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CHAPTER I

HISTORICAL BASIS FOR AND LITERARY TREATMENT

o - OF THE ARTHURIAN LEGEND




For out of olde feldes, as men seith,
Cometh al this newe corn Iro yere to vere;
dod out eof wolide bokes, in good feith,

Cometh al thiz newe science thet men lere.l

ome of our richest litersry heriteges iz the srithurian

Eerend. Lt bas been the source of inspiration for great

literery works snd promises not to *e soon exhsusted. Through
e irxlividasl iaterpretations of variscus masters the legend

was widened 1n scope and enriches until its preszent cowmpre-

hensive veriety was reasched.

Picis great bodT ol lagen®, Howewver, spirafig frem a garm
gf fact. Thet there did exist a man naned arthur who Tought
the invading 5axons is reasonably well established by histori-
cal evidence.2 The feact that the Welsh monk Gildas, writing
about 500 4. D. & tirade on the shortcomings of his contempora-
BEes, does not mention Artimr whe would have bheen mt the helght
of his career at that time should not be taken as conclusive

3

evidence thet he did not exist. I# the fifFst plage, the veory

nature of Gildas! work weuld exclude wention ¢f nohle deeds or
Worthy characte 8. Then, Yoo, he is most wary aboui glving
I nemes -- even the fiery doedlces, whose staunch revolt is

related, is leit unnamed. Llso, ¢ildses was obviously a Foman

REecl'frey Chaucer.

BEGT hilstoricael meéntion of Artiur see¢ The Declinae. sand Fall
of the Foman Erpire. By Ecward Gibbon. Volume IV, Chapter
REYIIT. Also, British History Chronologically Arranged.
B Arthur Hagsall, Page 7. Aiso,; Early Dritain, by idlfred
J. Chuarch. Page 100,

RS title of Gildes' chroniele is De lxcidio EBritsuniae.
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sympathizer and this would lead him to disdain the native
geaders. Such evidience es thisz i1s more than counterbalanced

by the "Historia Britonum," written sbout 800 by eancother Welsh
sk, lemmius, in which there is mentiom of a general called
BEncr who led the Eritons to vicbory at Mt. Badon and distlng-
wished himself in the battle where "lfell by Arthur's cwn hand

in one devy nine hundred sixty of the heathen." 1

There are, also, seversl reccrds oi the popular tradi-
Shs concerning Arthur. 4in another part of Sennius' book,
devoted to Lhe "Barvels of Britsin," he tellis of a miraculous
stone on top 2 mound where Cavasl, Arthur's deg, impressed his
B orint one day on & hunt for the wild, Beér, Treymt. This
stcne, left on top a cairn by Arthur ®s & memorial, might be
e off but would reéturn magically te its plges. Another

EEREhe marvels, navimg to do with Artimr which Wennlus imcluded

18 the mound wherein the "dux bellorum" buried his son, Anir,
B which when measured is never the some length, Further

feeunienters evidence of this popular lesend is furnished by e

@]

BEEnch monk who with eight of his brothers visited FEngland and
B Wrote an mccount of his journey. Inmn this account he tells

of seein: certain rocks in Cornwall, called "Arthur's seat" and

rthur's oven." e also encounterer a tradition thst Arthur
e Gna would come agsin. Then, in the writings of William

EENaltiesbury, in 1125, mention 1s

1l From EFulogium Brittanise Sive Historia liritonum,
Auctore llennio.
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made of the stories of Arthur as being common among the

people.

However, it remained for Geoffrey of Honmouth to re-
create with great elaboration Irom popular hearsay, from all
historical sources and from his own imagination this Arthur
of the battlefields. Geoffrey probably drew from all exist-
ent history and sketches for lhis "Historia Regwn Brittanniae™
(1137), which purported to record the lives of the British
kinzs down to a period latsr than the Saxon conguest. But
the ldeesllzed Arthur, the King, is probably Geoffrey's own
creation, although the Briton war leader by his own prowess
and fame had no doubt dr;wn te himsell waeh eolorimg ol
hero-worship. In Geoffrey!'s accounts we first meet the
EomEntic Apthur, now of royal lineage, the chronieler going
into some detall as to the birth of Arthur and the mysterious
BArt played by lerlin. He portrays the whole l1life of the

son of Uther -- his conquests at home a2nd abroad, till on

i

the eve of his march on Rome the news of lordredt!'s itreachery
and adultery with Guanhumara, the Queen, csused him to return
BEine where in battle with the nephew-tralter he 1s mortally
wounded. In his later "Vita kerlini" Geoffrey is more explicit

s fhe fate of Arthmr, telling of the jeurney to Avaloh

where he was to be healed of hnils wounds,

This first arpearance of the Arthur of the poets in all

the glamour of courtliness and chivalric grace was sheer
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Sabkicéation desigpned te win favor Ter the author at court.
The resl Artinr unguesticnably was not such a refined and
Eragious hero, British warriors of thai day did hat srray
Ehemselves in costly, cleaming armor snd ride handspite

s dgers, bedecked with silver-tinkling freppings, nor Feast
R maghificent halls, tut rether lived a eruie, primitise
existence, battle-clad in sheaggy skins with s crude shield
R buckler and rrobably fought on foot. The magnificence,
Beroism and royalty of Arthur enters the legend as the con-
pElBEion of Ceclfrey of Meonmeonuih amd it is to him or ae-

gounts derived from nim thst later authors have gone for their

inspiration.

The charagters whizh have grouped theméelves about the

ERErR) fipure of Arthur sre from =ot paly British, mt aise
Geltic, Irish, Orientel, Germanic snd French sources, irresist-

ably drawn to the romantiec hero and Torming such a grest tra-

BN a8 to excesd in populerity even the Charlemagne eycle.

ifi Geoffrey's pseundo-historicel weork the Arthurian legend
NN EGTried as worthy materizl for litereture. It is not
until the Eranglation of it inte Worman-Freneh by Waces, in
S that the story taskes on much color or vividness or the
G o Arthur grows up, only the knights Kay and Bedivere
appearing in Geoffrev's treatment. The chief contribution of
eee 18, however, that legend of the Round Teble, instituted,
according to Wece, to settle the barcnisl dispute as to rank

8t the tatle -- it is interesting to note thet even &t this
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early date precedence at table was a matter oi contentlon.

Some years later another historian, Layamon, translated
into English and enlarged Wace's "Roman de Srut." Significant
additions to the story 2t this time were 1) the English-
iging of Arthur who is now English king and hero, 2} a
gegeription of his magic sword, Caliburn, forged in Avelon,
his gem-encrusted helmet, Goswheet, and his shield, Pridwin,
on which there is an image of the virgin, 3) a further super-
natural element regarding the Institution of the Round Table,
probably a Welsh tradition of much earlier date znd 5) more
detsll as to Arthur's journey to Avalon and the suggestion

thet he will return.

After the chronicles the next importznt step in the
development of the Arthurian legend was the lais, These
short, poetic fairy stories were important chiefly because
they spread 1n France the British storles and there accumu-
lated various material to the body of the legend. Uarie de
France, one of the most notable writers of lals, wrote two
Arthurian poems which no doubt represent many others lost
to us. The first of these is "Lanval" and the other
"Chieverefoil, " which introduces the Tristam-Iseult story.

Bhe lais succeed in gilding over the roughness of the older

gtories with chivalric and courtly grace.l Chretien de Troyes,

EERCOTmen literature is noted for its graceful, light, poetle
faney and delicate, rythmical qualities.,
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another lai-ist, wrote six Apthurian lais, the Tristram
story, which kalory probably used,l "Eric and Enide,"

' a distinct matter

later followed by Tennyson,'2 "¢liges, "
only loosely joined to the Arthurian, "Le Chevalier de 1la
Charrette," a development of the Lancelot-Guinevere story,

" which embodies the first asccount of

"Yvain" and "Perceval,
the Grail in Arthurian matter. These poetical romances
beceme bases for later prose romances which loosely united
the main themes into one grour. The mzin elements comprils-
ing the Arthurisn legend were now gathered together in one
literary form, these lais of Chretien, end remain today
essentlally the seme. ‘They are the Merlin legend, the
Lancelot legend, the Holy Grail legend, and the Tristrani-

Isolt legend. These with the main Arthurisn story make up

Arthurisn legend as we know it today.

Unfortunately Chsuder d1d net use amy Arthurisn mstter,
although he seems to have been familiar wlth it, mentioning
kR various connections Arthur's knights. Lencelot he con-

Wihet wommen holde

ceived as the conventional courtly lover
in ful gret reverence," He also mentions Gawain's son,
Libeaus, and Perceval. Althouzh the scene of the Tale of
the Wyf of Bathe is lald at Arthur's court there is no
reason to suppose that any particular significance derives

1 See the i#orte Darthur, Eooks VIIT, IX and X.
2 See the Idylls of the King, "Geraint and Enid."
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from the choice of Arthurian background, or that any other

gourt would not have served as well,

The metrical story of 3ir Gawaln and the Green Knight
emphasizes the adventure element of all Arthurian and chivalric
literature. It is interesting, also, for the favorable picture
of Gawain who here is Arthur's best knight though in later
treatments he hecomes somewhat desplceble and ignoble. Two
fater metrical treatments are the Borte Arthure, which deals
®lth Arthur's congquests, his return to England and conseguent
death, and a fourteenth century alliterative poem, Le HMorte
Arthur, dealing with the Lancelot Tlaine story, the wars be-
tween Lancelot and the king, Mordred's treachery and the
death oif Arthur. The account of Arthur's death and the
restoration of Excalibur to the Lady of the Lake parallels

Tennyson's account,

The importance of the next Arthurian work is attested
e the Tact thab Williasm Caxton, first printer in England,
fatingd it worthy to be printed and writes for it the Preface.
NMalory'!s Horte Darthiur is the first successful attempt to
co-ordinate and comwbine all the various Arthurian matter into

one unified whole. Significant are the words of Caxton:

1 Caxton introduced printing in England in about 1476. He

el

was not only printer, but editor, translator and critilec.
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"Many noble and diverse gentlemen of this realm of
England came and demanded me ofttimes, wherefore I have
not do made and imprint the noble history of the Saint
Greal and of the most renowned Christisn king, first and
ghief of the three besf christiasn, =nd worthy king Arthur,
which ought most to be remembered amongst us lingllish-

men tofore all other Christian kings ..... that divers men
hold opinion that there was no such Arthur, and that all
such books as been made of him be but feigned snd fables,
becsuse that some chronicles make of him no mention (Caxton
refers here to Gildas}), nor remember him nothing, nor of
Bllg Enights ...« that In hitw that shemld say or fhink
that there was never such a king called Arthur, might well
be aretted great folly and blindness, For he s2id that
there were many evidences of the cocntrary. Pirst ye may
gee hles sepulehre in the monastery of Glastingbury. - And
also in the Poliecronicon, in the 5th book the 6th chapter,
and in the 7th took the 25rd chapter, where his body was
buried, and after found, snd translated into the said
Honestery; ..... First in the abbey of Westwinster, at

oo, Rdward'e shrise, remaisecth Lhe priot of hils seal 1inm
red wax closed in beryl, in which is written, Patricius
Arthurus Brita=-nie, Gallie, Germenie, Dacie, Imperator.
Item In the castle at Dover ye may see Gawarn's scull,

gnd Cradok's mantle; at Winchester the Round Table; in
other places Launcelot's sword and many other thinzs.

fhien all these things consldered, thére can ne man
reasonablf gainsay but there was a kin: of this land named
Arthur."

