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Arthurian Legends: Reading Packet
Legend has it that long ago in England, a great king by the name of Arthur came to power. Under his rule, England was united and held fast against the invading Saxons. His kingdom, Camelot, was a beacon of goodness and chivalry throughout all of Europe, and his knights of the Round Table were the very picture of what a knight (in shining armor) should be. Within this packet, you will find a retelling of the tales of Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table based on Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur, written in the late 1800s. Anything in italicized font is the original wording of Le Morte d’Arthur; regular font is paraphrased.
Important Characters
· Arthur – a good man who wants to make the perfect kingdom; he’s only human, though, and he makes some 
· mistakes
· Bedivere – one of Arthur’s knights, with him to (nearly) the end
· Ector – this knight is Arthur’s adoptive father
· Elaine – several women in the legends have this name, but the one we’re talking about is the mother of Lancelot’s son
· Galahad – Lancelot’s son; very pure and good
· Gawain – somewhat of a manly man; one of Arthur’s knights
· Guinevere – Arthur’s queen; unfortunately, her heart belongs to Lancelot
· Igraine – Arthur’s mother
· Kay – Arthur’s adoptive brother
· Lady of the Lake - several women in the legends have this name, but the one we’re talking about is a fairy who gives Arthur his second sword
· Lancelot – best knight in the kingdom; Arthur’s right-hand man; women are always after him, but he’s in love with Guinevere
· Merlin – an omniscient wizard who is Arthur’s advisor and friend
· Mordred – Arthur’s illegitimate son; dark and brooding, he brings the whole golden kingdom crashing down
· Morgan le Fay – Arthur’s half-sister; a dark-magic practicing sorceress who is often pitted against her brother (but not always)
· Morgause – Arthur’s other half-sister; she is sneaky, devious, and ambitious
· Nimue – a young woman with whom Merlin becomes infatuated and teaches magic to
· Uther Pendragon – Arthur’s father, a very powerful king who is not opposed to using deception and/or violence to get what he wants
· Vortigern – first king mentioned in the legends; not very nice
Key Ideas

Romance Literature

● Called “romance” because originally told in the Romance languages (Old French, esp)

● NOT the same as modern romance novels (though there are some similarities)

● Originated in 12th century France

● Troubadours and minstrels (traveling story tellers/singers) would recite them

● Collected stories as they traveled from town to town

● By the 14th c, upper classes had taken over

What was the point of a romance?

● To celebrate the ideals of chivalry (code by which knights lived)


What else did romances feature?

● Quests

● Courtly love

● Heroes

● The idea that good triumphs over evil

Chivalry
Chivalry was the code of behavior a medieval knight was supposed to follow. It involved five things:


1. Be brave


2. Be loyal (to your king)


3. Be honorable


4. Show mercy to your foes


5. Protect the weak (ladies, children, old people)

A romance hero, above all else, follows the code of chivalry. He also often has a mystical connection to nature.
Utopia

A Utopia is a perfect society. Camelot is considered a Utopian society because everything is perfect (at first, at least) and everyone is happy.

Recommended Order of Reading Assignments

1. Part I: “The Birth of Arthur” (in packet)

2. Part II: “The Sword in the Stone” (in literature book)

3. Part III: “The Early Years” (in packet)
4. Part IV: “Excalibur and Mordred” (in packet)

5. Part III: The Formation of the Round Table and Arthur’s Marriage

6. Part IV: Merlin, Morgan, and Magic

7. “The Tale of Sir Launcelot du Lake” (in literature book) *
8. Part V: The Quest for the Holy Grail *
9. Part VI: The Fall of Camelot
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Part I: The Birth of Arthur
In the days of Uther Pendragon, when he reigned as king of all England, there was a mighty duke in the region of Cornwall who held war against him for a long time.  This duke was named Gorlois, Duke of Tintagel
.  To bring about peace, King Uther sent for this duke, charging him to bring his wife with him. Her name was Igraine.

