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~y do we remember some stories for years while we forget
others the instant we close the book, leave the theater, or turn off the

television? Stories that live tend to be those that illuminate something
about the human condition, that nudge us into recognizing ourselves
or that teach us something about how to live. At their heart they are

universal. While aspects of these stories may change to reflect local
customs and situations,the truths they tell remain the same.

The story of King Arthur has been told for nearly fifteen
centuries. We know the adventures of Arthur, Guinevere, Lancelot,
the knights of the Round Table, and the ladies of Camelot from video
and role-playing games, filins,muSic, and art-as well as from all
types of books: mysteries, science fiction, children's literature, fan-

tasies, historical novels, romances;ilhd contemporary fiCtion by such
diverse authors as Iris Murdoch, John Updike, Donald Barthelme,
and Anthony Powell. Today King Arthur is the subject of doctoral
dissertations and comic books. His story is one aspect of the
humanities where scholar and student, expert and novice, can meet.

One reason the story of Arthur continues to be told is that
it is at once timely and timeless. The legend has always had the
advantage of flexibility. Each teller adds new aspects, making it origi-
nal and relevant to his or her audience. The story addresses values
and ideals that have persisted throughout western civilization, but it
also embraces the most important human relationships in life. It is

an action story, full of adventure, focusing on the relationship
between man and man. It is also a love story, detailing not only the
relationships between man and woman but also the conflicts that

can result from love. Arthur's story is about religion, too, about the
relationship between humanity and God and the tensions this rela-

tionship can cause.
One of the many universal questions that writers ofArthurian 
tales explore is, What is human nature? Are humans basi-

cally evil or basically good? Related questions include, How can
humans be their best? Are external controls the best solution to evil?
Can goodness be nurtured? The five writers discussed in this series
have different answers to these questions, but they all use theArthurian 

story to explore the questions and answers.
Sir Thomas Malory's approach is perhaps the most com-

plex because he rarely passes open judgment on his major charac-ters, 
all of whom possess both good and evil qualities. Arthur is a

good example. His nature at first appears to be similar to that of his
father, Uther, whose lust for someone else's wife led to Arthur's birth.
When Arthur desires the wife of King Lot, the lady accedes to hiswishes-and 

later bears him a son, Mordred. Later, when Merlin
warns Arthur that the child will destroy him and his realm, Arthur

orders all male babies born in the month of May to be put to death.
(Nor is Mordred Arthur's only illegitimate child. Malory chronicles
the fact that before his marriage to Guinevere, Arthur has a son,Borre, 

by an earl's daughter, Lyonors.) This is a side of Arthur that is

seldom seen.
But it is only part of the story. This same Arthur marries

Guinevere for love, although Merlin has counseled against it, and
establishes an order of knights charged "never to do outrage or
murder, always to flee treason, and to give mercy unto those who
ask mercy. ..and always to help ladies, damsels, gentlewomen, andwidows, 

strengthen them in their rights, and never to enforce them
upon pain of death. Also, that no man do battle in a wrongful quarrel

for love or for worldly goods." When these precepts are followed,
Arthur's reign accomplishes much that is good. Yet he sets the stage
for tragedy with his siring of Mordred, and he compounds his
responsibility by trusting Mordred, surrendering his will to Gawain,
and seeking vengeance on Lancelot. But Mordred is responsible for
the tragedy, too. How do we judge Arthur's (and Mordred's) behav-
ior? Do we inherit a sinful nature from our parents? Do we carry
the seeds of our own destruction within us? Do we cause our own
tragedies? Although he has clearly raised these issues, Malory avoids
explicit judgment, at least in terms of Arthur himself.