Bl of which Interesting 1f Tnconvincing data probably
was a part of Caxton's clever scheme tc satisfy the popular
Eeranc for suthentieity. IE is signifieant in that the
last sentence here guoted is the conclusion of scholars

today.

Healory, as Cazton says, "reduced"his story from the

French. This involved a grest deal of culling over and

1 The Preface from which this quotation is taken may be
found in the 3lobe edition of the korte Darthur.
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selecting from the conglomeration of popular legend. Malory
getures unity Cor these diverse elemspts 1k the court of
Arthur to which each story is drawn. Aimless as his work
seeris in some chapters (which divisions are the work of
Caxton), there is simplicity =2nd swiftness, even Homeric
swiftness of actlion in the individual episodes, and the

charm of honesty which abhors all squeamishness.

lialory develops the treatment of Arthur's miraculous
armor. One of the most beautiful of the little pictures in
which Malory excels is that describing the winning of
Excalibur. Merlin is riding with Arthur after the mirsculous
escape from Fellinore.
"So they rode till they came to a lake, the which was a
fair water and broad, snd in the midst of the lake Arthur
was ware of an arm clothed_ in white szmite, that held a
fair sword in that hend."
Merlin then warns Arthur to cherish the scabbard which, he

EaTe., will render the wéarer invulnerable. Malery, then,

endows the weapons with supernatural power inherent in them.

Due to the fact that Malory translates his charescters
o their original settings, lal, romance, history or mere
EERdition, they often seem to lack coherence. For instance,

the Arthur who executes all children born on kisy-day in his

1l Morte Darthur, Book I, Chapter AXIIT.
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vain effort to forestall prophesied eventsl

is scarcely
consistent with the Arthur to whom the Scottish kin: says,
"into you is none like nor parell in all Christendom of

knighthode ne of dignity," 2

nor with that Arthur who gra-
glously and considerately greets a petitioner after avgiling
"his visor with a meek and noble countenance." © 1In Malory,
however, we find the nearest approach to the historical Arthur
EEChs men of sctlon, bleoedy Tighter, vigereous and rough, with,

fevértheless, a gentler side, probably Halory's own conceptioen.

He is here the conventional king.

The same contradictions appear in the two other main
gharacters, (uinevere and laenceleot. Gulinevere is at one time
Tiful and petulant, as when she hears of the Maid of f;stolat,4
and again when Lancelot has returned after the Grail quest,5
ghe may be splendid in service, as when she insizted on
e the knights tekeh prisener along with her by
Meliagrance:

"But in no wise the gueen would not suffer the wounded
BRhts ta be from her, but they were laid within

Paughts by her chamber, upon beds and pillows, that
she herself might see¢ to them, that they wanted nothing."

forte Darthur, Book I, Chapter XXV.
) Book V, Chapter II.

Book V, Chepter XII.

Book XVIITI, Chapter Xi.

Book XVIII, Chaprter II.

Book XIX, Chanter VI.
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In spite of these inconsistencles the outlines are laid

for most latsr treatments of the "golden Queen."  Lancelot
B the most lndlvidual of the three. He even evershsdows
the King sometlimes in nobility of character; he is always
meek and patient with Guinevere, which Arthur is not: he

is the model of humility, as is illustrated by the incident
of the healing of 3ir Urre, where lancelot, after succeed-
ing where all others had failed does not boast, but "ever
Sir Lancelot wept as he had been a child that had been

" 1 he is, in fine, the embodiment of all knightly

beatens
glrtues and except for his great sin the most nearly perfect

of all.

We have seen that lialory attains unity through the court
gf Arthur which stands as the point of origin for every adven-
BEre or is in some way connected with every inecident. There
1s, however, one rather remarkable exception, the Tristramw-
Isolt episode. Malory evidently tried to incorporate it into
Bis main theme, but it refuses to give up its own entity, and
In spite of Malory's making Tristram one of Arthur'ts knights
and even his rescuer on more than one occasion, the story
retains 1ts independence and threatens to become & serious
Blval to the Guinevere-Lancelot story. Nor has it in subse-

guent works becen successfully subordinated to the Arthurian

1 Morte Darthur, Bock XIX, Chapter XII.



story proper.

It was, then, Melory's purpose t0 preseat the ArthePian
Jegend 1n 1ts entirety as a chivalric panorsma and we feel
that to him, at least, Arthurien 1life was a gigantic spectacle
which he tried to convey to his pages by means of many little
plctures and a rambling thread of maln plot, with the court

of Arthur as the political element snd centralizing factor.

Quite different is Spenser's approach to Arthuriszn
ERtter, He wad the prodeet of am individualistie age, an
age which abounded in outstanding individual achievement. It
wae not the achievements of individusals, however, that inter-
ested Spenser, but rather their spiritual growth. His Arthur
B #n entirely different conception from Ndlory's. A& lefter
to Sir Waiter Raleigh gives Spenser's purrose stated in his
own words:

"The genefall end therefore of all the booke is to fashion
a gentleman or necble person in vertuous and gentle disci-
pline: Wnich ifor that conceiued shoulde bhe most plausible
and pleasing being coleured with an historical fiction, the
ailen the wosi part of wed dedight te read, rather for
faFlety of mattet, flek Ter prelflte of the ensample; I
ghose the historye of king Arthure, as mbet fitte for the
excellency of his person, veing made famous by many men's

former works, and also furthest frim the daunger of enuy,
and suspition of present time..."

Spenser, t hen, was interested not 1im reppoducing thse

INhis letter may be Tound im the O0xTord University Press
gditlon of Spenser's works. Page 407,
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legendary Arthur end his knights, but in the adaptability
of the legend to hls own ideas. IHe was, indeed, influenced
by other great traditions than this chivalric one, namely,
the Greclk end the Biblical. Then, too, he was obsessed with
& love of beauty. Arthur becomes, under Spenser's handling,
simply a knight in guest of true beauty and as he enters the
gffeirs of the other knights he represents divine grace.
Thus he is a curious compound of Platonie and Christizn con-
geptions. Spenser inm hi=s letter to Raleigh says that Gloriaha,
e Faery Quesn, Tepresents Glory, znd Arthor Bunificence. 8¢
we see that his conception of the ideal gentleman is one who
devotes his life to the love of Glory (the search for the
Paery Queen), a life of service (the interventions in the
adventures of the other knights) and a life of virtuous dis-

pipline. There was ne such intsllectual conceptlion in Malory.

Spenserts use of Arthurts armor, also, differs from
Malory's. The supernatural element is here spirituallized and
the spiritual exeellenee of Arthur is transferred to his
weapons but no miraculous power inheres in the weapons them-
fplves., Arthur's shiiéld represents the divine enmergy of Cod,
ek can ullify all effecte of kleck megiv. Ewven the

Squire's horn is endowed with this spiritual power.

Interesting as is the intellectual content of the "Faery Queen”

we cannot feel that Spenser was interested in adding to the
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Arthurian legend, but rather saw in it a fitting vehicle

P0r hls own thought. To be sure, there are polnts of simllap-
ity between this =nd earlier works, such as the jewel on
drthur's helmet in the imege of a lady, the Blatant Beast
which reminds us of Kalory's Juesting Beast, Lady Briana's
whim to possess a mantle trimmed with the beards of knights
end locks of ladies, recalling Ryence's demand for Arthurt's
beard. However, Spenser disregards so much of the fundamental

degend as to be almost exeluded from the true Arthurisn poets.

All this leads to the conclusion that our legend has
reached its maturity. Interest rrom this time on will center
Bt In additione te the story, tut in the new interpretations
and resctiomns of different ages. We have arrived in Spenser
at the modern viewpoint; medievalism has abdicated in favor

of modernism.

Various writers after Spenser use with varying success
the Arthurien legend and some whom we would most have wished

1 2), but it is

to do so fail to use it (Shakespesre™ and Milton
0t until the nineteenth cemtury that the next significant
treatment is made and Tennyson's Arthurisn poems are generally
tonsidered supreme among all modern uses of the legend. 1In
direct contrast to Spenser, Tennyson conceives life as a social
Problem. He reworks the old mass of legend, adding to it and
1 Shakespeare makes mention of Arthurian matter, but evidently
does not regard it as suitable source.

Rl Eer Scott veleed regret that Milton finelly decided in
favor of Bihlical tradition rather than the chivalric.
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gubtraecting from it, te show the meaning of life in the 1ight
of social reform, Hls is essentially the modern point of view,
and try as we may to ignore it, there is a haunting pessimlsm
about Tennysont!s whole scheme. We feel tiiat he tried to mask
thls traglc aspect of the utter hopelessness of spiritualizing
the soclal order, of thé Soul's ever vanquishing the Senses.
In analysis we see that Tennyson's idea of this sociel reform
which Arthur was attempting involved 1)} the co-operation of mmn
and womsn, for Arthur feels that his Queen will be one with
him, 2) the help of co-workers (Arthur's knights share his high
ideal -~ Arthur and his knighthood were "all one will'"), 3) the
Christian ideal, &8s shown not only by the blessing of this triple
union by the high priest, but by the vows of the knights, "The
King will follow Christ, and we the King." In the first Idyll
Bt high consecration is established, but even in these open-
B etanzas we see the germ of disintegretion, first in the un-
Willingness of the underlords to accept Arthur as rightful
Eing and second, in the Jueen hersell who repeats her marriage
yvows with drooping eyes. Now thls high order attracts splendid,
ideslistic young men, such as Gareth, who with all zeal start
out to "follow the Kingz," and become a civilizing forcé in the
and. One of Arthur's first tasks is hearing disputes and
Eeanting settlements, helping the oppressed, ridding the land

of evil.