When Gorlois and Igraine came to Uther’s court, the king was immediately smitten with her. He greeted them and welcomed them to court. He knew she and Gorlois were happily married, and that they had three daughters – Elaine, Morgause, and Morgan.
“The king liked and loved this lady well, and he made them great cheer out of measure, and desired to have lain
 with her.  But she was a passing good woman, and would not assent unto the king.” 
Outraged, Igraine went to her husband and said, “Apparently we were sent for so that Uther could sleep with me; so,my  husband, I counsel you, that we should depart from here suddenly to our own castle.”  
Gorlois agreed, and they left immediately without telling anyone they were going. 
“All so soon as King Uther knew of their departing so suddenly, he was wonderly wroth
.  Then he called to him his privy council, and told them of the sudden departing of the duke and his wife.”
Uther’s council advised him to order the duke and his wife to return immediately to court. Then, if they refused, Uther could declare war on the duke for being insubordinate. Gorlois refused to return to court, and he would not allow his wife near Uther again. 

“Then was the king wonderly wroth. And then the king sent him plain word again, and bade
 him be ready… for within forty days he would fetch him out of the biggest castle that he hath for war.”
When the duke had this warning, he readied two strong castles of his, one called Tintagel, and the other Terrabil.  He sent Igraine to the castle of Tintagel to keep her safe while he fought against Uther from castle Terrabil. Sure enough, Uther attacked Terrabil and there were terrible battle where many people died.
“Then for pure anger and for great love of fair Igraine the king Uther fell sick.  So came to the king Uther Sir Ulfius, a noble knight, and asked the king why he was sick.  

“I shall tell thee,” said the king, “I am sick for anger and for love of fair Igraine, that I may not be whole.”

“Well, my lord,” said Sir Ulfius, “I shall seek Merlin, and he shall do you remedy, that your heart shall be pleased.”

So Ulfius left, and soon he met Merlin. He explained Uther’s dilemma to Merlin and asked for his help.  

Merlin responded, “If King Uther will well reward me, and swear to fulfill my desire, I am willing to give him what he desires.”  

When King Uther saw him, he said Merlin was welcome in his court.  
“Sir,” said Merlin, “I know your heart’s every desire; so as soon as you swear to me as king to fulfill my desire, I will give you the woman you desire.”

Then the king was sworn upon the Four Evangelists (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John). “Sir,” said Merlin, this is my desire: the first night that ye shall lie by Igraine ye shall get a child in her, and when it is born, it shall be delivered to me for to nourish there as I will have it.” 

The king readily agreed, not yet caring he would have to give up his baby.
“Now you must get ready,” said Merlin, “this night you shall lie with Igraine in the castle of Tintagel; and I will use my magic to make you look like her husband Gorlois.  Don’t talk too much to Igraine or to anyone else. Tell them you are ill. Just get Igraine into the bed and stay there till morning.”

But the duke of Tintagel saw how the king rode away from the siege of Terrabil, and he followed Uther to challenge him one on one. Uther’s men made short work of killing Gorlois. And so, the duke was dead before Uther ever arrived at the castle Tintagel.

So after the death of the duke, King Uther lay with Igraine, and begat
 on her that night their son Arthur. The next day came Merlin to the king, and told him make him ready, and so he kissed the lady Igraine and departed quickly.  But when the lady heard the news of the duke her husband, and by all record he was dead before King Uther came to her, then she wondered who had seduced her in likeness of her husband; so she mourned privately and held her peace.  Then all the barons by one assent begged the king to make peace with the widow of his enemy.
Now that her husband was dead, Uther was free to marry Igraine, and he did just that. Then he married off Igraine and Gorlois’ daughters in the most advantageous matches he could make for them. King Lot of Lothian and Orkney married the daughter Morgause… and King Nentres of the land of Garlot married Elaine.  The third sister, Morgan, was sent to a nunnery, where she learned magic and came to be called Morgan “le Fay.”

In due time, Igraine was due to have her baby. Merlin returned to the court and claimed the child, as Uther had promised him.  Merlin said, 
“I know a faithful lord of yours, his name is Sir Ector. Let him be sent for, to come and speak with you, and you will trust him as I do for he is loyal to you, his king. I have chosen him to safegaurd the child. He will give his own child to another woman for nursing, and that his wife will nurse your child.  When the child is born let it be delivered to me at the postern gateunchristened.”

