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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Arthur haslong stood at the juncture of the worlds of fantasy and redity. In 1301, Edward |, King
of England, facing yet another rebelli on in Scotland, wrote to Pope BonifaceVIl with the following
justification for his rule over that kingdom:

Item Arturus rex Britonum princeps famosissimus Scociam sibi rebellem

subiedt, et pene totam gentem deleuit et posteaquemdam nomine Anguselum in regem

Scocie prefedt et cum posteaidem rex Arturus apud ciutitatem Legionum festum faceet

cdeberimum, interfuerunt ibidem omnes reges sibi subiedi inter quos Anguselus rex

Scocie seruicium pro regno Scocie exhibens debitum gladium regis Arturi detulit ante

ipsum et successiue omnes reges Scocie omnibus regibus Britonum fuere subiedi.

(Arthur, king of the Britons, that most famous leader, made subjed to his

authority rebelli ous Scotland, and destroyed nealy all its people and then appanted as

king of Scotland one Anguselus. When later the same King Arthur had a céebrated feast

at Caaleon, all the kings subjed to him attended, among whom Anguselus, king of

Scotland, displaying his srvicefor the kingdom of Scotland, bore King Arthur’s sword

before him and subsequently all kings of Scotland have been subjed to all kings of the

Britons.) *
Not to be bested by this display of pseudo-historicd bravado, the Scots fired badk in kind, conceding that
whileit was true that Arthur had conquered the Scottish kingdom, since he had died without issue, Scotland
had subsequently reverted bad to its independent status. Edward | had a habit of using Arthur to justify his

imperial ambitions. On Easter day in 1278 he and his wife Eleanor visited Glastonbury Abbey, the resting

LE.L.G. Stones (ed. & trans.), Anglo-Scottish Relations 1174-1328: Some Selected Documents (Edinburgh
and London, 1965, no.30 364366. Edward’s evidence was drawn from Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia
Regum Britannie and The Prophecies of Merlin.



placeof Arthur and Guinevere' s bones, exhumed the bones with all due ceemony, and re-interred them,
sending a message to the then rebelli ng Welsh that Arthur the slegping king would remain dleeping, and
Wales would remain under the English throne.?

Though Edward was a particularly gifted propagandist, he was hardly the first and certainly not
the last English king to justify hisrule by referencing the Arthurian legacy. Many a medieval genedogy
was constructed to show that a noble descended from Arthur, a nea trick considering that in most versions
of the Arthur story, Arthur died without an heir, as the Scots had told Edward. Those genedogies had one
other glaring problem. In many acounts, King Arthur had no legitimate daim on the throne of England
since he was born of an adulterous union through the magic of a half-demonic sorcerer. The Scottish
Arthurian chroniclers were quick to suppart the ideaof Arthur’s bastardy as well, even though Arthur’s
claim on Scotland would have been one of conquest, not rightful succession, so the question o his
parentage would have been fairly irrelevant in their case.

New Historicist criti cism contends that “the work of art is not itself a pure flame that lies at the
source of our speaulations ... it isthe product of a negotiation between a aedor or classof creaors,
equipped with a cmplex, communally-shared repertoire of conventions, and the institutions and pradices
of society.”® For the Arthurian literature of England, this satement holds true in a particularly substantial
way. Critics such as Catherine Batt and Rosalind Field have agued that for the people of England,
“Arthurian material, even in the romance mode, could rarely be detached from its historic or geographic
originsto be entirely ahistoricd or exotic, asit could be for the public for the romances of Chrétien and his
followersin French, German, Italian, Spanish or any of the other languages of medieval Europe.”* What,

then, does it say about the cnventions and institutions of medieval English society that its paragon of

2 James P. Carley, “Arthur in English History,” Arthur of the English, ed. W.R.J. Barron (Cardiff:
University of Wales Press 1999, 50-51.

3 Stephen Greenblatt, “ Towards a Poetics of Culture,” The New Historicism, ed. H. Aram Veeser (New
York and London: Routledge, 1989, 12.

* Catherine Batt and Rosaline Field, “The Romance Tradition,” The Arthur of the English, W.R.J. Barron,
ed. (Cardiff: University of Wales Press 1999, 60. Batt and Field extrapalate from Lacy, N.J. (ed.), The
New Arthurian Encyclopedia (Chicago and London, 1997), 160-2; 182-8; 254-7;4258.



kinglinesswas of dubious birth, and that the king through whom subsequent kings claimed their throne was
arguably a bastard and most certainly the son of an adulterer?®

As demonstrated amply by Edward and the Scottish, Arthurian material was a double-edged
sword, since his gory involves both a grea triumph, the amnquest of Europe, and a grea tragedy, his
ultimate fall to Mordred. By invoking the name of Arthur, kings like Edward could justify their imperial
ambiti ons, but with that invocation came the paossbili ty that any negative qualities of Arthur might likewise
refled upon them. A king could be céebrated by comparison to Arthur, but he could also be shown to
possessthose failings that led Arthur to tragedy. Moreover, just as kings could model themselves on
Arthur, authors could model their Arthurs on kings, emphasizing or de-emphasizing the charaderistics of
the Arthur that they constructed in order to make his virtues or flaws more relevant to the time in which the
author was writing.

Nowhere is this tendency of amplificaion and suppresson more gparent than in the varying
acounts of Arthur’s birth. The dubious nature of Arthur’s birth tale can be used either to suppart or to deny
awould-be king's claim to the throne. If Arthur is able to rise to the throne in spite of his dubious birth,
then that rise is a powerful argument that kings need not have sterling pedigrees. If Arthur’sbastardy is
suppressed or deleted by an author, then ared-world claimant’ s ill egitimacy would be seen, in the context
of an Arthurian tradition, to be asimilar bar to success. It should come & no surprise then that when
Arthur’ s birth-tale is altered significantly in an English work, that alteration comes during a time when
matters of inheritance and succession are in contention. This paper seeks to investigate the interplay
between the historica circumstances of inheritance and succession in England and the literary depictions of
Arthur’ s birth tale and rise to the throne.

Bastardy has been discussed by modern criti cs in conjunction with the Arthurian tales before, most

recently in Rosemary Morris s excellent analysis of Arthur' s various birth acountsTime Character of

® Arthur appeas in the genedogies of the Mortimersin the fourteenth century and the eals of Warwick in
the fifteenth century, as well asin the genedogy crafted for Edward 1VV. Henry VII claimed kinship to
Arthur and even named his sn after hisillustrious ancestor, though an official genedogy has not been
produced. Henry IV claimed to be the “vray successer du puissant empereur Arthur.” For the genedogies,
seeMary E. Griffin, “ Cadwalader, Arthur and Brutusin the Wigmore Manuscript,” Speculum, 16 (1941),
111 For Henry IV, seeBodleian Library MS Douce 271, f.40, 43



King Arthur in English Literature and in JesdcaWatson’s Bastardy as Gifted Satusin Mallory and
Chaucer. Morris sdiscussion is by far the most complete of the two, though she often fall s badk on the
simple guiding principle that “those hostile to Arthur will make caital of the bastardy charge; those
favorable to him will try in various ingenious ways to refuteit.” Sheis quite mrred in continuing with “In
any case, the amnsequences of the birth-tale may colour Arthur' swhole life, and not merely add excitement
to its beginning,”® but this paper will show that the troubled circumstances of Arthur' s birth can be used in
far more cmplex ways.

This gudy will begin with Geoffrey of Monmouth and his Historia Regum Britannie. Although
Geoffrey’ swork was not written in English, it is the seminal version of the Arthurian story. All subsequent
writers take their cues from Geoffrey. Any ambiguity in Geoffrey’sacount of Arthur must be dedt with
by subsequent writers, amplified or muted acording to their own agenda. Geoffrey purposefully shaped the
charader of Arthur and the details of hisbirth in order to comment upon the pdliti cs of the kings and
would-be kings of hisday. The birth-tale that Geoffrey assgnsto Arthur raises grong doubts about his
legitimacy. That heisheld up asakingto be emulated is of spedal importance given that during
Geoffrey’ s day, the question of just whom should rise to the throne following Henry I’ s deah was in
contention. Geoffrey dedicaed histext to one of the likely claimants to the throne, Henry’ s bastard son
Robert of Gloucester, urging him to adion covertly by depicting Arthur as a king whose daim to the throne
isnot hindered by his dubious birth.

The seand sedion examines the twelfth-century poem Of Arthour and Merlin, the next major
English text to engage questions of legitimacy and inheritance by manipulating the drcumstances of the
birth and accesson of England’ sided king. Like Geoffrey, Of Arthour and Merlin depicts an Arthur whose
claim to the throneis not fully legitimate acording to primogenitary custom, but Of Arthour and Merlin
goes further than Geoffrey, making Arthur’ s accession to the throne much more difficult. By forcing Arthur
to facedown a baronial rebelli on caused by hisill egitimacy, the author of Of Arthour and Merlin argues

against those who would use legitimacy as akey fador in determining the future of the kingdom. The

® Rosemary Morris, The Character of King Arthur in Medieval Literature (Rowman &
Littlefied: D.S. Brewer, 1982), 25-26.



poem contrasts the reign of Arthur, the ill egitimate heir, against that of Uther, alegitimate successor who
failed to creae peace ad stabili ty in England. Ultimately, Of Arthour and Merlin placesfaith in neither

dynasty nor blood hut in human virtue and personal strength. Matters of inheritance law are shown to be
divisive and ultimately irrelevant in the choice of aking and the maintenance of a nation.

Thefinal section treasthe drcumstances of Arthur’s birth, rise, and fall as depicted in Sir Thomas
Malory’s La Morte Darthur. The doubts about Arthur’s legitimacy first raised by Geoffrey were finally
silenced by La Morte Darthur, where Arthur emerges a fully legitimate king, with every rightful claim on
the throne. Suchisto be expeded, given the pdliticd climate in which Malory was writing, where every
candidate for the English throne had to fight off rivals who charged ill egitimacy. Malory’s legitimate
Arthur is not, however, asimple mirror of the dictates of Malory’sera. In depicting the ultimate fail ure of
the reign of an unquestionably legitimate king, Malory shows that legitimacy is no key to success, no proof
against the terrors of civil war.

All threeworks engage the question of Arthur’slegitimacy in afar more involved way than
current scholarship suggests. Arthur’s bastardy is not a detail limited to acaunts hostil e to the English
Arthurian tradition, like those of the Scottish chroniclers or the French romance writers, and his legitimacy
isnot aface of only those English works that cdebrate him asan ided king. Indeed, Arthur’s dubious

legitimacy has been a aucial face of his charaderization, from Geoffrey of Monmouth onward.



CHAPTER 2
GEOFFREY OF MONMOUTH’SHISTORIA REGUM BRITANNIE
At or around 1136 Geoffrey of Monmouth completed work on the Historia Regum Britannie.” It
isin this work that the figure of Arthur isfirst fully conceived for the English audience It isliterally the
first treament of Arthur’s conception that we have reason to suppose &ists, even given Geoffrey’s words
to the contrary. Though much criticad energy has been spent trying to locae the “ certain very ancient
bodk”® that Geoffrey claims as his urce, its existence has been dismissed by modern scholarship asa
rhetoricd todl utili zed frequently by medieval authorsto lend credibili ty to their work. Such dismissal is
by no means an exclusively modern phenomenon. “It isquite dea,” wrote Willi am of Newburgh, “that
everything this man [Geoffrey] wrote @out Arthur and his successors, or indeed about his predecessors
from Vortigan onwards, was made up, partly by himself and partly by others, either from an inordinate love

of lying, or for the sake of pleasing the Britons.”®

Willi am was writing in 119Q a scant forty years after
Geoffrey’ s deah.

Regardless of whether or not Geoffrey’sacmunt of Arthur’slife and deah, or even of his
existenceistrue, onethingis clea, that the Engli sh people wanted to believeit. It fulfilled a national need

for a shared history at atime when one was desperately needed, because the nohili ty was of one persuasion

and the populaceof another.*® Though Geoffrey’s work was written in Latin, subsequent translations and

" Geoffrey of Monmouth was born around 1100 Throughsignatures on charters, we know that he was
affili ated with the mllege of St. George a Oxford, and he may have been one of the Augustinian canons
there. Twicehis sgnature gopeas as Galfridus Monemutensis, magister, denoting some teachingrole,
even though Oxford dd not formally exist during hislifetime. Little dseis known about him, other than
that he became bishop eled of Saint Asaph in Flintshirein 1151and was ordained a priest the following
yea at Westminster. He died in 115 acording to the Welsh chronicles, likely never having isited his
seg due to the wars of Owain Gwynedd in that region. In 1153he was one of the bishops who witnessed
the Treay of Westminster between King Stephen and Henry FitzEmpress. SeeMichad J. Curley, Geoffrey
of Monmouth (New Y ork: Twayne Publishers, 1994, 1-6.