Phe disintegration which soon sets in Tennyson atiributed
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llirectly €o defects inherent in the knights themselves --
ey were not gulte egqual to the high task set them by Arthur,
S we see Geralnt trying to do the work of the Eing with
suspicion in his heart, unahle to distinguish tetween the
e E gnEl the true, and renning off at the first himt =
Renper. Then following through, we find all the knights
having some defect which disables them s worthy workers for
e King: Balin is intellectually wealk in €rying to model his
dmpetuous life on human example; Herlin, embodiment of con-
gkructive genius, is a prey to melanchely in the knowledge
of the doom which awaits the Order; Pelleas represents the new
recruits to the Order, depleted by the Holy Grail gquest, who
dack the fineness of the older knights and fail to meake dis-
tinction between sensual and spiritual beauty; Tristrsm, that
clever, bold worldling, who has outlived his ideals, "the

wholesome madness of an hour;"

Gawain, who in Tennyson loses
all nobility of the earlier legend snd beccwes merely a
Blvolous, concelited, disleyal courtier, coming back fromwm hls
short search for the Grall "much awesried of the Juest;" and
asceleot living his oune great sln. And &o this high Order,
emenating from the beautiful idealism and lofty character of
the King, whom Gladstone calls "the great pillar of moral

order, and the resplendent top of human excellence," 1 goes

EEMsmoirs, Vol ii, P, 130.
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down in dissolution far from the sccomplislment of its
purpose, Dismal indeed 1s the picture in "The Last Tournament"
when sin.is openly admitted and the vittor Ss Tristism who
makes no effort to conceal his adultery with the Jueen of
Cornwall, ard "Qur cne white day of Innocence hath past,

Tho somewhat draggled at the skirt." ?

West critics heve contended that Tennyeson ¢nds his
poerms with a note of hope, consistent with the dawn of the
New Year. There 1s little that can be pointed out to prove
this -- the new order, to which the o0ld vields, is not even
hinted at, for as we have noted, the younger knights were
incaepable and without leader., Arthur himself passes without
laying any foundation for permanent good snd in his last
gours his ming is cenfused with doubt. He ean fimd God in
nature, "But in His ways with men I find Him not." 2 ms
reign is an utter failure end in this we can hear Tennyson
foiecing the pessimistic 1dea that all attempts at splritual
Pageneration rail, the reforming of speciety is always an

utterly hopeless task, resulting 1n dezth snd confusion.

AfLer this sudvey of the historical sl literary back-
ground we are ready to exmmine recent products from Arthurian
degend. But first let us briefly meke some definitions and

1 The Last Tournament, lines 218 and 219.
RRthEe Fassing of Arthur, limée 11,
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notice a few outstending characteristics of present day

literature.

For our purposes "contemporary litersture" shal 1 refer
only to those works which have been published within the
last ten or twelve years, and out of these we shall attend
Bnly to those which appesr to us to be signiflcant. Feor the
most part mention of older versions of the legend shall
refer to Melory's and Temnyson's, since these two are best

known snd most representative.

When viewed against the Arthurian background our contemp-
orary literature is revealed in three rether glaring weak-

nesses. The first of these appears to me to be mediocerity of

. characters presented. This fault probably derives from the

present embracing oif the domocraetic tradition which has been
in vogue since Wordsworth and has of late come to mean a
gevotion to the commonplace, eéven the vulgsr. Une might even
ispectt the earlier literary democrats of interest in their
Peter ifells and their Leech~gatherers and their truncated
peEgars because of the subjlective emotional value to the
literzry men, snd not because of those chnaracters®being
gorthy of literary treatment. Father, they are more suit-
Ftie t5 philenthropists than %o writers. It is only in fhose
works where we meet characters superior to ourselves, of some

nobility, not superhuman at all, but with the elements of
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Ereatness in them, that we, the ordinary readers, can find
pEsion and thet outlet which litereture must afford. We

B8, deny it as we will, moulded by what we reasd, as is

proved by the fashion of Hyronic herocs. The unfortunate

part of this is that often these herces are not fit to be
fiodels. Is it worthy that we should become Lule Eett!s or
gebbett’s simply bteczuse we cannct escape them Iin our reading?
s ebvicus conclusion is that those ncble eharecters of

pRthurien legend are far more worthy literary material than

much of that which goes inte our contemporary writings.

The second great fault which agpears when contemporary
Biterature is subjected to the bright light of irthurisn legend
is the miscalled naturalism. Contemporary naturalism bears
small resemblance to that wholesome doctrine of the old Greeks
it has come to suggest somethihg unhealthy, common, inartistie.

1

In revolting from the "artificial" in literature our natural-
ists have denied art, which is btase’l more truly upon universal
nature than naturalism itself. OQur contemporary naturslism is
Rreely mere vulgarity, & pPylng inte the rat-Hoeles of apclety.
There is nothing squeamish or maudlin about Thomas Halory, yet
the honesty which charascterizes his work is not thet which
marks contemporary natursalism. So the revolt agsinst

Hieteorian and earlier sentimentallsm has, like mo=%t revolts,
genes too far and defealted 1%s own purpese, in thet insteasd pf

the unnaturainess of over-refinement and niceties we now have
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unnaturalness of sensuality and vulgarity. Nelther position,
of course, atteins thet longed for "returan to nature." To-
flay we struggle to photograph in aecurate, if monotenous,
Betail 1ife "asz 1k is," losing gight altegether of that
igher truth which presents as a work of ert the highlights

and lowlishts of life's universal element.

The third weakhess of contemporary literature, 4s it ap-
pears to me, is inextricably linked with the two above; it is
the requirement that boocks be of their own age exclusively.
Biils ebvipudly déprives literature of one of its highest
purposes, to counteract current evil, and of one of its as-
Pects of greatness, immortality, for a thing cennct be of one
gge and at the same time of all ages. Then, too, just as when
e etands close to an oll peinting he sees only a rict of
ERlibes, a0 today's happrenings when viewed today are dlstorted
B clouded with emotional responses., Spenser recegnizes this
B choosing Arthur from a remote age, removed Irom personal en-
vies.1 Furthermore, ve are so mach st one with the past, 80
muich of us 1s the past, that to divorce cur thinking Ifrom that
BEERe past is lmpossible. Therefore, we hope for am early
Ppeeognition of thouse thin- s wkich matter, whether they hsppen-

Eltodey or fourteen hundred years ago.

Among contemporary Arthurian literature we have selected
for discussion only representative works of recognized authors

gince such works alone may be expected to have significant

1 See Spenser's letter to Raleishh gueoted above on Page 1%2.
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REEaring on the great body of Lrthuriad legend. Those wa

ghall use are Thomas Hardy's "Famous Tragedy of the ueen

1 |

of Cornwall," Edwin irlington Robinson's "gerlin," "Lancelot,"

and "Tristram," John Masefield's "Tristan and Isolt" and

"gidswmmer Night," Leurence Binyon's "Arthur,”

John Hrskine!s
"Galahad,"” and Warwick Deeping's "Uther and Igraine," in

that order.




CHAPTER IX

THONAS HARDY'S

"FAMOUS TRAGEDY OF THE QURREN OF CORNWALL™
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Ny &erdors for e@mprlze nigh lesk

Since Life has bared its bones To me,
I shrink to seek a modern coast

Whose riper times bheve yst to hej
Where the new regions c¢laim them fres
From thet long drip of humen tears
Which peoples o0ld in tragedy

Have left upom the cenivuried years,

For, woaming i6 these amcierit lamde,
Enchasec and letterea as a tomb,

dmd seored with prints of perished hands,
ind chronicles with dates of doom,

Though wy own Belng bear no bloom

I trace such lives such scenes enshrine,
Give past exenplars present room,

ind their experience count as mine.l

Thomas Hardy in his novels and much of his poetry has
restricted himself to one locality snd this particular

locality, Wessex and its environs, was chosen not only Tor the

i o)

Bwthorts personal attachment to 1t, but beceuse 1Tt 1s ad

rieh in tradition, the seene of se many years of huaman

tragetdy. Harly evidences a grest reverence and appreciassion

Bl old things. e seoms »enkliively eware of the enriching
influence of the past., Once, it is said, Hardy refused an in-
vitation te visif Ehe United States becauge it was too new to

have suffered encugh visitations of fate. The richness of his
yogabulary particularly 12 due tec this interest in the past end
his use of obsclete and unusual words scems especilally appropriate
to this subject of "chronicles with datss of doom,”

1 Guoted by Carl Van Doren and Mark Van Doren 1ln Amerigan
& British Literature Since 1890, Pags.145,
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The "Famous Tragedy of the Iueen of Cornwall” is another
treatment of the familiar Tristram-Iseult legend, which has
been a Tavorite with peets since ¥Valory's time and before. It
is, as the suthor says on the title page, "a new version of
an old story arranged as a play for mummers." That Thomas
Hardy who has created so mony magnificent women should be
attracted to these two Iseults, Iseult the Fair and Iseult
the Thite-handed, is not at all surprising. Hardy, like sever-
4l 'of the latér peets, changes the early Issult whose pure
gold halr was her beauty intec a more typical Irish beauty. In
the stage directions we read, "Iseult has dark hair, and wears
a crimson robe, and tiara or circlet." No doubt this Iseult is
no leses charmiang than the earlisr pletures of her and yet there
is samebhlng efFsetitlially mbdern about the dsrk-heired beaunty.
E3efi ag late ag Ohencer's fime idewml Pesuty rediired golden
hair and gray eyes; nearly all o¢f Chsucer's ladies are blonde.
On the other hend, especially for a staze production, it is
most artistic to mesent this contrast bhetween the two heroines,
the one dark snd the othrr fair, for everywhere the naid from
Britteny is known as "The White." Hardy describes her as hav-
ing "corn-brown hair® and wearing a white robe. It would be
Qiffieult to decideé whether any eymbeliem ii intendad if tlils
gantrest, but such is suggésted at times. We are remindesf, foe,

1

of Hardvy's love for "flame-color" and viwid women. Here his
N

1l This term is used in describiang the soul of Fustagia Vie
in "The Return of the Hdative." In fact, there is much
of Bustacia in this dark and stormy Jueen,



LM -
sympathy is with her who wears the c¢crimson robe, whom he

calls "Briton's Helen."