When Igraine’s baby was born, the king commanded two knights and two ladies to take the child, bound in a cloth of gold and give him to the poor man they would meet at the postern gate of the castle (Merlin in disguise). So the child was delivered to Merlin, and so he gave it to Sir Ector.  They found a holy man to christen him, and they named the boy Arthur. 
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Next:
Part II: “The Sword in the Stone” 

page 951 in the Holt Textbook
Part III: The Early Years 
Arthur had been crowned king of all Britain, but it would be many years before his wondrous kingdom of Camelot ruled Britain in peace. At present, there were many who could not bring themselves to accept the young boy as king. Six of the kings of Britain waged war against Arthur, including his two brother-in-laws King Lot of Orkney, King Nentres of Garlot , and King Uriens of Gore (who would later wed Arthur’s half-sister Morgan). It would not be a fair fight, as the six kings had around 3,000 knights, whereas Arthur had only 300 knights and the local peasants who supported him.

At Merlin’s suggestion, Arthur made an alliance with King Ban of Benwick and King Bors of Gaul, two French kings struggling to keep their own kingdoms going. In return for helping Arthur to win his wars, he would later use his armies to help them. 

Together, Arthur, Merlin, King Ban, and King Bors defeated the six kings of Britain at Caerleon, a town in Wales. But the war was not over. The six defeated kings rallied, adding five other kings to their ranks, and attacked again. It was a bloody battle; Arthur was outnumbered – the eleven kings commanded an army of around 60,000 knights. The battle waged fiercely, and within the first day 10,000 lay dead. At Merlin’s suggestion, Arthur’s men took the fight into the woods, and defeated another 5,000 of their attackers. 
Merlin rode in on a great black horse, and said to Arthur, “Have you not done enough? Out of 60,000 enemies, you left alive just 15,000, and it is time to call an end! You must end the killing; for these eleven kings will not be overthrown, and if you battle them any longer, your fortune will turn and they will take the victory. Withdraw you to your lodging, rest, and reward your good knights with gold and silver, for they have well deserved it; there are no riches too good for them, for of the few men you have left, there were never men who accomplished more than they have done today, for you have matched this day with the best fighters of the world.”
“That is truth”, said King Ban and Bors. 
“Also,” said Merlin, “withdraw from this battle, for in these next three years I predict they will not attack you; and by then you will hear new tidings.” 
And then Merlin said unto Arthur, “These eleven kings have more on hand than they are yet aware of, for the Saracens
 are landed in their countries, more than forty thousand of the enemies, that burn and slay, and have laid siege at the castles, and make great destruction; therefore dread you not these next three years, for your enemies will have other wars to wage.” 

So the war between Arthur and the eleven kings came to an end, and Arthur returned to Caerleon, to rule over all of Britain. Other wars brought peace for Arthur’s kingdom.
Part IV:  Excalibur and Mordred
At this point in time, King Lot of Orkney, one of the defeated kings, sent his wife, Queen Morgause to Caerleon to visit Arthur. She was, in fact, sent truly as a spy.  Morgause came with her four sons, Gawaine, Gaheris, Agravine, and Gareth. Arthur was not aware that Morgause was his half-sister. He had been raised by Sir Ector’s family and did not know his birth family. The only relatives he knew of were his mother Igraine, his dead father King Uther, and his half-sister Morgan Le Fay. Thus, when Morgause entered his castle, he saw only a beautiful woman, not a half-sister.  Because Morgause was a fair lady, the king fell in love with her, and desired to lie with her; so they were agreed, and he begat upon her a son, Mordred.
It then came to pass that King Arthur heard that Sir Pellinore, the knight by the fountain, was challenging anyone who wanted to travel down a particularly popular road to come and joust with him; in fact, it was the only way any traveler could continue down this road. The knight had already killed several good knights, and Arthur was furious that such thing should be happening in his kingdom. Arthur armed himself and set out to meet with the knight.
Arthur demanded immediately that the knight abandon his custom, but the knight refused, instead calling Arthur to fight him. Arthur took his horse and dressed his shield and took a spear, and they clashed so hard that they shattered their shields and spears.  Arthur then pulled out his sword. 
“Nay, not so”, said the knight; “it is fairer that we continue fighting with sharp spears.”
“I would certainly agree”, said Arthur, “if I had any more spears.” 
“I have enough”, said the knight; so a squire brought two good spears, and Arthur chose one and the knight chose another; so they spurred their horses and came together with all their might, that they again broke their spears. Arthur again put his hand on his sword. 
“Nay,” said the knight, “you are as good jouster as ever I met, and for the love of the high order of knighthood, let us joust one more time.”