8 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of England, translated with an introduction by Lewis
Thorpe (London: Penguin Books, 1966, 51.

° Willi am of Newburgh, Historia Rerum Anglicarum, in Chronicles of the reigns of Stephen, Henry 11, and
Richard I, ed. R. Howlett (Roll s Series), 18845.

OW.R.J. Barron, Introduction to The Arthur of the English: The Arthurian Legend in Medieval English
Life and Literature (Cardiff: University of Wales Press 1999, xiiv.



adaptations gread itsinfluence quickly, particularly the alaptation of Wacewho, under the patronage of
Henry Il translated Geoffrey into the high tongue of the Anglo-Norman aristocracy, and that of La3amon,
who adapted the tale to English verse.

Undoubtedly, the work of Nennius and the drculating oral traditions provided raw material for
Geoffrey’sacmunt, as did the heroic model set forth by the Alexander romances.** But it was Geoffrey
who drew these dements together into the seminal form that is modified, but never abandoned, by
biographers of Arthur who follow. The story that Geoffrey gives of Arthur’s conception and hirthis
sufficiently marvelous for amythic hero. Like Hercules, the Alexander of medieval romance, Jesus, and
many others, magicd intervention isrequired for his creaion. Unlike Hercules and Jesus, there is no gody
intervention—indeed quite the cntrary, for it is the demon-spawned Merlin who isthe intercessor. The
story is as foll ows:

Uther, sick for love of Igrayne, the wife of hisally the Duke of Gorlois, lays

siegeto the Duke' s castle to abduct hef? When the siege is unsuccessful, Uther enjoins

Merlin to shapechange him into the likenessof her husband, so that he, along with Merlin

and a shapedanged retainer may sneak behind enemy lines and all ow Uther access to the

woman. The plan works, and Arthur is conceived of Uther and Igrayne’ sunion. The next

morning word comes that the Duke was kill ed during the fighting that night. Uther and

his companions dip away and rejoin their army. Dueto the Duke' sdeah, hiscastle falls

soon thereafter and Uther takes Igrayne & his lawful wife. She gives birth to Arthur,

who succeealsto the throne on Uther' s deah.

The Historia Regum Britannie' s acount of the adual birth of Arthur isamazngly brief. Of the
conception, he says only, “That night she mnceved Arthur, the most famous of men, who subsequently
won grea renown by his outstanding bravery.” Arthur, babe and child, does not appea urtil after Uther’s

deah. All that ishead of him comes when Geoffrey writes that Uther and Igrayne, “lived together as

1 the romance tradition, whil e Phili p is away at war, Nedanabus, King of Egypt by magic tricked
Alexander’s mother Olympias and begot on her Alexander.

12 As all of the different sources have diff erent spellings for the names of Arthur’s parents, for the purposes
of this paper, Arthur’s mother will be referred to as Igrayne and his father as Uther, unlessdiredly quoted
from one of the textsin question.



equals, united by their gred love for ead other; and they had a son and a daughter. The boy was cdled
Arthur and the girl Anna.”*® Clealy, the interesting matter for Geoffrey was the drcumstances
surrounding the begetting, not the childhood d the boy that it produced.

A question that begsto be asked is, “Why Geoffrey choose to give Arthur such a fanciful (and
troubled) birth-tale?”** Obviously, it makes the tale more interesting, something that Geoffrey, despite his
protestations of writing atrue history, cared about. Arthur is not the only king in the Historia Regum
Britannie, but he isthe most dramaticdly portrayed. He has the most facetime of any of the kings,
occupying realy one fifth of the total pagesin the work, even though hisreign isabrief stint in the overall
line of Britain'skings. Inthe Historia, Arthur is clealy held up as an ided to which other kings should
aspire, which makes the questionable nature of his birth all the more inexplicable given the suppart for the
custom of primogeniture in Geoffrey’stime.*®

That Arthur is conceved in dubious circumstancesis indubitable. Whether or not he is a bastard
or the legitimate heir of Uther is another matter, and one not easily untangled. Since Arthur's parents,
Uther and Igrayne, marry before the birth of their son, at facevalue Arthur is legitimate. Certainly, he is not
abastard by modern thinking, since now bastardy hinges on the time of birth, not the time of conception.
However, medieval society recognized another circumstancethat could render a birth ill egitimate.
Acoording to medieval canon law, children born as the fruit of an adulterous union were bastards.*® Since
Arthur’s mother was gill married to the Duke of Gorlois when she conceved Arthur, heisby canon law a
bastard. The question of hislegitimacy does not end there, since English common law did not always agree
with canon law, espedally in questions of inheritance Many have failed to recognize that Arthur might be

abastard in English sources, because of the difficulty in decoding the Engli sh laws concerning bastardy.

3 Historia (Thorpe), 207-208

14 A question that Rosemary Morris asks to organize her discussion aswell. SeeMorris, 26.

13 Using Arthur as apaint of comparison for nohility, bath historic and contemporary to the aithor, isa
tradition that was establi shed long before Geoffrey took up the Arthur story. Oneking is said to be & brave
as Arthur, inthelife of St. Cadog, for example.

18 For amore mmplete discussion of the vagaries of inheritancelaw, seeGiven-Wil son and Curteis,
espedally pages 42-45.
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Officially, the law of the England stated that, “it does not belong to the king's court to enquire
concerning bastardy.”*” Paradoxicaly, the English common law courts were the only arbiters of
inheritance disputes. So in a question of inheritance where the legitimacy of a cild was in doubt, the lay
court entered suspension and sent awrit to the Church court for a determination.*® When the verdict on the
child’ s legitimacy was returned to the lay court, it then wasin the pasition of enforcing the ruling handed
down from the canon courts. The canon courts were regarded as the only source of information about
legitimacy because marriage was an institution controll ed by the Church. Only the Church could say
whether or not alegitimate wedding had taken place and if the wedding had occurred before or after the
birth of a child.

Unofficialy, the English courts did not want to send mattersto the canon court for review,
becaise of adifferencein opinion concerning a subset of ill egitimate chil dren, mantle-children. A mantle-
child isa dhild conceived by unmarried parents who marry after the child is born.*® Mantle-children were
distinguished from children of adulterous unions, and under spedal dispensation from the canon courts,
they could be dedared legitimate off spring of the parents' marriage. France’s civil courts foll owed the
canon courts and all owed their mantle-chil dren, there known as enfants du pail, to inherit from their
parents. England did not.

According to the 1190legal tredise Glanville, named after Henry I1's chief justicar Ranulf
Glanvill e, “Although indeed the canons and the Roman laws consider such son as[a mantle child] the
lawful heir, yet acordingto the law and custom of thisredm, he shall in no measure be supparted as heir
in his claim upon the inheritance: nor can he demand the inheritance by the law of theredm.”® Since
English common law held that only the canon courts could determine legitimacy, it might seem that the

English rejedion of the austom of legitimization of mantle-children was hollow. Thisisnot so. The

7 Given-Wilson and Curteis, 43,

18 When a @urt is suspended, it takes no adtion until arulingis made by another legal entity, at which point
it may reconvene and continue to consider the original case, taking the ruling of the other entity into
acourt.

911 the wedding ceremony, children of the muple betrothed were placel under amantle (a cae-cloth)
which was gread over the parents as well, and from that point on they became lawful children of that
marriage.

20 Quoted in Given-Wil son and Curteis 44.
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lawyers of England got around the problem by clarifying the role of the Church. The Church was limited
to arbitration in cases where legitimacy wasin question. In other words, the canon courts could rule on
legitimacy by determining whether avalid marriage had occurred when there was ome doubt asto the
validity of the marriage. Since subsequent marriage was excluded from legitimization out of hand by the
Endlish courts, they were under no compulsion to ask the canon courts to arbitrate in the cases where a
mantle-child wished to inherit by right. The matter was already clea acordingto the laws of the land. The
marriage’s validity was not an isaue, the time of the dhild’ s birth was. The Engli sh court would not send
the cae down for arbitration, because there was no need for determination.

Because of thisreticenceto send matters to the canon courts, English common law had another
precadent concerning canon arbitration that could affed Arthur’ s legitimacy. By rights, any child banto a
man’ s wife was considered to be his heir and his property, even if adultery was suspeded to have occurred.
The only exception to thisrule was if the alultery was unquestionable, either becaise of the known
impatence of the husband or by proven non-access of the husband to the wife. The principle became
something of a proverb in medieval England, “Who that bull eth my cow, the cdf ismine.” Thisisnot to
say that the Engli sh courts condoned adultery or championed sons born to adulterous unions.”* Simply, in
pradice unless the child was born during or in the first nine months after the husband was absent from the
redm or county where he resided for two or more yeas, when it wasto be “strongly presumed that he
could not have had accessto hiswife,” then the child wasto be considered the legitimate offspring of the
husband. ?? It is on this sandard that many have fail ed to seethe aeditability of the charge of bastardy
when leveled at Arthur.?® Sincehe was an English king, the precepts of English common law should bind

him and the question of hislegitimacy. Sincethe English courtsregularly ruled that aspersions of adultery

2L To argue that the English courts condoned adultery more than the French would be the same & arguing
that American courts condone murder, because the burden of proof required for conviction in Americais
higher.

2 Glanvill e ayain, as quoted in Given-Wil son and Curteis, 45.

% Bastardy has been discussed by modern criticsin conjunction with the Arthurian tales before, most
recently in Rosemary Morris s excellent analysis of Arthur' svarious birth acountsin Arthur Tine
Character of King Arthur in English Literature and, and in JesscaWatson's Bastardy as Gifted Statusin
Mallory and Chaucer. Morris sdiscussion is by far thenost complete of the two, but she dismisses charges
of bastardy against Arthur simply by reason of the two-year rule mncerning adultery. It should be dea by
this paint that such adismissal is contrary to the spirit of the law.
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were not sufficient grounds to send the case to the canon courts, Arthur islegitimate. However, the stance
of the English court differed from the French and canon courts not in intent, but instead in the burden of
proof needed to take adion against a potential case of adultery. Given incontrovertible evidencethat the
husband was not avail able to sire the offspring, the English courts would rule a dild, even one bornin
wedlock, to beill egitimate—or rather, they would rule that canon arbitration was necessary, thusinsuring a
verdict of ill egitimate to be handed up by the canon courts. Thisisimportant for many depictions of
Arthur’s birth, because the reader is often gven incontrovertible evidence of adultery. Thisisthe caein
Geoffrey of Monmouth, whereit is clealy shown that it was Uther who coupled with Igrayne the night that
Arthur was Sred, not her husband.

Behind eadt law, there is also the “spirit” of the law. By the letter of the law, so long as the Duke
isdea before Arthur is sred, then Arthur islegitimate. By the spirit of both canon and common law,
violation has occurred. Common law is concerned with inheritance. Canon law is concerned with punishing
unsanctioned sexual adivity. Uther' staking of another man' swife whilein the form of that manisan
affront to bah. It isrape, since lgrayne does not consent to slegp with Uther but with her husband. Itisa
subversion of the natural order of inheritance, by planting one man’s sed in another man’s marriage bed,
the one placewhere any system of primogeniture relies on to be the unquestionable source of legitimate
heirs.?* It is a subversion of the institution of holy matrimony brought about through demonic influence.
Marriage was the ingtitution that the Church relied on to control the sexual impulses of men and channel
them into a ntained environment; Uther breadies thisinstitution and defilesit with hislust. Sothenit is
no small thing for Geoffrey to complicate Arthur’ s begetting in such away; it is an affront to all forms of
thelaw and all conceptions of marriage.