The play purports te Be one act, wubt throughout we heve the
smothered feeling of too much compression. The plen iollowed
iz Greek, much of fhwe itory Eélng [1lled Iin Ly the Chsobers,
"shades of dead old Cornish men and women," the unities of
time and of place belng observed, 1n that the whole story takes
place withis the time of presentation, and all within the walls
or within hesring af the Great Hell of Tlhtagel Castle, It Is,
of course, necessary then that the action should not begin
pntil 2 poinl ratheld beayr s end ad Hhe story is mesi oltep
handled; that is, Hardy begins efter Tristram's merriage with
Igéult of Brittamy snd safter the Jueen's sttempt to visit him
i his illwmess thare. The preceding eventz necssgary te af
tihtierstanding of the story and thcese which sre not presented
on the etage are, as has been seld, recounted by the Chanters
and, also, by kierlin, who appears as Frologue and Epllogue.

The first scene opens with the unheralded return of EKing Mark

from a hunting trip, just after 1Iseult has returned from

e

Ty

Brittegy. He has discevered her absence and aescuses her of
having met Tristram, which accusation is spparently borne out

by the [act thaet the little braches, Trictrmm'= glfi Do the

[

Quesn, is with her. 8&hkhe denles hevinag seen her lover, after
suffering her husband's insults, saying that he is deasd. HMerk
refuses to believe this and hope 1s kindle:d for the iueen.

Hardy uses the same character as Haleory for the Jueen's
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et idants, Brangwain, and inte her eay Iseult pours the story
of her Tukile voymge te Brlttamy, the atbhwir Iseuwlf having mat
her at the guay with the message that Tristram had been dead
an hour., Brangwain is quick to the possibility of decepticn
on the part of the Breton Iseult. Almost imrediately a Mes-
senger enters tov tell the gueen. thmt TPistram does infleed
live sznd is close at hand, explaining the treachery of the
pale Teeult. Tristram enters, dispgulsed &z am ¢ld harper,
his treditional rele. King Mark, on his way to the banguet
hall, gives him only a careless glance and leaves the two
lovers together. After the first embrace Iseult rebukes
him for his merriage with another:

"4 woman's heart has room foE one alone;

A man's for two or threel "

A watchman announces & shilp in the harbor, a Breton shilp
hmith a whikte-attlred figure near the prow. Soom Isenlt the
Wlite-honded enters amd pleads most pitifully with Tristram
who bherates her., The ueen enters unnoticed snd listens rest-
lesely. FPilnslly she &Speaks to Ler loverts wife hatnghtily and
cruelly. The other Iseult faints and is carried out, Tristram
Gelbping. When he returns the Queen is distant smd hilitter. Sir
indret, the Medred of this story, warns the Eing and the tweo
enter unobserved., Iseult has a forebeding of evil and asks

Tristram to leave before the King can discover him. He stays

l Secene XT.



and sings of love to her. EKing #Hsrk approaches and stabs
fristram in the back. Tristram, dying, recalls all he has
done for kark and for Cornwall, and when :indret upbraids him
he reminds him of their o0ld friendship until indret 1z abashed.
Iseult, asa her lover dies, springs up, snatches lark's own
dagger Trom his belt and stabs him, then Tishes oui toward.the
sea. Brangwain re-enters with the word that Iseult has leaped
into the sea, and, here Hard® shows himself a master of pathos
in an otherwise rather melodramatic scene, in having the little
Bound , - dewoted te the last, juwmp with her. Issult the Whilkte,
also, has seen the iJueen's death and ssvs,

"I heard her cry. I saw her leap! How fair

She was! “hat wonder that my brother Kay

Should pine for love of her.... 0 she should not

Have done it to herselll WNgr lif'e nor death

Is worth a speciel quest.™
This speech suggests in itself the opposite characters of
khe two Tseuldts. NWerlin re-enters and brings the tragedy to
a close. His lines here, I think, reveal Hardy's own attitude
toward the play:

“They were, in their leng-faded sphere,

As you are now who muse thereat;

Their mirth, crimes, rear and love be%at
Your own, though thwart their ways;"

Now, in whet has Hardy followed the old legend and in

I Beene XXI, 2 Epilogue.
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mhat dose this stery diflfey? In the Tirst -place, the plaet
follows rsther closely, imcluding what is related by the
Chenters es well as what tekes plece on the stage, after
Wselory. +There is far more attention given to the character
of Iseult the #hite-~handed then appears in the older treat-
ments, and on the whole it appears te me net to be entirely
sympathetic, The Breton msiden seems a bit pale in character
as well es complexion. She pleads too tearfully with her
husband; we feel that she loses in dignity not only in follow-
ing him te hils migkress; but alse im her abject devetiom mnd
self-bemeaning, for she says,

"Itd rather be

Her bondwench, if T am not good enough

To be your wife, than not stay here at all,--" L

This is consistent, howevaor, with her character, for we have
already learmed thet she lacked nobility in her falsifying

to Iseult the “ueen about “ristrem's death, "thet cheat un-
matchable.” 1In spite of the Breton Iseult!s having suffered
great wrong, it is the other Iseult who wins our sympsthy.

gten in the tregedy at {he end the Fels Iseult remains rathey
pebulant and small. We feel that she begrudges the lovers thsir
union in death snd solaces her own grief with the thought that
at least her husband is safe from the Cueen:

"well, well; she's lost him, even as have I."

1l Scene XIV.
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And when she first views her husband's body she cries,
"My Tristram dead likewise? He one with her?"

ind she clasps him as if to thwart his love even in desath.

Hardy has chenged more, then, than simply the color of

the heir of "La Beale Isoud." 1

He has developel both Iseults
in a fine contrast of appearancc end character, with the
Weizht of sympathy going to Iseult the Fair. This involves,
bbelieve, Hardy's philosophy of Fate. He seez the beautiful

Rl priyeess §s the vietim of her @estiny as, alsoe, is

I 2
Tristram, whose very name [lorebodes scrrow. It was not any

fault of either that they loved -- there is none of the weakness
B meanness of wrong love here -- they fell victim to a magic

draught in nowlise of their own intention and they were as help-
EeEE te overceme its power as they were to aveid falling prey
s 1L .

"Not of fore-aim or falseness, but by spell
0f love-drink, ministered by hand unseen!"

This is distinetly a Hardyv-esque touch.

in limew® guoted above? from Scene XXI of the play lIseailk
the White-handed refers to her brother Xay!'s devotion to the
fieen., This incident is treated at some length in Malory and

Earay mo doubt had the earlier work inm mind when he Insérted

1 1

I Malory's "Eorte Darthur,” Book X.

i atrem’'s mother, dying et his birth, requesteid thst
he be christened with this "szd name.,"

o Scene XI.

4 See page 26, quotation from Scene XXI.
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these lines. In Welory, however, the affair starts when

"4t the first time that ever Sir Kehydius (who had
accompanied Tristram to Cornwell) saw La Beale Isoud, he was
$0 enamolured upon her that for very pure love he might
never withdraw it. 4nd at last, as ye shall hear or the
book be ended, Sir Kehydius died for the love of La Eeale
Isoud."
it In this aceount we see Tristram a little jealoms snd
berating Isoud for answering out of pity the "love complaint™
of the younz knight.l Hardy evidently was familiar with

this story and enriches his intense play with little side-

interests like this,

Another interesting comparison which might be made between
this znd the earlier work is the opinion voiced by Lancelot of
iristram., In the earlier work the two knizhts are abdbout eqgual
n prowess, but Launcelot c¢riticizes Tristram for marrying when
B8 bore such a great love for the Queen, saying,

"Fie upern hidm, untrue khizht teo his lady;
That so noble a knight as Sir Tristraem is,

Should be Toupd te Eis Tivet lady false,
La Beale Isoud, gqueen of Cornwall."

hey are mutual adwirers and friends, however, and thelr love

BT s End lives directly parallel es=sch other, the one at

Arthurt's, the other at lark's court. Hardy uses this bit of

Merk's treachery, and in the s:me terms that Malory's Launcelot

L Morte Darthur, Book IX, Chapter XVII.
BIbid., Book VIII, Chapter XXXVI.
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., [Iristram says, in Scens X1,
"Yet told have I been by Sir Launcelot
To ware me of King Kark! King Fox he calls him --"
Even the dying speech of ristram to indret siows Hardy's
close following of Malory, who puts into Tristram's mouth the
following words when éAndred is about to kill him:
"Pair lords, resember what I have done for the country
Y Bornwall, snd i6 what jeopardy I have béeen in for
the wezl of wyou all. TFor when I fought for the truage
of Cornwall with Sir Horheus the good knight, I was

promised for to be better rewirded, when ye all
refused to take the battle;"

And Andred's reply is,

"Fie upon thee.... False traitor that thou art with thy,
Bimting, for all thy boaets thon shalt die this day.”

To which Iristrem repliess in slmosi the s:'me words that ilardy

gives him:

) Endred, Andred, ..... thou shelildst be my kinsman, and
now thou art to me full unfriendly, hut and there were n
more but thou and I, thou wouldst not put me to death."

ompare with these older lines those of Hardy's hero.

"Fair Knights, bethink ye what I've done for Cornwall,--
Its fate was on my shoulder -- and I saved ittt --

Yea, thisk Iim jJeopdrdies ['ve thrust mysell

To fame your knighthood! -- daily sEretched wmwy arm

Tor -- the weal -- of you -- alll"

Wilory's "Norte Darthur® Book VIII, Chapter XXXIV.
Scene X1X.
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And his reproaches to Sir indret:

"0 Andret, Andret; this from thee to me -

Thee, whom [ cpnetime held =y Casteat Friesd:

Wert thou as I, I would not treat thee sot"
Bhiere is = difference between the two treatments phit is all
the more remarkable because of their close similarity otherwise.
In Malory S8ir Tristram is at bay, pleadling for life, and when
B sees that Andred and his I'cllowers are not &p be reasaoned
BEEE he breaks his bond, filghts with Andred, overecoming him,
BNd escepes through s deserted chapel, flinging himself over
EReLiff, later to be rescued by his meh. The modern Tristram,
Mowever, is uttering hie dying rebuke and somehow hie seems to

fose in power when compared with Malory's hero, although he

geins in pathos.