They fought again, and broke a third set of spears against each other. Arthur again went for his sword, and this time the knight agreed. Arthur had been knocked off his horse, but the other knight (Pellinore) had not. So they continued to fight, until all their armor was hacked up and they were both bleeding soundly.
Then, the sword of the knight broke King Arthur's sword in two pieces. And so the king leapt onto Pellinore, and grabbed him at the middle and threw him down, and pulled off his helmet. The knight fought back, and he brought Arthur under him, and pulled off Arthur’s helmet and would have beaten off his head.

But at that moment, Merlin appeared and revealed Arthur’s true identity to Pellinore. The knight was so afraid that the king would have him imprisoned or worse, killed, if he was allowed to go free, that he raised his sword and prepared to chop off Arthur’s head. To protect Arthur, Merlin cast a spell over the knight, causing him to fall into a deep sleep.

After recovering with a hermit for three days, the now swordless Arthur was taken by Merlin on a special quest. 

Merlin took Arthur to a nearby lake, in the middle of which rose an arm, clothed in heavy white silk, grasping a fair sword. Then the damsel
 who lived in the rock in the lake appeared, offering the sword to Arthur for an unspecified favour. Borrowing a nearby boat, Arthur acquired both the sword and the scabbard
. The sword’s name was Excalibur, and it was said that Excalibur could only be weilded by the rightful king of England.
“Which liketh you better,” said Merlin, “the sword or the scabbard?”
“I liketh better the sword,” said Arthur. 
“Ye are more unwise,” said Merlin, “for the scabbard is worth ten of the sword, for while ye have the scabbard upon you, ye shall never lose any blood, be ye ever so sore wounded; therefore keep well the scabbard always with you.”
So they came unto Caerleon, and his knights were glad. And when they heard of his adventures, they marvelled that he would jeopardize himself so. But all men of worship said it was merry to be under such a king that would put his own person in danger just as other poor knights did. Morgause was also there to greet him.
Merlin then halted the happy mood with a dark prophesy.  He told King Arthur to send for all the children born on May-day, specifically the children of lords and ladies, for Merlin told King Arthur that one of the children born on that day would one day destroy both him and his kingdom. Arthur then sent for them all, and their parents were forced to send them upon pain of death; and so the children of many lords and ladies, some only four weeks old, were sent unto the king, and so was Mordred sent by Morgause, and all were put in a ship on the sea. 
What would have happened to the children is uncertain; perhaps Merlin would have revealed which was the child destined to destroy Arthur. Perhaps all the children would have been killed at once. Fate intervened, however, and the ship carrying the children was shipwrecked, causing much death. Many lords and barons of this realm were enraged, for their children were so lost, and many placed the blame on Merlin more than on Arthur, but for love of Arthur and dread of Merlin, they held their peace. All of the young children had drowned, except one: young Mordred. 
Mordred was cast up, and a good man found him, and nourished him till he was fourteen year old, and then he brought Mordred to the king’s court toward the end of the life of Arthur. 
Part V: Formation of the Round Table, and Arthur’s Marriage


Following the years of strife
 with the other kings of Britain, and after finding his wondrous sword Excalibur, King Arthur began building his kingdom at Camelot; this kingdom would represent the ideals of the Arthurian time – chivalry (honor, loyalty, courage, etc) and peace. Once Camelot established, Arthur found himself under pressure from his supporters to create stability in the new kingdom by giving it a queen. 