On the question of adultery and the related question of legitimacy, Geoffrey is evasive. Though
Geoffrey does sy, “Uther was happy when he thoudht on the deah of Gorlois, for dueto it Ygernawas
freed from her marital obligations,” he leavesit up in the dr whether or not those obli gations were still in

forceduring Uther’ stime in Igrayne’ s bedchamber. That he does not clea the matter up explicitly is not

24 The English brand of primogeniture reli ed even more degly than the French on the marriage bed, as the
presumption of legitimacy could not be eaily over-ruled by aspersions of adultery. Concrete proof was
nealed.
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reason to suppose that Geoffrey thought that such an ideadid not deserve comment. Many of the writers of
the Arthurian tales after Geoffrey are very spedfic aout the time of the Duke's deah in relation to the time
of the mupling. Indead, Geoffrey’s slence on the point suggests that he wished to leare the posshility of
an adulterous union open. With the adulterous union comes bastardy.

Ultimately in the Historia, Arthur’s begetting has no consequence on hislater life. Herisesto the
throne unchall enged and has a brilli ant reign during which he dmost conquers Rome and forges a mighty
empire, in spite of the dubious circumstances of his birth. That Arthur later fallsto the treadery of
Mordred should not be seen as 4emming from any personal weekness of Arthur’s. Never onceisthere the
barest suggestion that Arthur’ sillegitimacy has affeded his charader or the way in which he istreaed by
his sibjeds. Thoughmany subsequent authors sizeon Uther’s $n, his sduction of Igrayne, and use it to
explain the fall of Camelot, Geoffrey does not.?® In the Historia, Uther’s lust is described as being cruel and
guilty, but Geoffrey does not refer to the lust again after the seduction scene. Indeed, he does not dwell on
it even in the scene that it is presented. At other pointsin the Historia, Geoffrey isnot at all reticent to step
badk from his narrative and ledure the reader on the finer points of morality.?® In the Historia, Arthur’s fall
is brought about by “those robbers and perjured vill ains,” by the vill ainy of Mordred that has no roct in
Arthur'slife story.?’

So, why then add the bastardy to the story of Arthur, if not to useit to explain hisfall?
Geoffrey’sided king is by definition and design a point of contrast for all who have held the throne and all
who would beking. An examination of the fads of kingship in Geoffrey’s day, the English thronein
particular, should provide valuable insight into the passble repercussons of Geoffrey’s choiceto make

Arthur ill egitimate. During the beginning of the cmposition of the Historia Regum Britannie, Henry | was

% Modern readers should be cartious not to read backward the views of subsequent Arthurian treaments
onto Geoffrey. Geoffrey’s Mordred is not the product of an incestuous union, asheisin Maory. Morgan
does not shapedhange to trick Arthur, as she doesin Tennyson, where Mordred' s begetting is a darker
mirror of Arthur’s. The alultery of Lancdot and Guinevere is nowhere to be seen. In these later works,
additional parallels to the conception of Arthur are threaded through the works to make the fall of Arthur a
refledion of hisill egitimacy or hisfather’slust. Geoffrey ladks these alditional elements.

% |ndedd, the story of Uther begs to be made into an exemplum. It parall els the Biblicd story of David and
Bathsheba (Il Samuel 11-12). A king desires the wife of avalued ally, begets a child on the wife, and
causes the deah of the husband, subsequently marrying the wife. Geoffrey could not have been unaware of
the parall €l, but no referenceto it is made in the Historia.

*"Higtoria, 260,
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the reigning King of England.”® Some yeas before Geoffrey began the Historia, Henry’s le legitimate
son and his heir, Willi am Audelin, had ded in November of 112Q while acossngthe Channel from
Bartfleur in Normandy to England. His boat, the White Ship, was geeed onto arock by a drunken
helmsman. According to the sole survivor of the shipwreck, Audelin escaped in alifeboat, but upon
heaing the aies of hisill egitimate sister, the Countessof Perche, he returned to rescue her and was
swamped by others who tried to clamber aboard. It was said that Henry | grieved as much for his
ill egitimate daughter as for his legitimate son, which is saying a grea ded, since Prince Willi am’ s deah
left Henry with only one legitimate child, his daughter Matilda, who he had married off to the German
emperor in 1114 Past hiswife’'slikely childbeaing age, Henry dedded that his only option was to put
Matil da on the throne, so that his grandson might rule dter his deah. He had the English barons swea
fedty oaths to Matilda repeaedly, oncein 1127 then againin 1131and 113.

Nonetheless it was clea to everyone, even to Henry, that his daughter would likely not succeel
him without comment. The repeaed caths bea testament to this. Few of the Anglo-Norman lords wished

to be ruled by awoman or her Angevin husband. Grea must have been the trepidation with which the

% The exad timeline of the Historia’s composition is uncertain. We know that he likely completed it in
1136 and that it was ®nt to Robert of Gloucester around that time, probably beaing the dedication that is
witnessed by so many of the manuscripts of the Historia. Not knowing the exad paceof Geoffrey’s
writing, we canot know for certain which parts he was working on when, if he undertook to write from
beginningto end or if he wrote in some other manner. The dedicaion is clealy written in the voice of one
who has completed the work, so it seems plausible to say that it was written upon the completion of the
text, or nea to it in expedation d impending completion. The last bodks of the Historia contain the
Arthurian material, and could plausibly have been written during the final yeas, 11351136 It isknown
that the parts of the Historia immediately prior to the Arthurian material, Book VI, the story of Merlin and
most importantly his prophedes, were in circulation as The Prophecies of Merlin by at least 1135
Geoffrey “published” the Prophecies before the rest of the Historia was complete, he says, because word
had spread of the important texts that he had, and that the bishop Alexander requested that he get these
important texts out. Asthe Prophecies hint at events that later appea in the Arthurian material in the
Historia, it must be mncluded that some work had gone into that material by 1135 though sinceit was not
ready for publication yet, it isalso likely that the yea between 1135and the likely completionin 1136saw
the compasition of the Arthurian sedions of the Historia.

Of the extant manuscripts of the History of the Kings of England, ten bea double dedicaions -
one to King Stephen and Robert, eal of Gloucester, the remainder to Robert and Waleran of Meulan, a
Norman noble whose only connedion to Robert comes through Stephen, who Waleran supparted urtil
1141 Sixteen omit the introductory chapters, and twenty-seven witness namelessdedicaion. The
remainder of the 170 manuscriptsin which the History of the Kings of England appeasbea asinge
dedication to Robert of Gloucester. Much scholarly debate has surrounded these dedicétions, as they relate
to the dating of the text. Truly, the issues on which the debate impinges are ammplex, as the pdliti cs of the
day were quite muddled, with alli ances forming and breaking throughout the avil war that followed Henry
I’sdeah. Seedulia C. Crick, The Historia Regum Britannie of Geoffrey of Monmouth 1V: Disemination
and Receotion in the Later Middle Ages. (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1991), 113-120.
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kingdom awaited the deeh of the king. Many men were casting around for qualified candidates other than
Matil da to step forward and claim the throne on the king's passing. One group of barons supparted Cournt
Theobald of Blois, but there was perhaps no more popular candidate to fill the role than Henry’s

ill egitimate son, Robert of Gloucester. Historians contemporary to Robert are without exception extremely
complimentary to him, and many at the time still remembered that Willi am the Conqueror had risen to the
throne abastard.

Robert of Gloucester was born around 1090to an unnamed woman of Caen. He was
adknowledged by Henry from infancy and reared in Henry’ s household before and during Henry’sreign as
king. Heregularly witnessed royal charters as “Robert, the king's n.” His marriage to Mabel, heiressto
the lordship of Glamorgan was paid for in 1107 ty the king, and he was granted valuable lands in
Normandy. Henry trusted Robert’s milit ary prowessgrealy and is sid to have taken him everywhere. In
1119hewas amajor part of Henry's defea of king Louis VI at Bremule. Indeed, Robert was respeded
throughout the lands as an able military commander and was by far the most influential and respeded of
Henry I’s descendents. Henry granted Robert atitle axd made him an eal, the only eal whom he aeaed
during histhirty-five yea rule.

When Henry | died in 1135 Matil dawas not crowned Queen of England. Her nephew, Stephen of
Blois, the son of Willi am the Conqueror’s legitimate daughter and brother to Theobald, seized the
initiative. He wasted no time in heading acossthe Channel to England to be aowned at Winchester.
Those barons who had supparted his older brother Theobald soon transferred their all egiancesto him.
Another group of barons approadhed Robert and asked him to advance his claim to the throne. For reasons
that are unclea, Robert did not immediately make his gance on the successon known. He did not presshis
claim, that much is certain. And he was among the barons who met to discussthe passhility of electing
Theobald. For two yeas the kingdom waited for Robert to make his choice. Stephen in particular was
worried. Robert eventually became the sole holdout, refusing summons and invitation alike to come and do
homage to the new king. Perhaps not coincidentally, it was during this time that Geoffrey of Monmouth’s
Historia was likely completed and sent to Robert for corredion. Eventually, latein 1136 Robert swore a

provisional oath to Stephen, that he would recognize hisrule only so long as his position remained
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unchanged and hislands proteded. Thiswas hardly the sort of oath that a king could accept, but Stephen
had no choice Yet, the kingdom knew that this sham of fedty could not last long. Either Robert would
have to swea formally or rejed Stephen altogether.

In 1138Robert made his choice, siding with his father’s wishes and advocaing Matilda' s cause,
attadkingin the west country of England, while Geoffrey of Anjou invaded Normandy and King David of
Scotland, Matilda’ s uncle, invaded the north. For two years Matilda had been building her strength in
Normandy. The war continued and devolved into avirtua stalemate. Both sides maintained courts and
issued royal proclamations, though Stephen seemsto have exercised his authority more fredy and more
often. Robert diedin 1142 and with his deah Matil daleft for Normandy, never to return to England. Her
young son Henry took up her cause, fighting bravely, if rashly, until eventually things began to go
Matilda'sway. Her husband, Geoffrey of Anjou took Rouen in 1144and was proclaimed duke of
Normandy. The barons who had supparted Stephen owned lands in Normandy as well and did not wish to
continue fighting against Matil da now that her husband wasin control. Stephen continued to try to press
for the designation of his ©on Eustace & his heir, but the Archbishop o Canterbury refused. Stephen even
tried to have Matil da dedared ill egitimate by the pope on grounds that her mother had been sworn to the
oaths of a nun before she married Henry |. The popejudiciously refused to intervene in the dvil war. Both
sides continued to war for the designation of their heirs, Stephen for Eustaceand Matil dafor Henry.
Things were made dramaticdly simple when Eustacedied unexpededly, all owing for compromise. In
October of 1154, Stephen agred to the Treay of Westminster, which guaranteed that his rule would be
unchall enged, but that his heir would be Henry.

With such complex pdliticd maneuvering going on around the time of the Historia’ s compasiti on,
it is no surprise that Geoffrey seems to have changed his mind many times about whom to dedicae the text
t0.2° Nevertheless, the version of the dedication written first>® was likely to Robert of Gloucester, the

King'sonly son:

29 One does not have to be very cynicd at all to seethis fence straddling as aresult of a cetain
entrepreneurial desire. Geoffrey wished gredly for anoble patron, and a patron in a position of power isa
much better patron than one who isnot. Whileit is hard to dsmiss sich charges out of hand, Geoffrey’s
desire for patronage does not have to rule out any other motives in the dedications, espedally theinitial
one, whichever one that may be, espedally considering that the dedication first crafted would most likely
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Opusculo igitur meo, Roberte dux Claudiocestrie, faueas uc sic te doctore te

monitore corrigatur quod non ex Galfridi Monemutensis fonticulo censeaur exortum sed

sale Mineruaetuaeconditum ill ius dicaur edicio quem Henricus il lustris rex Anglorum

generauit, quem phil osophy aliberalibus artibus erudiuit, quem innata probitas in militi a

mili tibus prefecit: unde Britannia tibi nunc temporibus nostris asci alterum Henricum

adepta interno gratulatur affecu.®

[I ask you, Robert, Earl of Gloucester, to domy little bodk thisfavour. Let it be so

emended by your knowledge and your advicethat it must no longer be cnsidered as the

product of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s small talent. Rather, with the suppart of your wit

and wisdom, let it be acceted as the work of one whom leaning has nurtured in the

liberal arts and whom his innate talent in military affairs has put in charge of our soldiers,

with the result that now, in our own lifetime, our island of Britain hail s you with heatfelt

affection, asif it had been granted a second Henry.]*

In addition to dedicaingthe text to Robert of Gloucester, Geoffrey also assgned a very prominent
placeto Gloucester in the Historia. He setsit up as one of the chief cities of Arthur’s kingdom. In the days
of Uther and Aurelius, the Duke of Gloucester, Elddl, displays grea bravery and skill at armsin taking on
Hengist the traitor in single combat. Elddl’ s brother, Ealdus, is Bishop d Gloucester in Uther and Arthur’s

time, even though Gloucester had no seein Geoffrey’s era. Thefirst bishopin Gloucester wasinstalled in

refled the views that Geoffrey had while compaosing the Historia. Other names could be substituted later
on for the dedicaeés. According to Geoffrey of Monmouth’s biographer, Michad Curley, “Whatever
their value @ a guide to the dating or as an indication of Geoffrey’s attempt to keep pacewith the paliti ca
allegiances of his day, the surviving dedicaionsto the HRB were dtemptsto gain patronage and
preferment. Geoffrey’s hitter remarks in the prefaceto the VM [Vita Merlin] on Alexander of Lincoln's
ladk of resporse to his translation of the Book of Prophecies (PM), amply demonstrate that the prefaces
were pradicd and not merely literary adornments’ (9).