As te the wswal chivalriec elements Hardy does not follew
ald tredition so closely. Whils all the slder stories,

specially Kalory's, abound in tournaments and wars and combat

-

e very sort, there is very little mention made here of any
dventurous events., Hention is made by the Chanters In Scene
O the great Iriab Tournament where Tristram overceme Sir
alomides but 1t is in nowise connected directly with the plot.
€ tournament which played so large a part in earlier days has

come archaic now even for historical drama. It indicates,

Peover, the modern interest in women end the love story,

Scene XIX



which is all-absorbing. “Ynile the love elenient was a parg

of chivalric tradition, it was slways secondary to the adventure
element. Hardy does keep the political aspect o the Arthurian
fFomances, howevir, in that the court 1s here the cenmtraliszling
fector. Whiles the scenes are laid at Mark's court in Cornwall,
his, we are told, is subservient to the greszt over-rule of
Arthur, Thus the Chanters call Arthur "Qur stainless Over-

king of Counties -- he made Dux Bellorum for his vallsney."
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EDW¥IN ARLINGTON ROBINSON



i (WS (SR Dowm through the gloom

He pgazed at nothing, sasve a moving blur

Vhere foamed eternally on Cornish rocks

The moan of Cornish water; and he asked,

With a melignant inwerd voice of envy,

How many scarred clod things that once had laughed
And loved snd wept and suny, snd had been men,
Might have been knocked =nd washed indifferently
On that hard shere, and eaten gradually

By competent quick fishes and large crabs

And larger birds, not caring a wink which

Might ts empleyed on their spent imeges,

§o lougesy tertured thers, 1If God wae good,

By memories ol the fpels é4nmd royal pimps

Thet once vnwittingly they misht have been-- 1

In Bobloson's poems we find a Blending of the eld tradifies

with modern views similsr to thet in Hardwy's, but no two inter-
v 2

pretations will be identical. "Hardy," Amy Lowell ssys, "is
BB poet of evolutien, Robinson ef revolution." They both

GlE whon life as & tragedy, but Hard?y has more understasdibhg,
more serenity, snd is, as MNiss lowell savs, more reverent in
deslin: with his charscters. Robinson, who 1s the more skill-
Bl as s poet, is more resistant to life and trests his char-
Bgters with lively ceritical anelysis. He has not the broad
vision of Hardy, but in spite of this his poems are a far

more significant trestment than Hardy's play.

Edwin Arlinston Roblnson, one of the more profound of the
modern poets, has seen ln the Arthurian stories, elements which

ave not appeare’ to other writers, and his reactions to them

From Robinscnts Tristram.
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reveal his own philosophy. Life appesrs to him a wvast futil-
Ry, 28 ie suggeefsf 'in the lipes gnoteld abéve. ALY humdsity

is doomed individually to failure asnd blindness to its fate,

=
e

ot so much a3 with Hardy because fe itself is a tragedy

but because mankind has certain innate weaknesses that casuse
defeat in eviry purpoze¢. In this Robiuson follows the Greek
belief that not cilrcumstance but character determinesg fate.

ind yet there is no plea Tor sympathy, mo complaining at this
harshness of the general scheme of things; rather, the charac-
Eer= seem generally aware of thelr ineviteble doom and silently,
ENeit stoleally, ewalt it. Rotinsen shows the werkiamg of

fate In the lives of individuals which, summed up, cesuses the

downfall of the Order estaeblished by Arthur.

This philosophy accounts fcr the difference from the older
poets, lalory presenting in various little glimpses the spectacu-
lar sice of aArthurisn life, with no emphasis &t all upon char-
'acter, But rether filling every pdge With actlon; fpenser
Biving scope to his ideal of beauty and the spiritual develop-
BNt of a perfect gentleman; end Tennyson portraying Arthur
Bhd his knights as sociel reformers, not a&s living human beings

defeated by their own imperfections in a harsh snd unfeeling
Wworld. Rcbinson, as we shall see particularly in "Tristram,"
g incapable of presenting the man-of-action who is Walory's

?EPO. fe 1s more similar in his conceptien of besuty sad his

pterest in the spiritual nature of man to Spenser, although
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the modern poet is interested more in the flaws in that nature
Whick arrest its growth and cause the gonflict than in the

girtues man may acquire, And Roblnson's modern intensity and

‘psychological reality would no doubt have amazed and perturbed
those Vicetorians who found in Arthurian matter elements suited
to decorative verse snd Arthur a medieval Albert, prince
Consort.

This, then, is the approach lobtinscon takes to these old
Btories. HNow let us teke them up individually and see how he
Earrics out this idea., The characters he chooses as title
roles are significant in themselves, Merlin, Lancelot, Tristram,
obviougly the three perscns connected with Arthurts court who
fied the greatest possibilities and whose failures, ftherefore,
Ere the mozt profound. Herlin was the one man who might by
his constructive intellisence and practicsl wisdeom have saved
the kingdom from the ruin whieh befell it, but he was destroyed
BF & mistsken love. Lancelot, who represented a2ll that was fine
Bl ncble and strong, tries to seve himself from moral dis-
Eantion by fellowing the Grail, only to find it a will-o!'-the-
e, Tristram ig doomec¢ from birth to & ruincus love, and is
e tnwitting victim of a maglice potion which binds him to love
tlll decth anothnerts wife, The significant peints, then, in
EBbinson's concdeption of these 0ld legends are the inevitable
Bt lure which humenity must conme to, the importance of love in
§hman's life and the impossibility of estaklishing any permanent

high Order among men.



ROBINSON'S "MERLIN"

Let us take a vury brief look &t the earliest of these

drthurian poems by Robinson, which, indeed, is of an earlier
date than would rightfully inelude it among our group, but
which is essential to an adequete view of Robinson'!s inter-
e tation of Arthurien legend,

"erlin," 1like the "Korte Darthur," 1s a series of
€plscdes but as a continuity, a whole, an epic, it is undirected
eand loosely constructed, almost inchoate. In this poem the
author is interestesd in the struggle hetween love snd whst he
chooses to call the "Light," between"woman and the Light

that Galahad found." Merlin lives out the gospel of fail-

. He ylelds te Vivian although he sees his weorld ecTiwibllmng
Eeet him and Arthur irying to rely upoen him. The charecter
L yisn 1ls, strangely enough, the more fimely drawn of the
Wo; she is stronger than Merlin, just as we shall later see
Winevere more clearly and as a strcnger perscnality than
ificelot, In the main Robinson is true to the old tredition
ut interprets it in an essentially modern andRobinsconian

anner.



ROBINSON'S "LANCELOT"

With Lencelot we come to an entirely different type of

ero, but one who is involved in the sawe conflict as Merlin.

He is not the great intelligence that Herlin wes. He repre-
sents rather the vigorous, loyal, courageous man, who realizes
hisown weaknesses and tries honestly to overcome them, but is
gomed beforehand to failure, and, worse than feilure, to the
ealizetion thet he is going to feil snd of all that that failure

Will entail, "Who sees the new and ecannot lesve the old."

The story opens after Lancelot has returned from the guest
Bf the Holy Grail and in spite ol his highest resolve has again
fallen under the spell of the .Jueen, "This pale witch-wonder

of white fire and gold." Rumours are abroad, started by Modred,
BN o Arthur and all thet 1s noble of purpose; that Lahceloed
realizes will place the ueen in decided 111 repute. He also
Bees that if he stays at Camelot their great love will not lessen
gnd "that infernal foul attendant," iodred, will at last spy
upon them et some time when he can actually report to the King
s betrayal. Lancelot 1s rescolved, therefore, te exile

e lf, following the Light which will make him free. This

e tells the Cueen. She camnot let him go, but entreats him

£o stay with her one night more, for the Eing i1s gone hunting.
Seeing clearly what he is doing, and yet unable to do otherwise,

e love struggling to overcome the Light and succeeding,
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Enncelot remaine. The Ring returns before midnight, his
trip havinz heen a ruse planned by his friends, and makes
the discovery which is to plunge the wheole kingdom inte the
ploodiest of ecivil wars., He orders the lovers bubned, but
before his order can be carried out Lancelot frees himself,
and, gathering a band of his friends, carries ofi the Queen
filst 2 the Tlams is 1licking st the Tirst faggot. In the
rescue, howevsr, he unintentlionally kills Gawain's two
Emthers, Gaheris mnd Gareth, his truest friend. There 1& a
rather pathetic passage‘whcre we see the lmpotence and
iragedy of King drthur's life., He is in a half-stuper at
the whole horror and visuallzes the burning of his Queen
which is in sccoriance with the Law, his own creation.

This passage contains some exqulsite poetry.

Lancelot, escaping with the Jueen, goes to Joyous Gard,
where, the poet reminds us Tristram and Isolt "of o0ld" spent
so many happy hours. Arthur, goaded by Gawain, who 1s almost
fiad with grief at his double loss, lays seige to the castle.
fE i3 2 long and dreary war with many deaths on both sides,
fengelct 1s wrged by his leyal fripnd Bors and by Buenevers
to put an end to the bloodshed by having Arthur and Gawain
lléd. Leneelot, df course, is o0 alive te his eld leyal-
£y amd his friendliness with Gawszin and, alseo, to the great
mrong he has done both to consent to any foul means of ending
the war. That very deay, however, envoys from Rome bring a

decree that the Jueen must be returned to Camelot within a
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week and that she may expect full mercy from the Kinsgs. She
entreats Lancelot to take her to Frence, anywhere, even to kill
BB, rather then send her back o Thet living death, bBut he
Pelieves his duty lies in giving her up, and relies con the
Ring's promise of mercy, and within the week

""ith a cavalcade of silent men and women,

The Queen rode into Gamelot, where the King was,
And Lancelot rode grimly at her side."
ind Lancelot rides away from Camelot Tanished, realizing that
in spite of his ccompliance with the demand to return the Queen
the long war will be carried on, due to "the storm in Gawaints
eyes." 3o indeed, the war follows him and his men to France.
e lazt =2 letter comes from Cawain deélaring a truce. Lanee=
ROt goes to his camp and finds his enemy dying and Arthur
flready oh his wavy back to defend hls crown agsinst Hodred.
Gawain, dying, clearly vislons what is to be =nd tells Lencelot
ghat he must go to help Arthur. So Lancelot staws with Gawein
BREil he is dead snd then, after reecruiting allies, emharks
e Enzland to help the weary King in a lost cause,
"and they &1l went to Dover,

Where the white ¢liffs were ghostlike in the dawn,

ind after dawn were denthlike. For the word

0f the dead King's last hattle chilled the sea

b’efOI‘e a Sgll was dO'u"!n "2 e B ke 0

cvndobonThere were tales told of e ship."
Nowhere in the poew is the tregiec futility of ments lives so
glearly shown as here where Lancelot, readily forgetting his

Rettige, goes to fight for his King, only to arrive too late.
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s intereasting to note the casual mention of the passing of
arthur,s complete disregarding of the supernsturel element

hich is given such a large plzce with the older poets.