Guinevere and Lancelot fare differentl~ Malory portrays
Guinevere by turns as jealous, angry, vengeful, and fickle. Yet she
loves Lancelot, and Malory deems this her saving grace, for he says
of her: "While she lived she was a true lover, and therefore she had
a good end." Guinevere has a good end indeed. After the last battle,
she acknowledges her role in causing the tragedy, enters a convent,



bili~ Forgiveness is almost an afterthought. Tennyson has no solu-
tion for this world of fallible human beings except prayer. Having
given up on this world, Tennyson's attention is fixed on the next,
where Arthur is received like a returning hero, waiting perhaps to be
reunited with Guinevere and perhaps to return.

InA Connecticut Yankee in KingArthur's Court, Mark
1\vain seems to hold two different and unreconciled views of human
nature. One view is hopeful, contending that through education

humans can be their best selves. The other declares that there is no
hope, that in the end our basest instincts triumph. These views are

illustrated not only by the members of Arthur's realm whom the
Yankee meets but by the Yankee himself.

Within hours of arriving in Canlelot, Hank Morgan, a
nineteenth-century superintendent of an arms factol1\ decides that "I
would boss that whole country inside of three months; for 1 judged 1
would have the start of the best-educated man in the kingdom by a

matter of thirteen hundred years." The Yankee's plans for the child-
like residents of Canlelot include a patent office, a school system,
and a newspaper-the essentials of his civilization. He begins
industrialization; he fosters separate denominations to break the
hold of an established Church; and he establishes a Man Factol1\
where promising independent thinkers are educated into real men.
To the Yankee, "Training is everything; training is all there is to a

person. We speak of nature; it is folly; there is no such thing as
nature; what we call by that misleading name is merely heredity and
training. We have no thoughts of our own, no opinions of our own;
they are transmitted to us, trained into us."

Intimately, however, the Yankee fails. When he reveals the
extent of the factories, schools, and other changes, Merlin and the
Church (the forces of superstition and tradition) unite against him.
The people he has educated flee, demoralized by wars and frightened

by the Interdict of the Church. "Did you think you had educated the
superstition out of those people?" the Yankee is asked. Hank's failure
suggests that the effects of education on human nature are limited.

But his failure also stems from a flaw in his own charac-
ter, evident in his name. like Morgan Ie Fa}j Hank Morgan is fond of
power and is more than willing to use force to achieve it. His rise to
the position of Boss is initially accomplished through fear and spec-
tacular effects achieved by gunpowder. Intimately, Hank blows up
his civilization and electrocutes tens of thousands of knights who
have marched against him. The walls of dead bodies, breeding dis-

ease, imprison Hank and his band of boys. Sent back to his own
time by Merlin, separated from family and friends, the Yankee is a
lost and broken man. Hank Morgan has created his own living hell.

The effects of education and nurture on human nature are
also significant themes in T. H. White's Arthurian tale, The Once and

becomes abbess, and dies in great holiness. Similarl}\ her lover
Lancelot, too, begins a religious life after the destruction of Arthur's
kingdom. When he dies, a bishop sees him "with more angels than
ever I saw men in one da~ And I saw the angels heave up Sir
Lancelot into heaven, and the gates of heaven opened for him."

In general, Malory seems very open about the mixed
nature of mankind: we perform both good and bad acts, sometimesknowingly, 

sometimes not. Arthur's Round Table is destroyed, but

many different people (as well as fate) share responsibility for that
act. Furthermore, the knights and ladies did not always do the virtu-
ous thing. Yet Malory judges most of them generousl}\ chronicling
and accepting both the good and the bad.

Alfred, Lord Tennyson, in Idylls of the King, perceives the
situation somewhat differentl~ Owing to the mixed nature of
humankind, every person is continually either striving to be his best,

angelic self or allowing the worst, animalistic aspects of his nature
full rein. Christ-like Arthur is a model, sent to bring out the best in
humankind through example and through binding others to him in

the Round Table: "A glorious company, the flower of men, / To serve
as model for the mighty world, / And be the fair beginning of a time."
For a short while Arthur succeeds. Then his kingdom rots from with-
in and is attacked from without. The failure of his vision lies in the
frail nature of his subjects, beginning with his wife and his best knight.