So Arthur went to Merlin and told him, “My barons will let me have no rest; they insist I must take a wife, but I will only do so with your advice and your consent.”


Merlin agreed that it was a good idea for Arthur to marry, and asked him if he had anyone in mind. Arthur immediately thought of Guinevere, the daughter of a king he had helped not too long ago. Not only was Guinevere herself considered one of the most beautiful women in the land, but marriage to her would form a good alliance for Arthur. Also, it would bring him his father Uther’s famous Round Table, which Guinevere’s father Leodegrance had been given. So Arthur told Merlin that he wanted to marry Guinevere.


“Sir”, said Merlin carefully, “she is definitely a very beautiful woman, no one will argue with that, but I beg you choose another. In fact, if you’ll let me help, I am certain I can find you another woman just as beautiful as Guinevere.”


Arthur did not understand Merlin’s reluctance in the matter, and insisted again that he loved Guinevere and would marry none but her. Merlin, having no other choice, revealed that which his powers of prophecy had already told him: Guinevere would not be faithful to Arthur. She was destined to love Lancelot – and Lancelot would also love her. But Arthur was resolute. He would have no wife but Guinevere.


So wedding preparations were made, and King Leodegrance gave his soon-to-be son-in-law not only Uther’s Round Table but also 100 knights. Arthur was thrilled with the gifts – both his father’s table and the knights – but he needed more knights; the Round Table sat 150 knights, and he had only the 100 sent to him by Leodegrance. At this time, Arthur was still building his forces, so he did not have 50 knights of his own to fill the remaining seats, or sieges, as they were called. 


Now these sieges (seats at the Round Table) would be filled over the next few years as Arthur built his court, but there was one seat that would remain empty for many a year to come. It was called the Siege Perilous, and it would destroy anyone who sat in it except the right person, who was at that time unannounced.


Finally the day of the wedding itself finally arrived; the royal couple were wed in a beautiful ceremony, and then everyone came together for a great feast at the castle. The knights of the Round Table settled into their sieges, and the other guests took seats at other tables that had been brought in for the event. 

With the knights now at court, Arthur swore in all his knights of the Round Table, making them official. Those who had poor or no land, he gave land. He charged his knights with the following rules:


1) never do evil deeds, such as murder,


2) never commit treason,


3) never be cruel; give mercy to those who ask for it, and


4) always give aid to ladies who are in need of it.

Unto this were all the knights sworn of the Table Round, both old and young. And every year were they sworn at the high feast of Pentecost.
Part VI: The Fall of Camelot
How Sir Agravaine and Sir Mordred trapped Lancelot and Guinevere

Though they tried to keep it as much a secret as possible, there were many in Camelot who knew of the long-standing affair between Lancelot and Guinevere. Gawain’s brother Agravaine, who was Arthur’s cousin and cared greatly for Arthur, could no longer ignore what he perceived as treason against his king. He joined forces with Sir Mordred, whose motives were less chivalrous – he hated Lancelot and desried to destroy King Arthur in hopes of claiming the throne as being both his son and nephew.  (He was the illigitiamte child between Arthur and his half-sister Morgause). Together, Agravaine and Mordred tried to round up other knights to take action against the lovers, but very few knights (including Agravaine’s own brothers Gawaine and Gareth) would join them. Vowing to put an end to the affair, even it was only the two of them against the rest of Camelot, Agravaine and Mordred  went to King Arthur and revealed the truth.

Arthur; he had suspected an affair for some time, but did not take any action because he cared deeply for both his wife and his knight them. However, even as king, he did not have the authority to pardon their adultery; laws pertained to everyone, even the queen, and Guinevere’s affair was treasonous. Once Agravaine and Mordred revealed to Arthur that they knew of the love affair, he was forced to acknowledge the betrayal in his heart and seek punishment. His true love, his wife, had taken his first knight as a lover.
Agravaine and Mordred set out a trap for Lancelot and Guinevere, with Arthur’s full permission. They told Guinevere that Arthur had been out hunting all day and would sleep away from home. Then they sent word to Lancelot that Guinevere wished to see him. When the lovers met, and were entangled together in a moment of passion, Agravaine, Mordred, and twelve other knights of the Round Table swept in, catching them in the act of adultery. Like a tiger backed into a corner, Lancelot fought his way out, killing Agravaine and the twelve other knights, and wounding Mordred. Lancelot fled, but Guinevere could not.