Lancelot goes on alone to search for the

(o}

Jueen and finds

Ry after e while at Almeésbury. Here 1s another modern touch,

R cold indiffesrence of nature teo the siufferings of wen.

"Thrushes, indifferent in their lovalty
fo Arthur dead and to Pan never dead,
Sang as 1i all were now as all hed been."

The real Guenevere is gone though a calm "Alcestis-like"
tster without the pgold that was the Jueen is there to greet

Lancelot =and send him away.

"¥o, Lancelot;
We are going by two roads to the samé end;

Why the new world is not for you and me,
I cannot say; but only one was ours.

I think we must have lived in our one world
A1l that earth had for us."

Here is no wesk regret for what has been, conly an unvoiced

Berrow for what may not be. When Lancelot suggests that he

ke her to Frence she reminds him of the arguments he once

Red when she suggested that course, but without pettiness

EENrevenge, only great sadness was in her words. anhd then

e gloister bell rings and Lancelot must go.

"He crushed her cold white hands and saw them falling
Away from him like flowers into a grave."
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iwe do indéed Teel thet both Guendvere and Lencelolt and

B the old Crder are fdlling like Tlowers into thé grave.

Por, "the world has paid too ruch ior Camelot" and Lancelot,
going away from Ailmesbury, sees a world that was not Arthur's,
8 voice from within him Bays,

"Where the Light falls, desth falls; a world has died
For you, that & world may live. Thare iz no p=ace,
Be gled no man or woman bears for ever.

The burden of first davys. There is no peace."

d he rides on, alone in the night, with that still white face,
the nmemory of Guenevere, vefore him, untll at last it Tades and
is gone, and then appears the face of Galahad "who had seen and
Bied and was alive, now in a mist of gold." There comes a
ﬂlackness as he rides on alone until "in the darkness ceme the

Light."

As to the mere story Robinson has followed fairly closely

i 01ld legend and has treated it with the¢ graendeur and simpli-

Y that 1s great traged+. In gome measure he has developed
the suggestion of the last Idylls of the King -- it is the
guggestion of human futility and the hopelessness of ever
getablishing a high Order among men., However, this despair
ades the whole of Robinson's peoem, starting evem at the
gt sight of the tragic gueen whose bright gold is shadowed

the oak leaves, and with the foreboding that comes in the

first pages that
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"Some far-off unheard-oi retribution
Hangs over Camelot, even as this oak-~bough,
That I may zlmost reach, hangs overhead,
411 dark now. OCnly a swzl) time ago
The light wes felling through it, and on me."
ghila impending decom hangs over the whole pesem umtil at laat

the calamity falls, and Lancelot is left to ride alone through

the darkness.

Rebinscon has taken the desper memning of the Grall legend
and superimposed it upon the Lancelot-Guenevere story until the
two are mutuzlly dependent and esch is the explansation of the
other. Lancelot's love causes hir to feollow the gleam, along
Bith the other kolghts, sand he is mure guecessful than ey
Bive his own son, Galahad, who, seeing the Light, loses all
EREEhly qualities. Lancelect Felurmns Trem his guast but he has
geen enough to keep him dissatisfied with the 0ld Order™ and
@With his revived feeling for the Queen. Guenevere has reeligzed
the disintegrating effect of that Grail gquest upon the court:

"I knew it coming for a longer time
Than you fared for the Ordil. Yeu told yourssll,
Mmen first that wild light came to make nmen mad
Round Arthur's Table -- as Gawain told himself,
inéd many another tired man told himself --
That it was God, not something new, that called you.
Well, God was something new to most of them,
ind so they went away."
EEmeEiot!s fate, then, lies in the fect net That he fsiled teo
see the Light that Galshad saw, but thst he did see.a glimmer

ITn the Idvlls of the King (The Holy Grail) this i1l effect
of the Grail guest is sugpgested.

(e Lab]



B it and this glimmey made life s wilder mystery than before;
B dods not smlkfe hin free From earth's illduslion as it diad

Balahad, but, seen veiled as Lgnecelot saw it, it works umatter-

ERlE diseontent in his 1ife. He saw too mnmth or neég sunough.

As Guenevere tells himn,

"The Light you saw

Was not for this poor crumbling Fealm of ArEthur,
Nor more for Fome; but for snother State

That shall be nelither Rome nor Camelot,

Nor one that we may nare,"

And later she says, trying to persuade him to end the war with

Arthur:

"Wor do I wholly find an answer now

In any shine of any far-off Light

You may have seen. KEnowing the world sou know
How surely snd how indifferently that Light
Shell burn throuzh meny a war that is to be,
To which this war were no more than a smear

On circumstance.,”

BBE even Guensvere's unoanmy lasight cannot guite penstrate
Blle mystery effected in ments livea by the Grail. Robinson
does not end, as Tennyson doss, with Lazncelot going to a
monastery, but suggests that after a lonely night of dark-

fiess in which the memory of the Queen's white face graduslly

grows dimmer and 1s lost, Lancelot at last comes into the

"... There were no more faces. ‘lhere was nothing,
But always in the derkness he rode on,
Alone; and in the derkness camwme the Light."
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'With this suggestion the poem ends.

Tt will be evident from this discussion thzt the same

“theme which unifies "Merlin" is present here -- the antagonism

Bbetween love and the Light ~~ and, as in !

'‘Werlin," the woman
Eracter is stronger. Ouenevere ls the imtuifive imtelleet;
Ehe has the clearer insight and is a e¢learer personality than
Benceliot, for, sympathlize with him as we may, we must see that
e oscillates between his passion for the Queen snd the Light
of which he has caught only a gleam. He cannot quite conqguer
Easel. and, ylelding to his less noole moftives omee too aften
Bl putting off his folleowing o6f the Light, he brings disaster
to himself, to Arthur, to Guenevere, and to the whole COrder.
The hopeless fate of Arthur," as Miss Lowell says, "lies not
in the dezd on the battle fields, nor in his chamber where he
and Bedivere snd Gawaine awalt the first stroke of what they
gll know 1s their doom, nor in the dying Cawaine's conversa-
Boh with Lencelot, but it is inh the méeting of Lencelot amd
Glenevere in the garden and later before the fire at Joyous
Gard." So sgain we see the high Order deomed to feilure

Biirough the weakness of its component parts.

fi

&n interesting new note is the freguent prephecy of &
Bine when there will be no more kings. One might almost say

At the revolutionsry spirit was awake even in Camelot.

Lancelot sayrs,



"fhat are kings?
And hew dueh leonger eaie there to be kings?
fihen are the millions who are now like worms
To know that worms are worms, if they are worms?"

lils seems to be not guite justifiakle in view of the great
ervice which arthur is even in this poem saicd to have done
or civilization in spite of his ultimate fazilure. No doubt
he people would have been even more unhappy "worms" than

8y were withowut his elvilizing genius,

< 4

High points of (hHis inferpretation of a codmbinstisn
gweo of our old legends are, I thipk, & profound, suggestive
Cy of the OGrail and its éfTect upoh Lancelot mad upon
he Order in general, & new and more powerful Guenevere,
5 prophecy of a time when there will be no kings, the
utility of all humanity, even the blameless King, and

1€ realization that a doom overhangs Camelot.



ROBINSON'S "TRISTRAM"

With the third of the great Arthurisn heroes treatesd by
Robinson we have a shifting oi the political center from
Camelot to Cornwall, as in Hardy's play. However, Cemelot is
Woven into the story and the knights from Arthur's court enter
into the story, Lancelot snd Gawaine particulerly. The same
dmminent doom which we found in "Kerlin" and "Lancelot"
easts its sinlster shadow over this story snd humanity again
is doomed teo failure and futility., PFate fis even more promis-
It ly instrumentel here than befdre, as will be seen in the

Bbllowing svnopsis of the story.

In contrast o Hardy's treatment of the same theme,
Ebinson opens his story with Isolt of Brittany, she of the
£e hanis, 8She is gazing northward over the blank ogesn,

e feor the return of Tristram, whe had given the child

agate and a thoughtless promise to come back. iHer father,

s promise. The scene then shif'ts tq Cornwall wihere the moon
Bmers cold on the festival erranged by Eing Mark in eelebra-
B of his wedding night. Tristram, alcne on the stalirs that
gad from the castle to the sea, thinks oi the events which
ETVe BRGE this the most bltter might ef his 1ife; how lie

prought Isolt of Ireland to his uncle, blind to her love for

Bl his word was givem to Werk. MNorgaz, with bher
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pEline face, comes to summon him back to the feasting. He is
impervious to her wiles\and i% ageipn leit alems to brood ever
Bis fate and Isolt's., A&t last she comes to him, leaving the
feithful Brangwaine to guard, end they are together for a few
last moments, indred plays here the same sneaking traitor thet
Hardy makes him, following lIsolt and, discovered by Tristram,
suifers a se¢vere beating, but not before he has called liark.
Sristram is dazed by anger, tortured by the fate which overhangs
@S0lt, and insults the King who then banishes him. There follows
a long period of several davs during which he wanders half-mad
Ehroughout the surrounding woods until Korgan the Jueen finds
him and virtually takes him prisoner. At last, seeing that he
B8 oblivious to her charms, she lets him go ewew with his faith-
ful old friend, Gouvernaill. In his desolation Yristram remem-
‘bers the peaceful days longz ago spent in Brittaeny with Xing
Howel and his child, "whose innocence may teach me to be wise."
80 to this o0ld friendliness he returns, only to find the Breton
Kinz hard set to defend himself apgsinst a certain Griffon and
Beher enemies, This 1s & boon to Tristrem who immediately sets
ut to restore security in his friend's realm., =Zut at last all
fhe marauders asre subdued and ITristram comes back to the court
here the white Isolt still waited.