30|t seemsto be the opinion of most scholars today that Geoffrey first dedicated the Historia to Robert of
Gloucester aone, probably in 1135 o ealy 1136and that he then subsequently added the dedication to
Waleran. The dedication was then rewritten when Stephen and Robert had their temporary truce sometime
between 11371138, with Waleran' s dedication changed to suit Robert and Robert’ s dedicaion gven to
Stephen. Either Geoffrey or manuscript copyists may have dropped the dedicaion altogether after that
point. Supparting the view that Robert was the original sole aldreseeof the dedicdion is the text of the
Historia itself, wherein Geoffrey addresses himself to consul auguste, asinge “noble duke.”

31 Geoffrey of Monmouth, The Historia Regum Britannie of Geoffrey of Monmouth I: Bern,
Burgerbibliothek, MS. 568 ed. Neil Wright. (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1984), 1.

¥ Historia, 51-52
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the days of Henry VIII. Eadusisresponsible for negotiating the treay with the defeaed Saxons and with
motivating Uther to re-ered the Giant’s Ring. In Arthur’s fight against the Romans, the Earl of Gloucester,
Morvid, isresponsible for commanding the &tack that scaters the Roman lines and all ows Lucia, their
general, to bekill ed. Eldal’s exploits and Ealdus’s negotiations are recounted immediately prior to Uther’s
riseto power and his sduction of Igrayne. Morvid'staeis followed immediately by the war between
Mordred and Arthur. Eldal, Ealdus, and Morvid are the only men of Gloucester given prominence, and
their prominence @mes right before momentsthat are aiticd if Geoffrey istryingto craft parallels
between Arthur and Robert. Even if Robert were just skimming the text, he would likely have paid spedal
attention to those sedions that mention his ealdom. Linking Arthur and Gloucester would have been a
particularly shrewd dedsion for Geoffrey to have made.

The qualiti es that Geoffrey assigns to Arthur when heisinitially presented in the Historia Regum
Britannie, appea to be a combination of the mmpliments that he addresses to Robert of Gloucester in the
dedication, and the qualifications for a perfed patron, something that Geoffrey desires Robert to be.*
Above dl, Geoffrey singles out Arthur for his bravery in battle, his generosity, and the degreeto which he
isloved by the people of Britain. “And hsinborn goodhess gave him such gracethat he was loved by
amost all the people.”** Such praiseis smilar to that in the introduction to Robert, who is described as
talented in military arts and loved so much by the people of England that heis virtually a*“second
Henry” —aloaded compliment to bestow when the royal successon wasin such doubt.

Robert isalso praised for hiswit, wisdom, and proficiency in the liberal arts— all qualiti es of a
refined gentleman, atrue noble. Likewise, Arthur is praised for hisurbanity. Under Arthur, Geoffrey
claimsthat Britain attained “ such alevel of dignity, that it excdled ather kingdomsin abundance of wedth,
the richness of its ornamentation, and the urbanity of itsinhabitants.”*® Arthur is a patron and master of the
liberal arts. In Geoffrey he isfamed for his courtliness and pdse to the point that knights of all landstry to

emulate his manner of dressand the way he compases himself. Under Arthur’ s diredion, his plenary court

33 And Stephen in the one dedicaion where he replaces Robert.
3 Historia, 212 In quo tantam gratiam innata bonitas prestiterat ut a cunctis fere populis amaretur (101).
% Historia, 229.
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is established in atown with “a @llege of two hundred learned men, who were skill ed in astronomy and the
other arts”3® The alvice of these learned men istaken quite seriously by Arthur.

It could be said that the charaderistics that Geoffrey givesto Arthur and Robert are fairly generic
praise for aking —to be brave, well loved, wise, and skill ed in noble, liberal arts. To some extent thisisthe
case. Many of the kingsin the Historia Regum Britannie recave such compliments. Mariusiscdled a
man of “grea prudence and wisdom”*” Luciusis sid to beloved by all his people. Constantine is praised
for having the curage of the lion. Some of the kings that follow Arthur are held up for their civility and
urbanity. But of al the kingsin the Historia Regum Britannie, Arthur aloneis praised for having all of
these charadteristics.®® That Robert, too, is given thisillustrious combination, must also be significant.®

Geoffrey’ slinking of Robert and Arthur does not end with Arthur’ s birth or the qualiti es that make
him fit for the throne. The darkest chapter in Arthur’slife dso beas drong parall elsto Robert’s stuation
at the time of Geoffrey’swriting. Indeed, the depiction of the dvil war that brings down Arthur in the
Historia reads like awarning and a cdl to adion to Robert. While Arthur is busy on the crtinent, his
kingdom is usurped by his nephew Mordred, and the resulting war ends his reign and sends England into
darkness. Similarly, Robert was gill on the continent when Stephen took control of England.

Parall els abound between the war of Arthur and Mordred and the war that might have been
predicted at the deah of Henry I. Arthur was the only son of the third son (Uther) to foll ow the rule of the
former king (Constantine). Robert was the only son of the third son (Henry 1) to foll ow the rule of the
former king (William I). Both were of dubious birth. Mordred was the son of alegitimate daughter (Anne)
of the former king (Uther). Stephen was the son of a daughter (Adela) of the former king (William1). The

claim of each to the throne came through a maternal line of descent. Mordred claims the throne and crown

* Historia, 226-7.

¥ Higtoria, 123

38 Of Lucius, Geoffrey says, “When Coilus died and Lucius had been crowned King of the @muntry, the
latter imitated all hisfather’s good ceals, with the result that he was considered by everyone to be asecond
Coilus’ (Historia, 124). It should come & no surprise, then, that Lucius dies in Gloucester, and hisreign
foll ows the description of the founding of Gloucester. Geoffrey’s use of Gloucester as a marker for things
important to Robert was widespread.

39 The main quality of Arthur’s that Geoffrey does not ascribe to Robert in the dedication is his generosity.
Thisis understandable, as even an entrepreneur li ke Geoffrey must have redized some degreeof subtlety.
To praise apotential patron for his generosity would be blunt in the extreme. Many other medieval
entrepreneurs were not so subtle, of course.
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in England while Arthur is away on the continent. Stephen claimed the throne and crown of England while
Robert wasin Normandy. All of these things were known in 1135 when Geoffrey was likely composing
the Historia’s Arthurian material, and he may very well have consciously dedded to model the Arthurian
civil war after the war brewing in England.

When the Historia was likely presented to Robert, in ealy 1136 Stephen had just taken hold of
Winchester and been crowned there. Arthur’ sfatal failing wasin being delayed for so longin Francethat
Mordred was able to raise so many allies against him. Certainly, Robert might have found himself in a
similar situation had he waited too long and had Stephen been shrewder at gathering alli es. Moreover, the
charge that Geoffrey makes to Robert in the dedication to the Historia is for Robert to amend his work, not
for him to foll ow its model predsely. In asense, Geoffrey charges Robert with correding the mistakes
made within the Historia, the mistakes of Arthur included aswell. For Robert to prevail, he needed to ad
quickly in order to head off Stephen, as Arthur did not do against Mordred. That Robert did not foll ow
Geoffrey’ s advice does not destroy the passbili ty of it.

Whether or not Geoffrey intended for his audience, particularly Robert of Gloucester, to recognize
Arthur as being modeled off the king' s beloved ill egitimate son, or whether he intended Robert to model
himself on the aguably illegitimate Arthur must by necessty remain speaulation. But the choiceto have
the Arthurian story culminate in the deah of aline of kingsin one gigantic dvil war could not have gone
unnoticed or uncommented upon by Geoffrey’s contemporaries. Many have seen simil arities between the
prophedes that Merlin makesin the Historia and the dvil war that everyone in England had to be waiting
for with each passng day of Henry I’ swaning yeas. If nothing more, the aurrent tension concerning the
inheritance of throne of England wasin the ar. A treament of succession, even the fantastic succession of
a semi-mythical king, could not have been easily dismissed asirrelevant.

It seems safe to conclude that Arthur’ s birth-tale was, in part, crafted with an eye toward spurring
on the ambitions of an illegitimate royal son, in defiance of the prevailing tradition of primogeniture.
Geoffrey’s“history” provides precedent and justification for those who would ad in hisday. The atempt
at motivating Robert proved unsuccessful. Hisinadion and shifting loyalty likely exacebated and

prolonged the dvil war that followed Henry’'s deah. Geoffrey’s acount of Arthur’s birth was far more
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successful, influencing every subsequent treament of the Arthurian material, on English soil or elsewhere.
Each author who foll owed Geoffrey had to make something of Geoffrey’stale. In Geoffrey’s day, a
bastard, either one born out of wedlock as Robert was, or one mnceived in adultery as Arthur was, would
not likely rise to the throne, but it was not inconceivable. The austom of primogeniture was 4gill solidifying
in England. Just a century before, Willi am | — known as both * The Conqueror’ and ‘Bastardus' in hisday —
had risen to the English throne and founded the Norman dynasty. Just a century later, Geoffrey

Planagenet’ s bastardy preduded him altogether from being considered for the throne. Robert was the last
bastard to be seriously considered for the English throne. Geoffrey’s Historia Regum Britannie provided
Robert with a model that he chose not to use, that of a kingwho rose to the throne by right of milit ary
prowess his cultivation, and his dearnessto the English people, but not by his ungquestioned |egitimate

right.



CHAPTER 3
OF ARTHOUR AND MERLIN

One hundred yeas after Geoffrey, England was a much different place While none of the
Norman kings siccealed to the throne without chall enge, the Angevins and Plantagenets had a much easier
time of it, with regular succesdon from father to eldest son becoming the norm. Primogeniture was firmly
established as a austom. The Engdlish writers who trandated Geoffrey, La3amon and Wace did littl e with
the acount of Arthur’s begetting and accesson. It isnot until the twelfth century-poem Of Arthour and
Merlin that new ground was broken. Written in atime of stable royal succession, the poem takes a
surprisingly liberal view of the requirements for kingship. In rejeding the baronial preoccupation with
legitimacy and inheritance & the root of internal dissent, the poet argues for personal merit and virtue
rather than blood-born rohility and rightful descent. The Arthurian material iswell suited to thistask, as
Geoffrey’ s ambiguous birth-tale provides an excdl ent vehicle for discussions of this sort.

Of Arthour and Merlin exists fully in only one manuscript, the Auchinleck.*® Shorter versions
existinLincoln' sinnLibrary MS Hale 15odeian MS Douce 236, and the 17th century Percy Folio
MS. These shorter versions do not include any Arthurian material past the coronation of Uther Pendragon.
Thoughit has been shown that much of the material is an adaptation of the Robert de Boron's twelfth
century Merlin and the ealy thirteenth century prose renditi on and continuation of it, the Estoire de Merlin
from the Vulgate Cycle, Of Arthour and Merlin is not a strict translation or even a dose foll owing of these
texts, asit compresses and expands events fredy. Internally, Of Arthour and Merlin claimsto be based

upon the Brut, (538 2730, etc.), but there is no close foll owing of either La3amon or Wace David Burnley

“0The author of Of Arthor and Merlin has been associated with and sometimes identified as the aithor of
Richard Coer de Lion, Kyng Alisaunder and The Seven Sages of Rome. Those that claim all the texts for
the same author also argue that Of Arthour and Merlin isthe first of thisauthor' sworks, sometimes on
acount of apparent incompetence, other times on acmunt of the lack of certain motifs and stylistic devices
used in the later texts. Thisisaplausible enough assessment, thoughit could certainly also be the cae that
the author of Of Arthour and Merlin self consciously reigned in his gyle when attempting to trea the
Arthurian material.