And then Sir Launcelot returned again unto the queen, and said: “Madam, now wit you well all our true love is brought to an end, for now will King Arthur ever be my foe; and therefore, madam, that I may have you with me, I shall save you from all manner adventures dangerous.”

“That is not best,” said the queen; “meseemeth now ye have done so much harm, it will be best ye hold you still with this. And if ye see that as to-morn they will put me unto the death, then may ye rescue me as ye think best.”

“I will well,” said Sir Launcelot, “for have ye no doubt, while I am living I shall rescue you.”

 And then he kissed her, and either gave other a ring; and so there he left the queen, and went until his lodging.


Arthur was forced then to sentence Guinevere to be burned at the stake for adultery, as law required. Gawaine pleaded against the execution, and refused to have any part in it; outraged by the whole disaster, Gawaine left Camelot. His brothers Gareth and Gaheris stayed, but only on the condition that they would not have to be actively involved in the execution, as they didn’t agree with it either. 

Guinevere was lashed to the stake, with wood piled up under her, and the fire was prepared. At the last moment, though, Lancelot rode in to her rescue.  Furiously, he killed all those present – including the unarmed Gaheris and Gareth. He  pulled Guinevere free from the stake and took her home to his own castle, Joyous Gard. 

Gawaine, who had left because he refused to have anything to do with the death of one friend and the banishment of another, heard of Lancelot’s rescue of Guinevere, including Lancelot’s murder of Gareth and Gaheris. Agonized over the deaths of his brothers, Gawaine swore to avenge them, and persuaded Arthur to call forth the knights of the Round Table and attack Joyous Gard. The battle waged on for fifteen weeks, with Arthur and Gawaine finally meeting Lancelot and Sir Bors in battle. 

During the course of the battle, Bors gained the upper hand over Arthur, and asked Lancelot if he should “end it” – in other words, kill Arthur. Not only did Lancelot refuse this, he helped Arthur back onto his horse and begged him to end the battle. Arthur might have done so, but Gawaine was still mourning over the deaths of his brothers. Gawaine and Bors fought viciously, each injuring the other. The war might have continued forever, but an edict came from the Pope, ordering Arthur to take Guinevere back and to make peace with Lancelot. 

Being a Christian king, Arthur was required to submit the Pope’s orders; about eight days later, Lancelot and his knights returned Guinevere to Camelot. Lancelot denied all things and threatened to kill anyone who spoke of the matter.  Lancelot left Camelot, but Gawaine refused to let his brothers’ killer walk free away, so he followed (with Arthur) and beleaguered Lancelot until he agreed to meet Gawaine in single combat. So they arranged to fight at nine the next morning.

Gawaine had an unfair advantage that no one but Arthur (and of course Gawaine himself) knew about; until noon, Gawaine had three times his usual strength. So until noon, Lancelot took a real beating. The “best knight in the land” was thoroughly beaten by Gawaine, but then at noon the tables turned. Lancelot easily defeated Gawaine, but refused to kill him.


Gawain was carried back to Arthur’s tents and lay there for three weeks to let his wounds heal. As soon as he could ride a horse again, he rode back to challenge Lancelot again. Just like the time before, Gawaine had incredible strength until noon, then Lancelot won an easy victory. Again, Gawaine went away – this time for a month. Just as he was ready to take a third go at Lancelot, shocking news reached Gawaine and Arthur from Britain. News of Mordred’s treason….

* * * * * * * * * * *

How the battle began, where Mordred was slain, and Arthur hurt to the death.