"He knew that while his 1ife wss in Cornwall,

Something of this white [lre and lonéliness

In Brittahy must be hiz whersom &6 lavish
The comfort of kind lieé while he should live,"
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nC so Tristrem takes the child, who yet is woman, for his
wife =nd lives for a while in a sad kind of pleasure. Then
one cay a gay ship s2ils into the harbor and Cewaine, far
med for his frivelity, comes to take Tristremx to be made
g knight cf the Round Table. 1Isolt with that keen vision
which makes her helf-seer reali,es that he will never come
Pack and the afternoon before he leaves 1s bitter and angry,
but he szails away seeing her smile and wave, "thaet all
should see her smiling when he sailed away from her." The
knighting is but a short process snd lancelot takes his

friend to his castle by the sea, Joyous Gard. There, due

" to Guinevere's impulsive plan, Isolt of Ireland has been
brought, her villain husband being incarcerated at the
tie. A period of eestatic happiness follews throughout
the long summer while the White Isolt is watching again for

e ship from the north and then, one day, while Tristram is
out in the woods, Mark comes and carries his {ueen back to
Cornwall. Tristram agelh sinks ha'lf into insahity until
8 is awakened by a sneering letter from Forge=, who, half-
glad at the sorrow of this man who spurned her, writes that
Queen Isolt is dying. Tristram goes at once and is amazed
when he reaches Tintage; to find all the gates open and no
guards to hinder his entering. Isolt i1s waiting for him.

She saxrs,
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"Mark has been zood to mc today -~
So good that | might almost think him sorry
That he is kark, snd must be alwsys Kark.
May we be sorry to be ourselves, 1l wonder?
I am not so, iristram. You are not so.
Is there then muach to sizgh for?
These, we remember, are almost the very words of Guinevere ﬁhen
Bhe is taking her farewell of Laneelot; nco eomplaining at what
Might seem a cruel fate, only a clear realization of the ful-
ness of life and a sadness at failure. 4&and sc Hark leaves
the two slone with death and the sea which has never before
been so celm. It is not Merk, in this version, but snake-like
Indred who creeps upon the lovers =znd kills Tristram over the
body of Isolt. HMsrk, coming in too late to prevent, says to
the murderer,
"I am not sure that you have not done well.
God knows what you have done. I do not know.
There was no more for them -- and this is peace."
Just as every craeftsmen leaves his own stsip impressed upon
fils work, so may we sge the touch of this poet upon the charac-
ters he has re-creeted. Lancelot and Guinevere were not iden-
Blcal with their esrlier eounterperts; hno more are Tristram and
§80lt. Whereas in Malory Tristram 1ls simply the typlcal chival-
riec knight, master huntsmen and hawker, "harper passing all
other," rather fierce and, like wmost knights, in the service of
8@ lady, 1t is Tristram the lover that Robinson uses for his
Yy, And yet it is not even Tristra® the lover, alons, forn
this would not be & new treatment, but Wristram the lover who

is also another exarple of humsn futility. He, like Lancelot

and Yerlin, is connected with the court of Arthur =nd he does
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lgse than either of ti®m to promote the Order, leaving Camélo®
imrediately after being knighted. Yet Tristram is no weakling;
Malory plsces him second only to Lancelot and Robinson evidently
g8llowes this. Hlis deeds in Brittany wonld deny any lack of
valor. He is the pawn of Fate and doomed at birth to sadness,.
Be is worthy tragic hero, but like Lancelet and Merlin he is

Bot so strong as thé women chsracters. He feels and thinks but
he does not act. He 1s something of a weaker Hamlet, less dy-

namlec and even more introspective,

Robinson treats with equal sympathy the two Isolts 2nd,
whereas in kalory "La beale lsoud" 1is briefly described as the

' Robinson devotes many

"fayrest mayde and lady in the world,'
pRssages of lovely description to the twe herolines and, like
Hardy, makes the jueen a derk beanty.

"Isolt -- Isolt of the dark eves -- Isolt

Of the patrician passionate helplessness --

Isolt of the soft waving blue-black hair --

Isolt of Ireland --"
s 1s more royal thah Guinevere and & greater lover,  There is
never an instenee where she is petulant or small., She hess a
passive strength thet amounts almost to stoieism. Always com-
posed and dignified, she never appears to disadvantage. She is
even able to chill the senile ardors of her hushand with her
"eandid and exact abhorrence." The oth r Isolt "helf child-

like and hali womanly" has the streng h of frailty. She is

compounded of & warmth end whitéeness, as Gawalne says, and




her hair is

o]

nemeless color, whiter than gold, her eves gray
and cleer, ‘“there i1is something of theCassandra about her,
However, we feel that she lacks something of the serenity of
the other Isolt, at least once, on thaet aftsrnoon when she
ghows the tiger side of her nature when she foressw that Tris-
Bram would never return to her from Camelot.  She gives without
asking anything in return, except for this one outbreak, a

Bhvely charactar, hopeless and pathetic .frok the shurt.

Robinson's King ¥ark is also a more subtle character then
e hes appeered before, and more finely drawn. In Malory, as

we have noticed above,* Mark is the absolute vililein, traitor

' the "shamefullest king

and coward, "King Fox,' 1 that Liveth,
and & great enemy to all good kniints." Tennyson takes the
game conceptlion of Merk, In less vigorous langusge. W#hen
[ark secks to become a knight of the Bound Table he is
scornfully rejected by Arthur because he bore "A nsme of evil
gavor in the lznd"” and "hath ternish'd the great name of king

L

g8 Marlk would sully the low state of churl." He is "a man

of plots, craft, poisonous counsels, wayside ambushings,"

the man who slips up Tehind Tristrew to kill him:

"Behind him rose a shadow and a shriek --

'Mark's way,! said Mark, and clove hir thro' the brain."
This is &t best melodramaetic and stage-y. ¥We feel thet Tenny-
lgon has not dealt fairly with Merk nor any rore so with Tris-
frem, who is openly and confessedly immorsl, nor Isolt who
flEse '"Gareth and Lunette."

B 8es "The Last Tournament,"“
88e Page 30.
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becomes a mere wanton -- they are all cheapened in accordance

th the Victerisa rigidity.

Robinaon trests all three wmere Tairly, even Mark, We fipd
the same struggle 1In him that appeesrs to an infinitely greater

extent in Lancelot. Mark has worthy motives, and at last he

acts upeon them, when he ceases to combat Fate and allows Tris-
gram to be with Isolt at her desth. We feel that he has at
B2t conquered his ignobllity. He reviews with profound sad-
ness his life, his only comment being, "If I had only known."
et wat as e 1e saying this the thought comes t¢ him that even
i he had had the insight which is his at the last he might not

Rpeve lived up to it. The theme ol human wetkness lesding to

palemity is evident, then, even in the minor characters.

‘Now let us see how our poet uses these charscters to
enact his theme, simllar to the one which ran through
"Tancelot," the overthrow of Order due to certnin forces at
work within men's lives which render futile all hursan strivings

after good.

When Tristram is going to be made B knight of the Round

Pable, "so lonz the symbol of a world in order," we are remind-

ed that it will soon be cverthrovm by "love and fate and

lovalty forsworn." This phrase, if nothinc else, connects the

two posms as to theme. Robinson sees in the two great Arthur-

ian love storles identicel forces at work, and in tresting them



=H% =
reveals his own philosophy. 7%hile there is not a close
flmilarity between Mark's rule and Arthur's we asre led to
‘believe thst they at least have order in common, and that

ey both fall because of the ssme disintegraeting forces.

The first of these greet Lorges which woPfk Th ments

Bwes to bring about their doom is, eccording to Robiison,
ive, Here it is Tristram's fate to love Isolt with a leve
BtGl cen never enjoy fulfillment except in desth. MEnd yet
“the poet would have us feel thsat the lovers! lives are not cut
T, He reminds us time after time that Tristrasm and Iselt
e nct for old' age, thet Ehey have lived to the full and thad
Etcath they [ind a pesce whigh couldl mever heve bLeen theirs
L fe, Tgelt ig particulerly ewire fFhat dhe will pever

grow old. & "little watchman” in her keeps reminding that
e is bringing death close. And yet their love 1s greater
then life and desth. Just a2s was the case with Lancelot,
pEnever, the very greatness of love prevents an able knight
from working for thse Order. Tristram thus stays at Camelot
Bty long enough to reecelve his order and to become a knight
B the Round Table, and we have no mention of his evar doing
ivthing to bulld up or defend Arthur's Urder just as Lance-

lot was prevented irom helping at the time of greatest need.

The second of these disintegrating forces is that same
fatalism and impending doom which we noticesd in "Lsncelot."
The older poets and many of the moderns who have treated this

subject have accounted for the tragic love affair supernatur-
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ally in the magic love-potion which the two lovers drank un-
wittingly, but lichinson is essentizlly & modern and scorns
ey slich deviee, making the eailde & Ter deepér one, namely
Destiny, which hes shadowed Tristram's life alwavs. He was
predestined to tragic love, "born for sorrow of an unguarded
and forgotten mother," and could not have avoided it.
pRuvernall tells him &t one Time,
"Time ia a casket

Wherein our days are covered certainties

Thet we ‘11Tt out of 1%, ene alte4lr one;

For what the dey may tell."
Bhls fetalism is a distinet imnovation from the 6lder treat-
ments of the s:sme legend and, it seems to me, lends it a depth
ghid high seriousness fitting to the tragedy. Pate becomes a
Rort of magnified Evil which' contends with &nd at some tines

gverpowers God., Mark, brooding over the double tragedy, says,

"If I were the world's maker
I should say fate was mightier than I was,
Who made these two thit are so silent now,
Ard fowr wn &al-Lxkw IR L0 e g o deee
cssenssenes THate 4P¢ sgme 1LLEe adh@ evila
dwaiting us that Gef eoilt mwot 1nye#ht .....
That enly Fate™s werst fumbling 1w the dark
Could have arranged so well."