24
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has come to the cnclusion that Of Arthour and Merlin must be viewed as the “independent adaptation of
an inherited traditi on.”** Although Malory is usually credited as the first to adopt the romantic traditi on of
the French literature into English, Of Arthour and Merlin brings Robert de Boron’s dory to the island a full
two centuries before Malory. It isimportant, in that it isthe oldest extant reworking of the French
Arthurian romances, the first stage in the “repatriation” of Arthur.*? The aithor of Of Arthour and Merlin
clealy had access to sources in English and French and fredy picks and chooses between their acounts.
Understanding those choices and their implicaionsis central to understanding the poet’ s intent and the way
in which his Arthur engages the question of legitimacy and succession.

In Of Arthour and Merlin, the throne that Arthur ascends to is explicitly that of “Ingelond,” even
though in his French sources, Boron and the Vulgate, Arthur is not the king of England or Britain, but of
Logres, and in Geoffrey of Monmouth he risesto the Briti sh throne (though he does subsequently conquer
all of England and much of Europe). The poem’s author draws attention to his desire to tell the story of an

English king to his English audiencein the English language in the introduction to the work:

“Of Freynsch no Latin nil y telle more, Of French nor Latin will | tell any more
Acon Inglischichil tel per fore; But in English | shall tell therefore

Ri3t is pat Ingli sche understonde Right isit that English be understood
pat was born in Inglond,; By those who were born in England
Freynsce use pis gentilman French is used by this gentleman

Ac everich Inglische Inglische can. But every Englishman Engli sh knows.
Mani noble ich haue ysei 3e, Many anoble | have seen,

Pat no Freynsche coupe seye: That could spe&k no French:
Biginneichil for her loue | shall begin for their love

“! David Burnley, “Of Arthour and Merlin,” The Arthur of the English, W.R.J. Baron, ed. (Cardiff:
University of Wales Press 1999.

“2 See 4so Elizabeth K. Sklar, “The Englishing of Arthur,” The Michigan Academician 8, (1975): p. 49-57.
The deli berate attempts to English the source material is particularly important, as deliberate as<ertions of
Englishnessis a notable feaure of the Auchinleck manuscript. Of Arthour and Merlin survives sandwiched
between tales of English paragons Beues, Guy, and Richard the Lion Heat. Repeaedly the works
reference the deli berate seledion of English asthe literary medium of choice It is apparently the conscious
attempt of the manuscript coll ators to crede atradition of seaular English literature, a whole generation
before Chaucer.
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Bi lesusleue, pat sitt above, By dea Jesus'slove, who sits above,

On Inglische tel mi tale.*® In English tell my tale.

To this English audience, the poet presents a work that is largely centered on the need for nationa
unity. Of Arthour and Merlin is concerned primarily with pdliti cs, kingand country, very unlikeits
romantic French sources. Gone, too are those source s overt religious elements. The Grail Quest and the
importance of the Round Table to the mmpletion of that quest are not mentioned, even in passng. Instea,
the text opens with the expasition of the pdliticd problem in England, that King Constaunceis dead and his
eldest son would rather be amonk than aking. The son doesfall, due to the treadery of Fortiger, and the
kingdom is plunged into civil war. The first fourth of Of Arthour and Merlin concerns the battles that
Uther, the “ri3t air of pislond,” must fight to claim the English throne and Merlin’srole & the harbinger of
hisarrival. Allis st up so that the legitimate heir to the throne will bring peace ad glory to the land of
England. All of these drcumstances are alditi ons by the Of Arthour and Merlin poet. Thoughthe Historia
Regum Britannie includes detail s of Uther’srise and reign, it puts no spedal emphasis on Uther’s being the
legitimate heir wrongly deprived. In this sense Of Arthour and Merlin seemsto be setting Y Uther’s
coming in the manner of an Anglo-Norman romance, where the rightful heir’s acquisition of hisinheritance
is the entire matter of the plot.**

Uther’s coming does not work out as advertised. Peaceis not restored to the land; the rightful heir
is brought low by poisoning, and the barons fall to squabbling again over who should be the new king. As
in Geoffrey, the king himself does violenceto the notion of legitimate succession by entering Igrayne’s
chamber and seducing her out of wedlock. Of Arthour and Merlin ups the ante by having Uther allow his
only son to go hidden and unreaognized. Uther’s adions and the drcumstances of hisrule ae not unique
to Of Arthour and Merlin, but the way in which they are framed against the badground of the concerns of
inheritance by the poet makes them significant in anew way. Arthur’srise to the throne must be viewed in

the context of the failure of his father, the legitimate heir, to bring peace ad uphold the law. It then

“30.D. MaaaeGibson (ed.), Of Arthour and Merlin. (Oxford: Oxford University Press 1979, 19-29.
“4 SeeSusan Crane, Insular Romance (Berkeley: University of California Press 1986).
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beomes doubly significant that Arthur’s claim to the throne by law is not all that it should be, and certainly
not al that his father’s was.

Of Arthour and Merlin follows Geoffrey’s acaount of Arthur’'s sring, not dwelling on it for long.
The French sources added to Geoffrey the concealment of Arthur after birth and his saet consignment by
Merlin to the home of Sir Antor. The question of Arthur’slegitimacy had by the time of the writing of Of
Arthour and Merlin also been complicaed by the French Arthurian tales. The French Persevausis clea
that Arthur was conceived before the Duke' s deah, in explicit contrast with Gawain’s birth-tale, thus
establishing that Arthur isabastard. Gawain was born out of wedlock but conceved by an unmarried
woman, so acording to the French tradition concerning mantle-children, he was legitimized when his
parents married. Arthur, conceived by a married woman, remains a bastard. The Persevaus did not
influence Of Arthour andMerlin diredly, but was rather transmitted through the Boron and the Vulgate's
Merlin.

In Robert de Boron thisisaueisraised by Uther in a bedchamber conversation with Igrayne.

Einsisot li roisYgerne et tint tant que sa groisse parut; et quant il rois gisoit une

nuit aveclui, s mist samein seur son ventre et li demanda de cui estoit grosse, que ele ne

poat mie estre grosse de lui, puisqueil |I'avoit prise, quar il n’avoit onquesalui geu nule

foiz qu'il nel’eust mise en escrit; ne ele ne povoit pas estre grosse dou duc, que il avoit

grant piecedevant sa mort que ele ne I’ avoit veu. Quant Egerne s oi dou roi acheisoner,

si ot paor et honte ¢ plora « dist tout en plorant...*

(So dd the king have Y gerne, and had her until her pregnancy appeaed; and

one night when the king was laying rext to her, he put his hand on her stomach and asked

her who had made her pregnant, and that she muld not have been pregnant by him, as he

had never once had his pleasure with her without writing it down; nor could she be

pregnant by the duke, as there had been such alarge spaceof time before his deeh that

“> Robert de Boron, Merlin: Roman du XI1° Séde ed. Alexandre Micha (Genéve: Librairie Droz, 1979),
245,
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she had not seen im. When Igrayne head the king reason so, so was she draid and
ashamed, saying as she wept...)*°

While England operated under the two-yea rule for determining whether or not a husband could have had
accessto hiswife, and thus whether or not she was guilty of having a dild by adultery, France dlowed for
charges of adultery to be used by the husband to ill egitimizea child. The most prominent example of the
French law in pradiceis the bastardizing of the Dauphin, the future Charles VII of France, who was
disinherited and disowned by his father, Charles VI and his mother Isabella of Bavaria, a known adulteress
who herself denied her son'sroyal paternity.*” So, for a French writer like Boron, the King’s comments are
enoughto render Arthur abastard. And although not two yeasin length, the separation of Igrayne and the
Duke dealy evokes the English tradition, too, if only in spirit. Aslgrayne wuld not possbly have been
with either of her lawful husbands, the child must be born of adultery, and Uther has written proof. By this
acount, then, Arthur is clealy abastard ban, acordingto the traditions of either side of the Channel.
This bedroom scene gpeasin Of Arthour and Merlin, foll owing closely, but not predsely, the Vulgate
acount, but the cnclusion of bastardy is the same. The dight differencesin the acounts, thoudh, put a
different spin on the need for Arthur’s concedment, one unique to Of Arthour and Merlin. In the Vulgate,
Merlin instructs Uther to go to Igrayne and bring up the subjed of her pregnancy as a means of getting her
to agreeto give up the cild to him, acmrding to the agreement that Uther swore to in order to get Merlin's
help when he seduced her. The Vulgate takes responsibility from Uther and placesit on Merlin, reversing
their roles from Boron’s version. When the ploy to conced Arthur is Uther’s, it is a means of hidingthe
shame and guilt of having sired a son in adultery. When the ploy isMerlin's, asit isin the Vulgate and in
Of Arthour and Merlin alike, the concedment of Arthur becomes all a part of Merlin’s grand and
mysterious machinations. In Boron, the king’'s plan is successful and the shame is never reveded to the
people, for there Arthur’s parentage is not afactor in his being crowned king. Heisking by divine
intervention, and hisrule further proof of the glory of God. Of Arthour and Merlin does not share Boron’s

religiosity, so it cannot rely on divine intervention. It choasesinsteal the Vulgate's alternative acount.

“® Trandation provided by Brian Crawford, University of Indiana, 200Q
" Thisis the woman referred to by her grandson Louis X| as “agrea whore.”
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Merlin's plan appeas to have more to it than simply satisfying the king's lust and the concedment
of the product of that lust. When Merlin instructs Uther to oltain the child from Igrayne, he emphasizes
two things. Thefirst isthat the child is of Uther'sblood The seaond isthe nobility of Sir Antor's
bloodine, but more spedficdly, the high quality of hiswife's milk. "In pislond nis sgiche blode / No milk
pat hap half so gode™® For the projea of Of Arthour and Merlin's Merlin, nurture is asimportant as nature.
This move is not entirely without precedent, for the quality of Antor's wife's milk is brought up in Boron
and the Vulgate, when Antor beseedtes Arthur to make Kay his eneschal. In these texts, Arthur owes Kay
a debt, because Kay's bullheadedness is due to Kay's suckling from a peasant girl. “So that you might be
reaed properly, he lost his birthright,” explains the VVulgate Antor. Of Arthour and Merlin foll ows the
French sources in this, but expands on it, changing the negative quality of the peasant milk into the positive
quality of Kay's mother's milk, and making this one of Merlin's explicitly stated reasons for giving Arthur
to Antor.

In the ealy pages of Of Arthour and Merlin, Merlin’srole & the harbinger of Uther’s coming and
legitimacy is emphasized. Heisakingmaker. So, when Merlin is found making another king, his adions
must be seen as an attempt to corred the mistakes of the past and creae aking who will rule better and
more aly than Uther has. At first it would seem that Merlin’s plan is only going to make things worse.
Rather than urging Uther to reignin his pasdons and sire alegitimate heir, Merlin allows Uther to commit
adultery and sire an ill egitimate son. He further compli cates the matter by sending the son away so that
none will know of his paternity and royal blood Merlin’s adions are without rhyme or reason unless with
Arthur he is orchestrating the aldition of something positive that Uther lacks. The only candidate for that
additive is the nourishment of Antor’swife and hisreaing away from the court. Certainly, Uther is no man
to emulate, and Arthur will be the better for being raised apart from him. But these ae mncerns of
pradicdity—there may perhaps be more symbolic meaning to Merlin’s adions.

Arthur’s smultaneous reaing by Antor and his begetting by Uther allow him to, in effed, be two
things at once Heisthe ddest child o the king, of royal blood, and thus a good candidate for the throne.

Yet, heisalso the second child of Antor, afoundling, and thus a horrible candidate for the throne. All of

48 OAM, 26532654.
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hislegal, social, and hereditary advantages are negated by Merlin’sadions. The only things that can
recommend him to the throne ae his personal qualities, which are, of course, unquestionably noble and
positive. The young Arthur grows into a man who paessesses every virtue. That it requires the advantages
of both royal bloodand non-royal nourishment seems to indicate that a proper king is not made by birth
alone.