Guinevere doesn't share Arthur's vision. She finds it too

lofty, too ethereal. She confesses that she "would not look up, or
half-despised the height / To which I would not or I could not
climb--- / I thought I could not breathe in that fine air, / That pure
severity of perfect light- / I yearn'd for warmth and color which I

found / In Lancelot. ..."
Weakened through Guinevere's and Lancelot's example

and through the machinations of evil, the knights fall when they get
sidetracked from duty by passion, by marriage, even by the Holy
Grail. Tennyson is adamant about the need to place blame for the
downfaI1 of Camelot. Most of it faI1s on Guinevere's shoulders.Arthur 

indicts her, reminding her of the reasons for the Table and
describing in detail the havoc she has wrought: "The children born
of thee are sword and fire, / Red ruin, and the breaking up of laws, /
The craft of kindred and the godless hosts / Of heathen swarming
o'er the Northern Sea. .../ For thou hast spoilt the purpose of my
life." Having indicted her, however, Arthur forgives her and express-
es the hope that they can be together in an afterlife. But what one

remembers is the judgment, not the absolution. Lancelot has
already been dismissed from the poem, groaning "in remorseful
pain, / Not knowing he should die a holy man." So while Tennyson
grants Guinevere and Lancelot the same fates as Malory does, the
emphasis is quite different. The focus is on their sin, their responsi-



would come back to Gramarye with a new Round Table which had

no corners, just as the world had none-a table without boundaries

between the nations who would sit to feast there. The hope of mak-

ing it would lie in culture."

The relationship between art and life is one of the themes

of The Lyre oforpbeus by Robertson Davies, who demonstrates how

reliving the Arthurian myth brings out the best in several modern-

day Canadians. Arthur Cornish, his wife, Maria, and members of the

Cornish Trust undertake to sponsor the completion and staging of an

unfinished opera, Arthur of Britain, or The Magnanimous

Cuckold, by the nineteenth-century composer E. T. A. Hoffmann. As

they reshape the legend for the libretto, they disagree about what

aspects of the ~ory to !etain~d what to leave out. Finall); they con-
dude;'!;' " --'.'.'.

myth-the wax-does not change."
Quite soon Arthur, Maria, and the director of the opera

find themselves reliving a version of the Arthurian myth: Maria has
apparently cuckolded Arthur and is now pregnant. In despair,
Arthur turns to a mutual friend, Simon Darcourt, who plays Merlill

to his king: "You take a hint from this opera that has brought about
the whole thing, and decide to be the Magnanimous Cuckold. And
what that may lead to, God only knows, but in the tale of Great
Arthur of Britain it has led to something that has fed the best of

mankind for centuries."
Both Arthur and Maria have been vaguely discontented in

their marriage, and for a time it seems that it will not survive this
additional strain. But then the child arrives, a symbol of hope,

.'however disappointed and distressed that hope may at last prove to
be." But in this case the hope is not to be disappointed. Arthur has

apparently taken to heart the theme of the opera: ..Arthur has failed
in the Quest. ..but because of his nobility and greatness of spirit
when he forgives Guenevere and Lancelot, he is seen to be the great-
est man of all."

ingof
the medi~val tale to a happy one. ~oth
will find their souls in this marriage and, in so doing, recapitulate

the greatS)'mbolism of the opera and Arthurianmyth: "The true
union of man and woman to save and "

Future King. What makes one boy grow up to be King Arthur and
another one Mordred? White strongly suggests that parenting and
education are the answers. Arthur, the Wart, has an idyllic English
boyhood, surrounded by a loving foster family. He has a tutor,
Merlyn, who encourages learning through experience. Raised by
their mother, a witch, the Orkneys, as White calls Mordred and his
brothers, have a very different childhood: "It was as if they could
never know when they were being good or when they were being
bad." When his brothers go to Camelot, Mordred, the youngest, is
left alone with his mother, who teaches him to hate Arthur, his father.

The Orkneys are raised without security, without real love, without
ideas; they learn to respect only force.