Not long after Arthur and Gawain left England to fight against Lancelot, Mordred began to make a move to set himself up as king. He had been left “king” of England already in Arthur’s absence, but he wanted to be king in truth. So he forged letters saying Arthur had been killed in battle against Lancelot, and had them sent so that it would look like they had actually come from overseas in France. Putting on a show of grief, Mordred called together the English kings and barons, and they proclaimed him king. 


Mordred’s first move as king was to declare that he would have Guinevere as his wife; since she was his father’s wife (and also his aunt), this was a somewhat incestuous match, and Guinevere was horrified at the thought. Guinevere hurried to the Tower of London, stocked it with food, surrounded it with knights, and locked herself in.


Arthur, Gawaine, and their knights returned to England to disprove Mordred’s claims of Arthur’s death and retake the throne, but found that Mordred had won over many of the English nobles, who now supported him instead of Arthur. Thus, a peaceful resolution was impossible; war was inevitable.


Arthur, Gawaine, and their men met Mordred and his forces in battle. During the fray, Gawaine was mortally wounded; the old wound that Lancelot had given him re-opened. Upon seeing this, Arthur was heart-broken. He had lost his beloved nephew Gawaine and his best knight in the battle.

Gawaine’s last act was to write to Lancelot, begging him to come help Arthur and to take time to pray at his (Gawaine’s) tomb. Once the letter was completed, Gawaine died, bleeding from the wound he had received months before from Lancelot. Arthur and Mordred prepared for their final battle.


The night before the battle, Arthur dreamed that he was visited by the spirit of Gawaine, who warned him that if he Mordred in battle, it would mean his death. The ghost of Gawaine urged Arthur to delay the battle, and revealed that Lancelot was then on his way to aid Arthur and would arrive within a month. Upon awaking, Arthur resolved to take Gawaine’s advice and call a truce, at least temporarily. 


Arthur and Mordred agreed to each bring fourteen men with them to the negotiations, but neither really trusted the other. Both Arthur and Mordred left the same orders for their men: if you see any of his knights draw a sword, attack. The negotiations went well, a truce was called, and the men were sharing a drink. Things were very agreeable at the moment, and it seemed that ultimate peace might be reached. Fate, however, had other plans. An adder appeared in the grass near one of the knighs, and he reacted as anyone might when confronted by a poisonous snake. He drew his sword to kill it.


Immediately, both sides reacted. The armies saw a drawn sword, and their orders were clear. They attacked. The battle was a massacre. By the end of the day, only four men were left standing. Mordred was the only man left of his army, and Arthur had only two remaining knights, Sir Bedivere and Lucan. 


“Alas that ever I should see this doleful day,” said Arthur. “I have come to my end. But I wish to God that I knew where that traitor Sir Mordred was, who caused all this.”


Arthur got his wish quickly, and saw Mordred leaning on his sword among a great heap of dead men. 


“Now give me my spear,” he said to Sir Lucan, “for I have spied the traitor that has caused all this woe.”


“Sir, let him be,” said Sir Lucan,” for he is miserable; you have won the day and taken your revenge already. My king, remember your dream and what the spirit of Sir Gawaine told you; if you fight Mordred, you will be slain.”

Arthur could not be persuaded, though. He was bent on killing Mordred. He took his spear in both hands, and ran toward Mordred, crying, “Traitor, now has your death-day come!”


When Mordred heard Arthur’s voice, he ran toward him with his sword drawn. When they met, Arthur smote Sir Mordred under the shield with his spear, running him through with the spear so violently that the spear went through the front of Mordred’s body and came out his back. Knowing he had received his death wound, Mordred used what strength he still had to pull himself along the spear toward Arthur, where he smote Arthur such a blow with his sword that it split Arthur’s helmet and skull.


Mordred fell to the ground, dead, and Arthur fell unconcious. Bedivere and Lucan rushed forward and lifted Arthur up. Together they carried him from the battlefield, staggering toward a little chapel not far from the seaside.


Arthur knew he was dying, and remembered that he had promised to return Excalibur to the Lady of the Lake. Lucan had died of his injuries after carrying Arthur to the chapel, so Arthur turned to Sir Bedivere and told him take Excalibur and throw it into the lake, then return and tell what he saw.