The drcumstances surrounding Arthur’s accession are drawn primarily from the Vulgate's
acount of the matter. Of Arthour and Merlin spells out clealy the situation of Arthur’s parentage and the
courtry’s knowledge of it in narrative “Non no wist hem among / Pat Arthour of pe king sprong / Bot sir

Antor and sir VIfin/ and pe gode derk Merlin, / Ac for in spouse he was not bi3ete.”*

(None knew among
them [the nobili ty of the land] that Arthur was born of the king, but Sir Antor and Sir Ulfin and the good
clerk Merlin, that in marriage he was not begotten). Thisignorance of Uther’s surviving offspring is what
drives the barons and bishops to come together to eled anew king. Outside the church where they gather,
the sword in the stone gpeasin answer to their prayers. Unlike in Boron and the Vulgate, the inscription
on the sword dces not clea up the succession. “Icham yhot Estalibore / Vnto aking fair tresore” It isthe
bishop that makes the conclusion that “ bis swerd who drawe of pe stone/ He shal be our king ymade / Bi
Godes will e and our rade.”*® (Whosoever draw this sword from the stone, he shall be made our king, by
God swill and our agreement.) When Arthur arrives on the scene with the sword from the stone, in
response to Antor’ srequest that he fetch Kay a sword, Antor immediately assumes that Arthur’s claim to
the kingship will be reamgnized. He demands of Arthur aboon for Kay, that he be made Arthur’s geward.
Antor’ sadions foll ow the French sources predsely.

Of Arthour and Merlin does not foll ow the French sources very closely on other counts. In Boron
and the Vulgate (as well as Malory’slater tregment of them), Arthur isforced to pull the sword from the
stone on multi ple occasions, first on Christmas Eve, then on the Feast of the Circumcision, then on

Candlemas, Easter, and Whitsuntide. Each adion isacemmpanied by disbelief and delay. The only

remainder of this repetition in Of Arthour and Merlin is the statement, “In and out he pelt it oft,”** an

49 0AM, 27692774
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adivity that is withessed only by Kay and Antor and which happens on the same day. Arthur must pull the
sword out of the stone only oncein front of the bishop and the assembled nobility. “He drou3 it out and pelt

03en,”*? and he is crowned in short order, after Merlin tell s the bishop o Arthur’s true heritage:

bis barouns and eke Merlin These barons and aso Merlin

Wenten to pe bischopesin Went to the bishopsin

And all himteld fair and 3erne And all them he told seemly and eagerly
Hou Arthour was bi3eten of Y gerne, How Arthur was begotten of Igrayne,
Pe bischop bPonked God so gode The bishop thanked God so good

bat he was of pe kinges blode.>® That he was of the king’s blood

That Merlin tellsthem “fair and 3erne” may not be & innocuous a mmment asit might at first seem. The
words indicate adegreeof haste in the telling, and a bit of sugarcoating to the acount. It could just as well
be trandated, “And all them hetold prettily and quickly,” or “short and swed.” Such areadingis
corroborated by the language used ealier, when Merlin tells Arthur in private the story of hisbirth. There,
Arthur istold “ende and ord,”>* or every detail. The acount issworn to by Ulfin, Jordan, and Bretel. In Of
Arthour and Merlin’s French sources, the testimony of Ulfin and the othersis givenin public, and it is
corroborated by documents sgned by Uther and Ulfin the night of the mnception.>® The documentation is
missingin the acount in Of Arthour and Merlin.

The drcumstances of Arthur’s birth must be told repeaedly to the barons and athers who daubt
Arthur’srightful claim on the throne. The author of Of Arthour and Merlin seemsto have replacel the
multi ple sword-tests with multi ple revel ations of Arthur’s parentage, how he was begotten and ban. Merlin
says before dl:

And seyd he nas harlot non And said he was not alow born man

Ac nobler pan her ani on; But nobler than any there;

2 0AM, 2995
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%5 For oncethe author of the Vulgate seems to have been cleverly innovative, explaining Boron's odd
choice of phrase, “he had never once had his pleasure with her without writing it down.” Uther isbeing
crafty when he says that to the Vulgate Igrayne, for she is not aware that he has written down the event and
given the document to Merlin.



ber he teld, al hem bifore,

Hou Arthour was bi3eten and bae.

Pe wise men of pat lond
Ponked Ihesu Cristes sond
pat her king schuld ben

Of Vter Pendragouns stren;

There he told, all them before him

How Arthur was begotten and ban.

The wise men of that land
Thanked Jesus Christ’s grace
That there king should be

of Uther Pendragon'sline.®®
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In the Vulgate, the barons  objedion isthat Arthur is“alowborn man® Thisiswhy when Merlin
recounts the drcumstances of Arthur' sbirth and his concedment, thereis no harm in Merlin gving the
king sexad words, that “The dild is therefore not mine, so it would not be right for him to inherit thisland
or beking after | die.”*® Merlin is not arguing for Arthur' s legitimacy, merely for his noble birth. For the
French audience, to be king by right was to be king by divine dedion. In England after Magna Carta, the
King ruled by tradition and law, not by divine providence In the Vulgate, the sword in the stone was ®nt
by the Lord, Merlin tell sthe barons, in order to undo the sin of the father. Arthur' seledionisdueto
nothing less than the dired intervention of the Lord. Such intervention isrequired to undo the
circumstances of hisbirth in any case, either ignoble blood a ignoble siring. The French barons
oppdasition to Arthur on grounds of bastardy is a separate objedion, one that the Vulgate Merlin had
apparently never considered, as he plainly tells the barons that Arthur’s father did not consider Arthur to be
rightly hisby law. Moreover, the baronial claim of bastardy does not trump the bishop's words, his claim
that god’ s gracehas erased Uther’'s sns asthey relate to Arthur. The French barons are dealy in the
wrong.

In Of Arthour and Merlin, Merlin does not relate the full acount, as he doesin the VVulgate, the
“ende and ord” of the matter, to the barons, either, for again, the text merely states that Merlin tell s them
how Arthur was begotten and ban, that heis of the king' s line and the queen’swomb. The baronial

response to Merlin’s story in the English poem is not what he might have hoped for. “He was founde purh

** OAM, 31463152

>"\ulgate, 216,

8 Vulgate, 217, recounting imperfedly Uther' swords at 208that “this child that you are carying is neither
yours or mine by rights.”
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wiching pin, / Traitour,’” pai seyd ‘Verrament / For a pine enchauntement / No shal neuer no hores stren /

159

Our king no heued ben.”>” (His foundation was laid through thy witchcraft, Traitor,” they said, “Truly, for
all thy enchantment, never shall awhore's n our king or ruler be.) Apparently, the English barons have
deduced the true answer on their own. Their words, “no hores stren,” deliberately echo and refute the
bishop and Merlin’s claim that Arthur is“of kinges stren.” They seethe alultery.

The fourth telling of the story occursin lines, where it isrendered by the bishop, who saysto all

the coommoners:

“And gan to precheto hem alle And began to pread to them all

And seyd Arthour was kinges stren And said Arthur was of the King' sline
Of king bi3eten and ban of quen Of king begotten and ban of aqueen
Pe Kingit wist in hisliue TheKing krew it in hislife

Blisced his chld and bad him Priue Blessd his child and bade him thrive

And tok him to sir Antour.” ®©

And took him to sir Antor.

Merlin’srelating of the tale is echoed by the bishop, and Merlin’s clever prevarication convinces
the commoners of Arthur’srightful claim to the throne. Arthur was sred by aking and hirthed by a queen,
but the queen was not married to the king when Arthur was sred. The Kingdid know the drcumstances of
the birth when he was alive, but he was not motivated to put Arthur in Antor’s handsin order that he thrive,
rather under dired and urfathomable eict from Merlin. The bishop supplies an understandable motive for
the concedment, that the king was worried for Arthur’slife and his chances of survival. Merlin’slieis ©
eff ective that the bishop fill sin the blanks on hisown. Of course, the bishop's defense of Arthur’s
legitimacy falls short for those who know the true drcumstances of Arthur’sbirth. The bishop's srmonis
direded to the people of the land, not to the barons, to those ignorant of Arthur’s birth, not to those in the
know. The blind leads the blind.

Thus, the baronia revolt in the English version of the story is not without its merits. Unlike the

French barons of the Vulgate, they are corred by law in their readion. Their adions cannot be dismissed
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as smply motivated by greed and envy. Any comment that the aithor of Of Arthour and Merlin might be
seen to be making about the traditi on of primogeniture, the rightful inheritance of the legitimate first-born,
isintensified by the baronial justificaion. And the barons subsequent defea only drives the point home
further. It seemsto be the cae in the world of Of Arthour and Merlin that legitimacy need not be the only
pre-requisite for being king, that the laws supparted by the barons need not force agood man out of the job.

Because the dating of Of Arthour and Merlinis © impredse, it is hard to draw spedfic parallelsto
the events within and the events surrounding it historicdly. At its latest date, ealy in the fourteenth
century, Edward | was ruling. Given Edward’s attempts to claim Arthurian prestige and justification, any
poem written during Hsreign concerning Arthur necessarily had pditi cd implications. The poem'’s
flagrant flouting of the legal tradition could, at the very least, be seen as a message to Edward and athers
that would try to claim Arthur’ slegacy astheir own. Arthur’s legal justification was far lessimportant than
his personal virtues, and any would-be Arthurs must have asimilar portfolio of virtuous traits. At the
poem’s ealiest supposed date, the midd e of the thirteenth century, the poem would have been written
during the reign of Henry Ill. Henry'sregency and ealy reign was charaderized by disunion and baronial
revolt, much like Arthur’s ealy reign. Part of the source of baronial tension in Henry 111’s England, not
surprisingly, was one of inheritance and legitimacy. At aroyal council held at Merton in 1236 the English
barons united to rejed the canon law concerning mantle-chil dren, proclaiming, “Nolumus leges Anglie
mutare.”®" This event was one of many baronial adions under Henry Il meant to curb the liberties that the
crown had taken with the rights to their lands. Increasingly, the barons relied on the cmmon law of
England alone to sue for their rights to control of their lands, including control over inheritance

Surely, the rejedion at Merton has implicaions for Arthur, for hisonly claim to legitimacy liesin
the fact that his parents were married, and that that marriage eases any past wrongdoing on the part of his
parents. The parallel isnot exad, of course, as Arthur is no mantle-child, so the mmparison should not be
pushed too far on spedfic terms. The more important fad is that the barons of Of Arthour and Merlin

come together as oneto dfficially invalidate the ruling of a Church official concerning legitimacy, a Church

61|t is not right for them to change the laws of England.” Whether Of Arthour and Merlin was written in
the middle of the thirteenth century or the middie of the fourteenth, the events at Merton and the general
travail s against the barons were in living memory.
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ruling corrobarated by royal approval. Writings that comment on and complicate the dready complex
guestion of legitimacy can hardly be viewed as unthreaening or mundane in such an environment. That
the English barons in 1236were openly flaunting the law of the Church regarding legitimacy is enough to
show that discussions of just what made alegitimate heir were in the dr in avery public and dramatic way.

One thing that the poet of Of Arthour and Merlin failsto doisto confirm the legitimacy of
Arthur’ s birth. At the most, he emphasizes that he was begotten of the king, but he never deniesthat the
begetting was adulterous. The disunion and dscord in Arthur’ s kingdom stems from the barons being at
odds with akingwhois described glowingly in every way other than the drcumstances of hisbirth. The
disconned between the will of the barons and the will of a canon official leads to much bloodshed. This
conflict is contrasted with the previous depiction of the inability of the legitimate heir to unite akingdom
and quell disent. Clealy then, the author cannot be off ering as a solution to pditi cd dissent arelianceon
legitimate succesgon, since he has already demonstrated the failure of such asystem. That Arthur is
victorious over the barons who invali date him over questions of legitimacy seems also to advocae astance
that rejeds auch questions as relevant to the future of a nation. Divine designation also seemsto be
excluded by the author of Of Arthour and Merlin by the deli berate downplaying of the religious
justifications of Arthur’s kingship found in his source Boron’sacmunt. Even the significance of the sword
in the stone is muted in the poem, for the sword only promisesto be a“fair treasure” to the king who wields
it, not ajustification for that king' srule. What then isleft?