Once he is king, Arthur learns to deal with force, with
power, with human nature. In one of his boyhood adventures,
Arthur had been instructed by an old pike that "only Might is Right."
But Arthur wants to channel this impulse: "It's as if People were half
horrible and half nice. Perhaps they are even more than half horri-

ble, and when they are left to themselves they run wild. ...Why
can't you harness Might so that it works for Right? ...The Might is
there in the bad half of people, and you can't neglect it. You can't

cut it out, but you might be able to direct it, if you see what I mean,
so that it was useful instead of bad."

Arthur's scheme for harnessing human nature works-
but only for a time. The knights become competitive about chivalry,
making Arthur despair: "People will do the basest things on account
of their so-called honour. I wish I had never invented honour, or

sportsmanship, or civilization." When honor leads to murder,
Arthur decides to harness might for spiritual ends, and the Quest for

the Holy Grail begins. This attempt is also unsuccessful because
most of the knights fail, committing murder and mayhem along the
wa}: In a last attempt to channel might, Arthur invents power as law
and justice. But this concept gets turned back upon himself, as the

Orkneys demand law and justice against Guenevere and Lancelot,
and the fall of Camelot begins.

As he awaits the last battle, Arthur despairs: "He had
been taught by Merlyn to believe that man was perfectible; that he
was on the whole more decent than beastly: that good was worth
trying: that there was no such thing as original sin ...if there was
such a thing as original sin, if man was on the whole a villain ...
then the purpose of his life had been a vain one." Arthur has arrived
at the same place Tennyson did. But White rejects Tennyson's solu-

tion: "Ideal advice, which nobody was built to follow, was no advice
at all. Advising heaven to earth was useless." Yet White does offer
hope for the future. Arthur entrusts his story to a boy, Tom of
Warwick, who is instructed to tell it wherever he goes. Then Arthur
dreams: "There would be a day-there must be a day-when he



the legend, the first four poems of an eventual twelve Idyll\' of the King

(twelve being the number of divisions a proper epic should have). The last

of the Idyll\' was published in 1885, but Tennyson kept on revising them

until his death.
The first edition of the Idyll\' was a popular and critical success; ten

thousand copies sold in the first six weeks. Each succeeding set of Idyll\'

met a similar reception, not just in England but in America and France as

well. The poem influenced not only literary portrayals of Arthur but also

musical and artistic ones. The Idyll\' ("little pictures") were

word-pictures; they cried out for illustration, and illustrated versions

abounded. Arthurian stories became a favorite subject of the developing

fine-press movement.

Following Tennyson's interpretation of Arthur as moral leader,

authors began writing books that used Arthurian stories to mold young boys

into proper gentlemen. Part of a larger movement in the Victorian period

that promoted a return to chivalric values, these "boy's books" most often

adapted Malory but selected incidents, portrayed characters, and offered

lessons based on Tennyson's interpretation. It was to Tennyson, in fact, that

one of the first juvenile adaptations,]ames T. Knowles' Story ofKingArthur

(1862), was dedicated. Arthur's story remains a popular subject of chil-

dren's literature to the present day.

To Tennyson goes the credit for reviving interest in the Arthurian

story, and whether succeeding artists follow Tennyson or look beyond him

to Malory for inspiration, they must contend with the overwhelming popu-

larity of Tennyson's poem and acknowledge their debt to him. All twentieth-

century versions of the Arthurian legend must in some way take Tennyson's

Idyll\' into account.

Alfred, Lord Tenn~n. Idylls of the King. 1859, various paperback editions available.

Le Mq(te D.:t\rthur by Sir Thomas Malory

(Iifteenth century)
As is the case with many medieval authors, all we definitely know

about Sir Thomas Malory is what he tells us in his work: he was a knight,

and he was a prisoner. Further identification usually centers on a knight of

Newbold Revell in Warwickshire who was imprisoned numerous times not

only for political reasons but for such crimes as rape, robbery (from an

abbey), extortion, cattle thieving, and escape from prison. During his last

imprisonment, Malory began to compile a work about Arthur and the

Knights of the Round Table, using such French and English sources as came

to hand. He was no mere translator, however, despite his modest claims.