Sir Bedivere departed with the sword, but along the way to the lake he thought about how precious Excalibur was, and couldn’t bring himself to throw it into the water. He hid Excalibur under a tree and returned to Arthur.

And so, as soon as he might, he came again unto the king, and said he had been at the water, and had thrown the sword in the water.” What saw thou there?” said the king. “Sir, he said, I saw nothing but waves and winds.”

“ That is untruly said of thee,” said the king, “therefore go thou lightly again, and do my commandment; as thou art to me lief and dear, spare not, but throw it in.”

Sir Bedivere went again to do Arthur’s bidding, but when he took the sword in his hands, he thought it was a shame to throw away such a noble sword, so he hid it again. He returned to Arthur, who again asked him what he had seen, and when he replied that he had seen nothing but the waves on the water, Arthur grew angry. 

“Ah, traitor untrue,”said King Arthur, “now hast thou betrayed me twice. Who would have thought that thou that hast been to me so dear would betray me for the richness of the sword. But now go again quickly, for thy long tarrying has put me in great jeopardy of my life, for I have taken cold. And if thou do not do as I bid thee, if ever I may see thee, I shall slay thee with mine own hands; for thou wouldst for my rich sword see me dead.”

Sir Bedivere went at third time to the lake, but this time he took Excalibur and threw it as far out into the lake as he could. Just before the sword hit the water, though, there came an arm and a hand above the water and caught the sword, shook it three times, and then vanished with the sword under the water.

Bedivere rushed back to Arthur and told him what he had seen. Arthur knew then that Bedivere had done as he had requested, and Excalibur had been returned to the Lady of the Lake. Arthur asked Sir Bedivere to help him to the water, and when he did so, they found a barge waiting at the water’s edge, with many fair ladies in it, all of whom were queens. The queens wore black hoods, and wept when they saw the wounded King Arthur. His strength fading, Arthur asked Bedivere to help him into the barge.


The barge moved steadily away, the sound of the queens’ weeping fading into the distance as the small boat disappeared into the mist.
Epilogue: The Once and Future King?

Various Arthurian legends reveal that after Arthur’s disappearance on the ship, Guinevere and Lancelot, though free to pursue a relationship now that Arthur is dead, feel too much guilt and separate forever. Others legends depict the two lovers as running away together.  As for whether Arthur is truly dead, the legends vary wildly on this point. Many claim that he goes to the magical Isle of Avalon to be treated for his wounds and is simply never seen again. Some claim that there is a tomb for Arthur in various British cities. 
Le Morte d’Arthur concludes with the following ending:

1. Bedivere wanders through a forest until he comes to where a hermit is kneeling over a fresh grave. It is the grave of a man brought to him at midnight by ladies in black. Whether or not the body is really that of Arthur, no one knows. Some say Arthur still lives, and some say not. 

2. When Launcelot hears of the death of Arthur and Gawain, he comes to England in haste. He looks for the queen and finds her in a nunnery. For love of Guinevere as much as for remorse he takes on the habit of a priest. Guided by visions, he goes to Almesbury, where he finds Guinevere dead. He buries her beside King Arthur, then sickens and dies himself. He is buried at Joyous Guard. 

3. Constantine reigns after Arthur, but the scant remnants of the Round Table are dispersed. Bors, Ector, Blamour, and Bleoberis go to the Holy Land to fight the in the Crusades. The rest simply wander off. 
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� Gorlois is often known also as the Duke of Cornwall; Tintagel is the name of his castle, while Cornwall is the name of the region


� “have lain” – sleep with


� “wonderly wroth” – really angry


� bade – told


� “begat” – fathered 


� “le Fay” – the Fairy, for she is considered a magical character


� not yet christened (given a Christian name at baptism)


� Saracens were Muslims, often from Turkey. As many cultures did, the Saracens tried to expand their territories, eventually leading the Christians to begin a series of wars known as the Crusades.


� “damsel” - lady


� A scabbard is the carrying case for a sword, so that the wearer does not accidentally stab himself in the leg.


� “strife” – conflict, often war