It seems that the only thing left to Arthur is that which was given him by his nurse and taken from
Kay, his bravery, strength, generosity, and piety—all qualiti es of Arthur the man, not Arthur the king. Of
Arthour and Merlin then becmes a text that takes on the question of rightful inheritance and legitimacy
and arguesin favor of neither. Uther’slegitimacy was no help to England, while theill egitimate Arthur is
an ided king, a brave warrior to his enemies, a generous lord to his subjeds, and a pious srvant before his
god. Thetext spares him his ultimate fall, ending with Arthur still at the height of his power and at the end
of asuccessful campaign against King Rion, cdebrating at castle Carohaise. The author of Of Arthour and

Merlin thus advocaes personal virtue as the means of seauring national unity and prosperity. Questions of
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legitimacy and inheritance ae ultimately irrelevant to the fate of the kingdom, alesson that Arthur’s barons

and the barons of the poet’s own day would dowell to lean.



CHAPTER 4
THOMASMALORY'S LA MORTE DARTHUR

It must be noted before proceading that Malory’s La Morte Darthur is not primarily the tale of
Arthur’slife and that Arthur is but a part of the work’ s interweaving themes and its artistic purpose.

Arthur’ s relationship to the various knightsin hisredm, their adventures, and the quest for the Grail isa
complex subjed best left untreaed in awork of this $zeand scde. That said, the way in which Malory
adapts the scenes of Arthur’s birth and his accession says ssmething about the pdliti cd climate in which
Malory was writing and his expedations of the audiencefor whom he was writing. Malory’s Le Morte
Darthur isarguably the most influential of all Arthurian texts, and likely the reason that the charge of
bastardy leveled at King Arthur seems 0 foreignto modern readers, for Malory’s Arthur isno bestard
born.

Malory’s Morte is dated by its closing lines, “For this bodk was ended the ninth yere of the reygne
of King Edward the Fourth, by Sir Thomas Maleoré, Knyght, and Jesu hel pe hym for Hys grete myght, as
he is the servaunt of Jesu bothe day and nyght,” sometime between March 4", 1469and March 3, 1470.%2
So like Geoffrey before him, Malory wrote his Arthurian material in the midst of an English civil war. The
so-cdled War of the Roses pitted the fadions of Lancaster and Y ork against one another over control of the
throne. And questions of legitimacy and inheritance were woven throughout the dispute. Briefly, Henry
V1, the legitimate ruler of England and son of Henry V rose to the thronein 1422 Prudish about sexual
matters and periodicdly insane, he did not immediately sire an heir. Two dukes beneah him, Richard,
Duke of Y ork and Edmund, Duke of Somerset jockeyed bad and forth to be named successor to the king.
The Duke of York’s claim to the throne descended from Gaunt’ s eldest brother, Lionel, through his mother,

and from Gaunt’ s youngest brother, Edmund, through his father, Richard, Earl of Cambridge. The Duke of

%2 Thomas Malory, The Works of Thomas Malory ed. Eugéne Vinaver (Oxford: Clarendon Press 1947,
1260
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Suffolk’s claim to the throne came from John of Gaunt’ s legitimated chil dren, the Beauforts. From these
two men sprung the War of the Roses.

The cae of the Beauforts is probably the most complex in al of English nobility. The Beaufort
family, named after aformer French possession of John of Gaunt’s, were the chil dren of John of Gaunt and
Katherine Swynford, histhird wife. All were born before their parents married. John of Gaunt’s first
marriage, to Blanche of Lancaster, produced threeother chil dren who survived infancy. The most
important of these was the only son, Henry Bolingbroke, who usurped the English thronein 1399 Gaunt’s
seond wife, Constanzaof Castil e, produced a daughter named Katherine who married Henry 11l of Castile
and was mother to the kings of Castile and Léon. It was during Gaunt’s nd marriage that Katherine
bore him four children. After the deah of Constanza, all four of Katherine and John’s chil dren were
legitimized, first by spedal dispensation from the pope.®® Whil e this was against the laws of England,
stemming from the traditi on of the barons at Merton in 1238 their first cousin, Richard Il, then king, had
Parliament of 1397 fassaspedal ad that officiall y recognized the inheritance, granting the children the
abili ty to inherit “all dignities, honours, pre-eminences, statuses ranks and dffices, public and private,
perpetual and temporal, feudal and noble ... asif they were born in noble wedlock”®* When Henry
ascended to the throne, they became the legitimate half-brothers and sisters of the king. No one involved
thought that this was a goodthing, so in 1407Henry 1V officially recognized their legitimacy with another
ad of Parliament, but added the conditi on excepta dignitate regali (excepting the royal dignity). Joan, the
youngest of Gaunt and Swynford’s children married twice By her seand marriage, to Ralph Nevill, eal
of Westmorland, she had a daughter, Cicdy, who subsequently married Richard the duke of York. Richard
and Cicdy had four sons, Edward, Edmund, George, and Richard. The ddest and the youngest became the
Yorkist kings of England, Edward IV and Richard III .

Even though part of the ad of parliament recognizing their legitimacy spedficdly barred the
Beaufort children from inheriting the throne, with Henry V1 childless it was possible that it be revoked in

the Duke of York’sfavor. Henry 1V had approved the a¢ once, leaszing open the option that it might need

%3 Spedal dispensation was needed, sincethe Beauforts were sired in adultery, and thus could not qualify as
mantle-children under even the lenient French traditi on.
* Curteis, 150
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further approval by subsequent kings, or perhaps that that approval might be revoked. Y ork and Somerset
sparred openly. In 1452they gathered armies and marched against one another in London, the situation
was defused only by Henry VI’ sarrest of York and York’s sibsequent pledge never to take up arms against
Henry’'s sibjeds. When Henry’ s wife Margret gave birth to an heir, Edward, in 1454 the situation was not
made any better. At around the same time Henry’s madnessrendered him urifit for the throne, resulting in
York’s appantment as protedor. After York was dismissed from this post in 1455 he gathered arms and
defeaed the king' s army, killi ng Somerset. 1n the months that foll owed, Y ork submitted his claim on the
throne to Parliament, while Margaret raised an army and attacked Y ork, in defense of her son'sclaim. In
the end, Margaret and Henry would be forced out, and Y ork dedared the heir, and subsequently the king.
He rose to the thronein 1461as Edward 1V.

Once ajain, in atime of disputed succession and legitimacy, a work that presents the birth story
and conditions of accesson of an ided king cannot be dismissed as irrelevant, espedally when that work
changes many of the details that occur in previous versions of the material, versions known to the audience
at large. Any shift in Arthur’slegitimacy will be duly noted by the readers and taken to refled the situation
at hand in the red world. And Malory most certainly changes the acount of Arthur’s birth substantially.

In Malory' sday, abastard king was not unthinkable, but rather all too concevable. In the fifteenth century,
more dlegations of bastardy were put forth against the Engli sh throne and claimants to it than in any other.
Henry VI's on Prince Edward, King Edward 1V, his ©ons Edward V and Richard of Y ork, and Henry

Tudor were dl acaised of being either bastards or descended from bastards, just as Richard 1l had been
acaised by Henry Bolingbrokein 1399 Quite frankly, the austom of primogeniture was graining at the
seams, with family trees © bent in upon themselves that M.C. Escher would have aheadacde trying to
unravel them. Soit isno surprise that Malory cleas up ead and every point on which Arthur might be
thoudht ill egitimate. With so many aspersions being cast on the legitimacy of the kings of fifteenth century
England on so littl e evidence, Arthur’s birth tale had to be spotless

Where Geoffrey and Of Arthour and Merlin were vague, Malory ispredse. He putsthe point of
Arthur' s conception predsely threehours after the deah of the Duke of Tintagel. Merlin reveals thisto the

rebelli ous kings when they question Arthur' slegitimacy. ‘Syres,’” said Merlyn, “‘1 shall e telle yow the
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cause, for heiskynge Uther Pendragons sone borne in wedlok, goten on Igrayne, the dukes wyf of
Tyntigail.” * Thenneis he abastard,’ they said al. ‘Nay,” said Merlyn, ‘after the deth of the duke more than
threehours Arthur was begoten, and thirtene days after kyng Uther wedded Igrayne, and therfor | preve
hym heis no bastard.’”® Merlin' sinitial words echo the bishop dDf Arthour and Merlin, the
prevaricaion that recounts the paternity and maternity but not the timing of the mnception, but when
bastardy is charged he quickly clarifies. Malory' srebelliouskings are not as easily bluffed asthe
commoners of Of Arthour and Merlin. Malory’s stting the date of the marriage thirteen days after
conception betters by half the time period that Robert de Boron assgned. Truly, Malory has Arthur’'s
parents married at the ealiest possble moment still consonant with the tradition he alapts.

Uther’s motive for hiding the dhild out of shame is completely eliminated by Malory, who even
goes o far asto have Uther reved himself to Igrayne & the father of Arthur. Even the speder of possble
rape of Igrayneis eliminated; she rejoices to find that it was Uther who fathered the child. That said,
Malory' sinsistenceon the legitimacy of Arthur resultsin the motivations of his Merlin becoming obscure
to the point of being nonsensical. Thereisno neal to hide the cild Arthur; he islegitimately conceved
and legitimately born to parents who love one another. There is no need to hand the child to Antor to rea,
for Malory, unlike the author of Of Arthour and Merlin, assgns Antor’swife' smilk no spedal quality, and
Antor himself, while noble, is not credited with any gred role in the raising of Arthur.

The significance of the sword in the stone isreduced by Uther' spen designation, “I gyve hym
Gods blissyng and myne, and byd hym pray for my soule, and righteuously and worshipfully that he
clayme the croune upon forfeture of my blessyng,” a detail from La3amon’s Brut that Of Arthour and
Merlin also chose not to include.®® Open designation by the previous king was one of the many paths to the
throne in medieval England, though by Malory’stime it had lost the significanceit had in La3amon’s day.
Still, Malory misses no oppatunity to increase Arthur’ srightful claim on the throne and his legitimacy.

The inscription on the sword Excdiber reads, “Whoso pull eth oute this swerd of this done and anvyld is

S Works, 18.
% Works, 12.
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rightwys kynge borne of all En(g)lond.”®” The @mmmoners witnessthe pulling of sword from stone, so they
too know the truth of Arthur's legitimacy.

While Malory’ s barons foll ow the French sourcein their willingnessto delay the aowning of
Arthur and in having hum draw the sword from the stone over and over again, they do not foll ow Of
Arthour and Merlin in dedaring open warfare upon hm. Malory does mention subsequent wars, but they
appea to be suppressons of the disorder that follows an interregnum, not a full -fledged rebelli on, perhaps
even simply the padficaion of Scotland, perennial hotspot of disent. Thisis sipparted by the oath of
officethat Arthur sweas, which is not the romantic commitment to chivalry of the French romance sources
or the ammpad between him and God sworn in Robert de Boron, but rather a seaularized cath that includes
apromise to right the wrongs perpetrated during the interregnum.®®

Thereisno duplicity anywhere to be found in Malory's account. Arthur isthe true king of England
by rightful inheritance. That Malory was © dogedly determined to clea up any possible dhall enges to
Arthur’ s legitimacy isindependent confirmation that he was viewed as sich by many in Maory’s own
time. With the many sources for Arthur’slife story avail able to Malory’s era, the posdble grounds on
which Arthur might be viewed a bastard were many. Mallory converts the ambiguities and uncertainties of
the source material into independent confirmations of Arthur’sright, freeéng him from the burden of

suspicion under which the kings of Malory’s day had to labor.®®

%" Works, 12 (emphasis mine).

%8 Morris, 48.