He adapted his sources, writing in vigorous English prose and s1dllfu1ly

piecing together coherent narratives from the sprawling French romances.

Sometimes he injected his own comments, one about love and one about

the lack of loyalty among the British, for example.
A copy of his work, completed in 1469-70 (the ninth year of the

reign of King Edward IV), was delivered to William Caxton, the first English

printer. Caxton published it in 1485, giving the work the title by which it is

known today, Le Morte D:4rtbur (The Death of Arthur), though it begins

before Arthur's conception and concludes years after his death. Caxton's

Malory was quite popular: it was reprinted once more in the fifteenth cen-

tury, three times in the sixteenth, and once in the seventeenth century-then

not again for almost 200 years. Today, two copies of Caxton's 1485 edition

survive: one in the Pierpont Morgan Ubrary in New York City and one in the

John Ryiands Ubrary in Manchester, England.
In 1934, a manuscript version of Maloty's work was discovered in

the Fellows' Ubrary at Winchester College. Comparison with the Caxton ver-

sion revealed many differences, the most significant of which was that

Malory had originally crafted eight separate romances, rather than the one

volume divided into books and chapters that Caxton printed. Who edited

the work? Did Malory intend to write eight separate works or one whole

book? Scholars have debated the issue ever since. Today the manuscript is

housed in the British Ubrary.
Malory (and Caxton) both preserved the medieval tales of Arthur

and created the version of Arthur's story by which all others are judged.

Without Malory, it is highly unlikely that Arthur's story would have survived

and that versions of it would still be read and retold.

Sir Thomas Malory. Le Marte D:4rthur. 1485, various modem English editions

available in paperback and hardcover.

Idylls 01 the King 1y Alfred, Lord Tennyson
(1809-92)
Alfred, Lord Tennyson became fascinated by the legend of Arthur as

a youth and never relinquished that interest until he died. He knew Arthur's

story from several sources, including Malo~ Tennyson experimented for

many years with how to craft his version: what geure to use, how faithful to

be to Malory. When he was fifty, Tennyson began to publish his version of

A Cc"necticut Yankee in King Arthurs Court
by Mark Twain (pen name of

cc~:amuel Langhorne Clemens, 1835-1910)

Mark 1\vain was inspired to write A Connecticut Yankee by a re-

reading of Malory, which he began on a speaking tour in 1884. Originally

1\vain set out to create a burlesque of the Middle Ages, focusing on the prac-

tical problems a knight would encounter: his inability to scratch or blow

his nose or dress himself, for example. In the development of his idea over

the next several years, however, the proposed burlesque became much

darker, more polemical, and more violent. One reason the work took this

turn was 1\vain's hatred of romantic medievalism, like that of Sir Walter

Scott, whose views on class, family, and honor 1\vain blamed for the back-

wardness of the South and even for the Civil War. Another reason was

1\vain's desire to make a serious statement about society.

Published in 1889, A Connecticut Yankee garnered mixed reviews,

British critics frequently reacting against a version of the legend so different

than Tennyson's. Their feeling that 1\vain was satirizing the Victorian poet is

certainly correct. Daniel C. Beard, the illustrator of the first edition, whose



drawings 1\vain loved, made the Yankee's antagonist Merlin resemble

Tennyson. But Americans came in for their share of satire as well. Beard

incorporated likenesses of J. P. Morgan and other capitalists of the day into

bis illustrations.
Although sales of A Connecticut Yankee were disappointing, it con-

tinues to be bought, read, and enjoyed more than 100 years after it was first

published.

Mark 1Wain. A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court. 1889, various

editions available in paperback and hardcover.

