altar, which Arthur
had thought of making into a table; but whatever was put
on it was hurled a long way off it. And the king begged
him to accept Carrum to hold it by charter for ever, and
afterwards he built a church there.
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