%91t is possble that Malory had accessto a mpy of Of Arthour and Merlin and that he used it as a paint of
departure for hisacaunt of Arthur’sbirth. In many respeds, Of Arthour and Merlin appeasto be arough
draft of the scenesthat Malory usesto describe Arthur’s begetting and rise to the throne, with the key

detail s all reversed. One unaltered detail i n particular stands out linking the two ac@unts. In amost every
version of the Arthurian conception story, Uther is acaompanied to Tintagel Castle by Merlin and Ulfin, his
loyal retainer. Thethree ater shape-changed, Uther as the Duke, and Merlin and Ulfin as his retainers
Bretel and Jordan. In every extant version where this sene gpeas, Merlin disguises himself as Bretel,
and Ulfin he makesto look like Jordan—in every acount that is, save for La Morte Darthur and Of
Arthour and Merlin, where the disguises are reversed. Jordan’s likeness is assumed by Merlin and Bretel’'s
by Ulfin. While many would like to pant to Of Arthour and Merlin’s switching of the two disguises as
further evidence of hisincompetencewith his material, the same charge will not hold up for Malory.
Malory is exading in the detail with which he treas Arthur’s conception and ascension to the throne. Even
the minor detail of the disguises would not be missed by Malory, who goes to such painstaking lengths to
reconcil e the French and Engli sh sources of the young Arthur’stale. If Malory makes the change, it must
be becauise it appeasin one of his urces, and the only other sourcefor this alteration is Of Arthour and
Merlin. Of Arthour and Merlin was of course by no means Malory’s only source. He borrowed
omnivorously from multiple sources.
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Given hisinsistence on the legitimacy of Arthur, one might expect that Malory was biased agai nst
bastards on all counts. Thisis not the cae. Malory's encyclopediactreament of the Arthurian material
includes far more bastards and low birth-order sons than any previous treament. Thisis partialy due to the
scope of Malory’swork, of course, but it is ggnificant that Malory had no problem giving center stage to
charaders who would not have feaured very prominently in the other romances of English heroes or in the
Anglo-Norman romances. His Galahad isthe most glowing example of a noble bastard, the hero who
completes the Grail Quest and who isthe most perfect flower of religious knighthood Here and there ae
references to ather bastard charaders, Bors son Elayne le Blank, Pelli nore's on Torre, Gylberd the
Bastarde. Thereis no shortage of praise for them, either. Gylberd the Bastard is known to be “one of the
beste knyghtys of the worlde,” "° for example. No shameiis attached to the fathering of bastard chil dren,
either, for Lancdot is overjoyed to recognize Galahad as his child, and Pelli nore, too, brags to Arthur of his
discovery that Torreishis ®n.”* Even the vill ainy of Mordred dees not serve & an indictment of bastardy
in general. By definition, a diild of incest isill egitimate, to be cetain, but incest wasits own spedal
burden.” The two should not be mnflated.” A bastard, though cut off from succession and inheritance,
was often avalued child of the parents, as evidenced by humerous recognized bastards, royal and non-
royal. Incontrast, a dhild of incest was a deep shame, to be hidden away or worse. Arthur’s adions
towards the infant Mordred, the slaughter of the innocent children to eliminate the stain of incest bea
testament to that.

An ill egitimate son could be many thingsin Malory’ s world, a noble knight included, but
ill egitimacy was a dea bar to the throne. Thiswas no prejudice on Malory’s part, but rather sober
understanding of the hard fads of the world in which helived. Malory’s adaptation of Arthur isa

refledion of contemporary events. Many attempts have been made to link Malory’ s writings to the padliti cs

©Works, 167.

"Works, 113

"2 Mordred’ sincestuous birth is very dangerous if any of his contemporaries were looking to the text for
parall els to the pdliti cd circumstances of Malory’sday. Asanided king, Arthur would most likely be
asociated with whatever candidate that Malory had favored during the War of the Roses. The other
candidate must by default be associated with Mordred, not a particularly pleasant asociation.

"3 As Jessical ewis Watson does in Bastardy as a Gifted Status in Chaucer and Malory. Lewiston
(Queenston, and Lampeter: The Edwin Mellen Press 1996). Seethat work for an acount of Mordred as an
example of anoble bastard.
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of hisday. Inoneinstance nea the end of the Morte, Malory chastises the English people for ingratitude to
goodkings, indicaing a possble dlegianceto the then deposed Lancastrian king, Henry IV.”* In another
passage, one of Malory’ s favorite knightsis attadked by a “traytour” from a castle that belonged in
Malory’ sday to a Yorkist pea.” The traitorous Mordred raises troops against Arthur in courties that some
have tried to identify as having Y orkist ties.”® Others have pointed to a parall el between Henry VI and
Arthur—boath rise to the throne young, are manipulated by one fadion (Beauchamp/Merlin) and rejeded by
another (Gloucester/Malory’s barons).”” These fadors have caised some to label Malory a Y orkist patriot,
but this view is complicated by the totality of the bodk’s passible contemporary alusions. Malory claims
to be writing from jail, and his humble request that his readers pray for his deliverance seemsto predude
the posshili ty that he was misrepresenting himself on this paint.”® If Malory was truly Sir Thomas Malory
of Newbold Revel, he was likely imprisoned as a Lancastrian partisan in a Y orkist prison.”® But whatever
hisloyaltiesin civil life, the Morte shows sympathy for chivalrous adions performed by both sides during
the majority of conflicts, suggesting that at least by the time of hisimprisonment, Malory’ s views had
grown less partisan and more @mntemplative.

The dosest that Malory ever comesto dired paliticd commentary in the Morte is the foll owing:

Lo ye dl Engysshemen, se ye nat what a myschyff here was? For he that was

the moste kynge and nobelyst knyght of the worlde, and moste loved the felyshyp of

noble knyghtes, and by hym they were dl upholdyn, and yet myght nat thes Englyshemen

holde them contente with hym. Lo thus was the olde austom and usayges of thyslonde,

and men say that we of thyslonde have nat yet loste that custom. Alas! thysysagreae

defaughte of us Englysshemen, for there may no thynge us please no terme.®

" Works, 1229

®Works, 677.

"®Works, 1233 For the Yorkist Malory, seeR.R. Griffith, “The Politi cd Bias of Malory’s Morte Darthir’,
Viator 5 (1974) 365-86.

""Morris, 48. This comparison is quite vague, and could almost be made of any regent.

"8 Otherwise, his request would be aidadous and near saailegious. SeeField, 1 (below).

" For afull treament of the Thomas Malories who are candidates for the writing of La Morte Darthur, see
P.J.C. Fied, The Life and Times of Sr Thomas Malory, (Suffolk: D.S. Brewer, 1993.

8 Works, 1229



The positive qualiti es claimed for Arthur by Malory here ae his nobili ty, his proper suppart and
generosity toward his aibjeds, hislove of the fell owship of his knights, these threethings cast
against the badkdrop o betrayal.

So, isthisa Yorkist or aLancastrian Arthur that Malory laments? At the presumed time
of Malory’ swriting, ealy 147Q a Y orkist might have read this satement as alament for King
Edward, since his fighting qualities make him an easy parallel for Arthur over the unwarlike
Henry. Like Arthur, he had recently been deserted by some who had foll owed his banner for
yeas, espedally the queen’s family, whom he had rewarded generously with gfts throughout his
reign. Yet, alLancastrian supparter, aware that it had only been ten yeas snceHenry’s supparters
had fled his sandard, might seeHenry as a modern-day Arthur. Malory’sinsistenceon Arthur’s
legitimacy would add credenceto their view as Henry was the legitimate heir to the throne
acordingto primogeniture. Henry, too, was known for his regal generosity, though his detradors
cdled it opulence and extravagance. And bah sidesin the war would wish to claim Arthurian
nohili ty for their candidate. So the answer appeasto be that Arthur islamented in away
appropriate to both kings, and so even at his most explicit, Malory’ s pdliti cd all egiances are
elusive.

Whil e the lament may not shed light on which side Sir Thomas Malory supparted during
the War of the Roses or on his paliti cd all egiancesin that conflict, it may offer akey to
understanding the significance of his desire to make Arthur into an unquestionably legitimate heir
to the throne. That Malory hasto lament at all is ggnificant. 1t wasfully within Malory’s power
to change the ending of the Arthurian story just as much as he changed its beginning. Or, he muld
have taken the route of his predeces=or, the aithor of Of Arthour and Merlin, and ended the story
before Arthur’sfall, al owingit to become apositive statement about the glory of Arthur. But
Malory’ s work trudges dutifully to the end of the story, and in doing so he makes a powerful
statement about legitimacy that is every bit as skepticd as those made by Geoffrey and Of Arthour

and Merlin.
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For all the dfort that Malory goesto in order to justify Arthur’s claim on the throne, that
legitimacy with which Malory imbues Arthur is no proof against tragedy. Even aking born of the most
legitimate birth, with an ungquestionable daim to the throne, is unable to overcome the dense web of
treadery that surrounds the throne. In away, Malory’slesn is then that the questions of legitimacy and
inheritance that were sending men to their deahsin the War of the Roses merely provide avehicle for the
human failings, ground for them to take root in and bring down the kingdom. The fall of a perfedly
legitimate king shows that legitimacy is of no spedal value to a potential king. Malory’ swork refleds the
excessive insistence upon legitimacy that was prevalent in his day, but in the mntext of Arthur’sfall, this

insistenceis shown to be misplaced, misguided, and ultimately futile.



CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION

All three aithors discussed in this paper, recount the drcumstances of King Arthur’ s birth quite
differently, even though the Historia Regum Britannie, Of Arthour and Merlin, and Le Morte Darthur all
trea rougHy the same story. Uther gets Arthur on Y gerne; Arthur risesto power and conquers England.
The differenceliesin the detail s, details that are reflections of the drcumstances of ead author’s day.

At first glance, the link between the historicd circumstances of royal succession surrounding the
compasition of the Arthurian texts and their content seems tenuous. An examination of the one hundred
yeason either side of the publication of the Historia Regum Britannie reveds that primogeniture was
anything but a firmly established principle for the throne of England. On only one occasion between 1066
and 1216was the throne handed down from father to eldest surviving son, when Richard | succealed
Henry Il in 1189 Of Arthour and Merlin was written in the midd e of two hundred yeas of relative
stabili ty, when the throne foll owed the ddest male’slinein every instance, up until the depasition of the
childless Richard Il in 1399 In the two centuries flanking the Morte Darthur, no claimant to the throne
was able to succeel easily on the principle of hereditary right alone. Every king of England in the fifteenth
century was faced with either a rebelli on or a conspiracy led by men who claimed that he had no right to
the throne. Y et Geoffrey’s Arthur rises to the throne unchall enged, Of Arthour and Merlin’s Arthur must
fight tooth and nail for his succession, and Malory’s Arthur’s legitimacy is unassail able on all counts.

It can be said of all threemajor English sources of the Arthurian legend that the @m seemsto be
the advocacy of a cetain formulafor national unity. Geoffrey wrote in atime when King Stephen and
EmperessMatil da stoodready to razethe muntry in bloody civil war over their competing claims on the
throne. Geoffrey uses his depiction of Arthur to try and motivate Robert of Gloucester to adion, and in
doing so makes a very strong statement that the drcumstances of one’ s birth should not be the only

criterion in determining one' sfitnessto rule. That Geoffrey’s Arthur rises to the throne without a problem
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when the kings of his day were faceal with rival claimants on al sidesis atestimony to the strength of
Geoffrey’sclaim, for in the Arthurian world where bastardy is no ber to the throne, peace ad prosperity
ensue, while in the red world where it remains a stumbling block, war is the ultimate result. Whileit is
entirely possible that Geoffrey’ s argument was meant to substantiate the daims of one and only one man,
Geoffrey’ s depiction of Arthur’s birth paves the way for subsequent authors to make similar claims of a
broader sort, negating the value of the system of primogeniture.

Such isindisputably the daim of the author if Of Arthour and Merlin, who seizes on the most
ill egitimate renderings of Arthur’s birth-tale in order to craft a parable in which the problems of England
are shown to require much more than aking of legitimate royal blood The dharader of the king and the
unity of the people ae far more important determinations of success Arthur’'s grongest claimsto the
throne come from his personal virtues and his suppart from the people of the land that he rules.®*

Malory’s Morte Darthur takes exadly the oppdasite goproach as Of Arthour and Merlin and ends
up at exadly the same conclusion, that primogeniture does not insure stabili ty and peace Y et despite
Arthur’ slegitimacy, civil war still destroys all that Arthur has creaed. Malory’s Arthur is given every
possble qualificaion of legitimacy, but his kingdom ultimately falls through aladk of personal strength.
Heisthe mirror of Of Arthour and Merlin’s Uther, alegitimate king who is kill ed by treadery and whose
kingdom is thrown into chaos, al due to eventsthat take placein a marriage bed violated. Malory’s
valorizaion of personal honor and his suppart for the ideds of chivalry performed in any context align Hm
clealy with aview that what truly matters about a man, and espedally aking, is not the drcumstances of
his birth. His work refleds the concern in his erafor alegitimate king, a mncern that he ultimately shows
to be misplaced and irrelevant. National unity stems not from blood, but from the charader of the king and

the nohili ty.

81 Having the magic of Merlin on your side does not hurt, either.
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