The Eyre of Orpheus by Robertson Davies (1913- )

(William) Robertson Davies, contemporary Canadian author, has

written two novels (out of eleven) that utilize the Arthurian legend as a sig-

nificant theme and plot device: What's Bred in the Bone (1985) and The

Lyre of Otpheus (1988). These novels form two-thirds of the trilogy that

details the life and effects of Francis Cornish, an eccentric artist, art collec-

tor, spy, patron, and recluse. The first work in the trilogy, which is non-

Arthurian, is The RehelAngels (1982).

Davies has declared in his novels that there are really only six plots

in literature, indeed in life. Characters in Davies' novels often find them-

selves re-enacting one of these great scenarios or inhabiting an archet}1Je,

especially those made popular by Carl Gustav Jung. Davies argues the

necessity of assuming a personal myth in order to flourish as an artist and

human being-and the dangers of living the wrong one. For example, in

W1Jat's Bred in the Bone, Francis early in his life wants to inhabit Arthurian

legend (the legacy of his Cornish family) as Arthur or Lancelot. Time and

again, reality painfully teaches him that this is not his role. When Francis

grasps his personal myth, he creates his only masterpiece. Later in life, he

assumes the role of Merlin, a Merlin who can resist the temptation of a

(male) Nimue because he knows his myth and identity. Indeed, Davies'

central characters succeed in life insofar as they recognize the story and

role they play in it. Only then can they act freely, often in the process creat-

ing a new ending to the archet}1Jal story they inhabit.

Davies is also a prolific playwright who learned acting, directing, and

stage managing in the Old Vic Repertory Company, and a journalist who for

many years was editor of the peterborough (Ontario) Examiner and

reviewer of books in the weekly Saturday Night. Davies also served as pro-

fessor and Master of Massey College at the University of Toronto until his

retirement in 1981.

Robertson Davies. 11Je Lyre of Orpheus. 1988, 'Penguin.

The Once and Future King by T. H. White (1905-64)

The Once and Future Kina, published ill 1958, was originally four"
separate books: The Sword in the Stone (1938), The Witch in the Wood

(1939)-later renamed The Queen of Air and Darkness, The Ill-Made

Knight (1940), and The Candle in the Wind. A fifth book, containing new

material and reworkings of old, The Book ofMerryn, was published posthu-

mouslyin 1977.
Terence Hanbury White was educated at Cheltenham College and at

Cambridge. While he was teaching at Stowe School, he published an autobi-

ographical work, England Have My Bones (1936), whose success allowed

him to give up teaching to write and study those subjects that pleased him. A

pacifist and recluse, he secluded himself in Ireland during World War n and

later lived on the Channel Island of Alderney, where he delighted in hunting,

fishing, and tending his menagerie of pets.

Concerning his novel, White has said: "I have had the Matter of

Britain on my hands for twenty years. ...I have tried to deal with every side

of it-with the clash between Might and Right, man's place in nature, the

problem of war, the ractal background which is an important part of the

story, and with King Arthur's personal doom. ...I have tried to look at it

through the innocent eyes of young people, because I don't very much

believe in the modem theory that the whole object of life is gratified desire.

Malory didn't either. I have tried to make the seriousness acceptable by get-
ting as much fun as possible out of the comic characters. I have invented a

love-affair for King Pellinore-the only addition to Malory, except he did not

say that Lancelot was ugly. ...I hope the moral is not too heavy, but the

story was always a deep one. ...English writers, including great ones like

Tennyson, have been mnlling it over for a thousand years. ..."

Alan Jay Lerner and Frederick Loewe turned The Once and Future

King into musical theater in 1960 as Camelot, starring Richard Burton as

Arthur, Julie Andrews as Guinevere, and Robert Goulet as Lancelot. Joshua

Logan's 1967 film adaptation of the Lerner and Loewe musical featured

Richard Harris as Arthur, Vanessa Redgrave as Guinevere, and Franco Nero

as Lancelot. Walt Disney turned The Sword in the Stone into a whimsical

animated film in 1965.
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