The third great force which worked for the disintegration
of order and civilization is "lovalty forsworn." One of the
yows of chivalry was, of course, honor znd lovalty. This in-
cluded lovalty to the church, the Lin:, and the lady love.

Except for the crusaders loyalty to fhe church became mere
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formality. Loyaity to the Bing meant primarily militery
g8rvice on quests, battlefield sni wherever the cause of the
e neszded support. We have evidemge of this in Tristram's
jieeds in Cornwall to guarantee his Unc¢le's autherity. It
was, indecd. while he was engaged in the fing's serviee that
he killed Yorhsus, Isolt's kinsmen, and was himself wounded
in such a menner thet only Isolt's strange power could heal
iim. Then later this knight-at-arms pledges fezlty to that
Rter kinz, Howel, father of the White Isgolt, and by his vall-
ant leadership rids the land of bandits snd marauders. It is
i recognition ef thesw anhd ether brave deeds that Tristram
is made Knight of the Table Round. Robinson reuinds us in his
subtle, suggestive way, however, that when loyalty is forsworn
B is just as much a power for evil ase it has bBeen Lfor good.
EeElEt, in spite of his betbter inbtentiong, fofewders his
NIty to the Bing, amd 1t is this denisl that net emky bringd
his own ruin, but is largely responsible for the dewnfall of
Bie whole Order. 8So Tristram, having bound hinself premature-
i to King Mark's service, is honor bound to earry out his
BRomizse, even though it 1s worse than death. Letsr, when he
forewears his loyalty, he precipitates death for himself, al-
though in breaking his loyalty to that villain-King we feel
et he does the only thing he could with honor do, and, as
Bobinson reminds us, his sin is not so much sin as it is fate.
iese three elements of the tragedy, leove, fate and leyalty

forsworn, are zn entirely new analwsis of the o0ld situation
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end have not bzen so clearly brought out in sny former treatment.

Enpther esseéntlially mwdern. Poucdh moticeabhle in this poem,
KR khe harsh lndifference of mature to hnman seffering. In the
Rldgr verslonz there is little attentien Lo -hafore ih any way
Btiatscever, with the podeible exception of that one charming
1ittle essay on Guinevere's Maving expedition in Ealory.l
Bith the ainetesnth century poets theére is considerable nature
treatment . but simply as backzsround. While Robinson does keep
& very distinet backzgzround of nature, the moan of Cornish
water that foemed eternally on Cornish rocks, there is, I be-
lieve, a more significant wuse of nasture, which belonzs essen-
$ially to the mofefns. The passage quoted at the heglhning
of this section illustrates very well this modern atfitude
owerd nature, Lhere is scmethin, ¢f the ssme 'ifes .in Hardy,
Blthough it 1s not so extensively develeoped as here. While
fristram is wandering away from Tintagel after Marl: has banish-

a

e hini, the reln i heatlpg de=i uwpen 'him, and he broods,

",.8in stronger then fste, sin that had made

The world ior love -- so thet the sters in heaven
Might laugh at it, and the moon hide from it,
ind the rain fall on it."
In conclusion, Robinson has produce: what 1s provably
Ehé greatest modern version in English of the famous eld
legend which hes been a "best seller" I'rom the time of Malory.

ta)

Herbert 3., Cormsn says that this version "inre iately super-

1 Book XVITII, Chapter RKXV.
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@edes all other variants of the legend ..... and this statemesnt
is Treckly made in the faces of Swinburne, Matthew Arnold,
Tennyson, .rthur Symons and Themas iardy, to name butthe more

prominent poeta in the English language who have hamlled the

1

oy . " in speaking of the various successive treatments

Arthurisn stories have had, &rthur W.(0olton says, "Their

latest expericence under Foblnson mucst be to thelr epie con-

Beiousness unigue, at any rate refreshing..... They have fdken

on & substantial and veined humsnity lost for many centuries." ©

EXd

#ir, Ven Doren is convinced that it "is the best in English since
the Middle Ages." Mr. Percy M. Hutchison says, "And it is not

oo much to say that the Tristram of Edwin Arlington Hobinsen
k)

mey be places Eip

‘)

't among a1l versions of the sncient tale."

£

We may be sefe in saying, then, that in this careful imposing
i modern introspectisn, guestiomning, lreny, amd molern
BRycliclogy into the medieval stery of leve and scrrow, Reblhson
has succeeded in proving again the adaptability of ow Arthur-
ian legend, hased as it is on the unchengeahle element of
mortsl passion. He skillfully meets the demands of our times
for retionality, and intellectualized passion and as a result
Hits produced 2 tragedy whilch is almost exclusively of the mind.
From the New York Eveniny Post Litersry Review, May 7, 1927.

From the Literary Review, June 23, 1927.
from the Hew lork Times Book Review, Kay 1927.

£ DD =



CHAPTER TV

JOHN MASEFIELD



MASEFIELD'S "TRISTAN AND IsoLtT"

It haes been unfortunate that "Tristan and Isolt," by

John Kaseflield, should have been pubkrlished in America sco

n

soon after Fohinson's "[ristrao. While ¥r. Measefield's

BleY in verse was produced at Bayswat=r first on February

R 1027, it was pot published in dmerice ustill Qctebexr of

the same year, while "Tristram"

1

had gone through several
Beprintings by thet time The inevitehble compariscn has

not been favorable to the English poet, either as to poetic

fuality or as to bhendling of the subject itself.. 1§ 1= regret-

table, also, that one who 1= especiselly sdept in nerrstive
verse should turn to another Tform not so well suited to the
story, nor, we fegl, to the poet's own genius, snd a form
Bt ch hss templted more than one with unsueesssiul results,

the drsmas in verse,

ir. Easefleld's play opens with the young Tristan2 and

his foster-father, Dinan, but recently lande:’ on the shores

N Ccrnwall, which is under the cppresziye Tule of Kolbelin, &

pirate. Dinan tells Tristan how this Kolbein, some twenty
years before killed King Keirchyon and seized his young son,

Mlarc, as hostage snd would have killed the daughter, Olwen,

BRIE was reprinted in April 192%; May 1927, four times; June,
1927, three tines.

B Etage directions at the end of the play #r. Basefield
gives Tristan's age =s twenty, Isclt's the same, Harc's
twentv-nine, Arthur's forty-five.


http:IIJi'ristrE:.!l.�

_59_
pxcept that she was rescued end married by King Tallore.
folbeln and Mare enter, the Iormer demarding a new tribute
Bf thirty sons of Cornish nobles. #arc valiantly refuses;
Kolbein leaves hir to reccnsider. Dinan then revesals to
geristen that he is of royal birth, the son of Olwen end Tsllore,
pd Marc iz, therefore, his unecle. When Kolbein comes back fe
sult Marc anew Tristan challenges him te fight. ¥olkein is
peluctent to fight this son of the woman he loved, but Tristan

T

mortally wounds Kolbein in that fight of "wisdom agsinst man's

' hut

youth" in which, as Kolbein says, "youth has the luek,'
fefore the cld warrior dles he mekes Harc sweasr to unite the
two kingdoms, Cornwall and Rolbein's Irish fief, by marrying
lgolt, his daughter. Then he has Tristen swear thet he will
Recompany his body Pack to Ireland enmdéd bring Isclt to HNare.
This lristen swears ond Xolhein, with a lusty salutation to
the desd, dies "standing up. Tristenr immediately sets sail
for Ireland and is greeterd there by Thurid, Kolbein's widow,
id Isolt, who weleome him, far, Thurid tells him,
"You have free¢ me from the beast who murdered
wmy lover.
My girlie pest thenks: pJou have freed her Trom
the threat
O the lust of his pirste friend. We take yom
to friendship."
Isolt then accepts Mare'!s offer, zlthou:h she hesitates

because of the hatred she knows will be hers as a "foreign

gqueen" and because of the ambiguous prophecy of her mother
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s to the fate which awaite her. The mother prepsres a magic
fve-potion whieh Isolif end Werc are to drink on their wedding
fiight. This she entrusts te bBrangwen, Tsolt's waiting-maild,
who is to accompany her. On the ship, however, Tristan and
fEolt are irresistibly attracted teo esch other amd pledge

their love in the mesgic wine, not knowing its power. This

e ot of great significence, hewever, =xeept to fead the [lens
Biat was already burning, for before ever tasting the phlltaer

the two have declsred their love for esch other.

The scene shifte fto Tintagel egein. - drthur, whe is the
dux bellorum of history and not the great over-King that
Bobinson makes him, i= preparing té set out just after Barc's
wedding to Isolt. Tristan has been absent at the ceremony,
Pt appears seeking Iselt soom after. Kal, an old ecurtisr,
Bificious and domineering, tries to astop him, but he goes on
to the new Cueen's chamber. Kal suspects their affair, but
Isolt sends him awey. At last the two lovers hit upon the ruse
of sending Brangwen to the merriage bed where Tristan has been
gommended Yo serve the love-philter. he scheme is success-
gl for the two levers, but Brangwen 1s so0 nervous that after
drinking her shsore oi the potion she spills the rest, so that
gl that is left for Merec 1= the dregs which cvontain the
gleeping powder Isolt had put inte the wine to insure lMarc's
lgnorance of the deception. The lovers have one more night

for themselves.
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The next eplsode tekes place a week after the wedding.
Marc has been apprised of nis sueen's infidelity and consents
to a ruse suggestes by Xai rnd edwyr, another courtier. The
BENE 1z to leave on & humiing trip &nd retiifs wrexpestedly,
Bte gsre device that is used in the Lancelot Guinevere story.
Tristan learns oi the trap and sends Hog the Swlneherd to warn
e lueen not to return te the palace as they had plmned,
but in order to get Hog to leave his charge, for he has been
EEomised his freedom if he e¢skr heep the King's swine for a
R without loss, amd this is the last night of the year,
Tristen nust nromise to stavy on cuard himself at the pig sties
until Hog can return, Xal and DBedwyr learn oi this scheme and
i turn plot to lure Tristan awsy 61¢ steal a pig, thus humil-
leting the vouns kni:ht before the King. The plotters have
led on Arthur to help them, repreéenting the whole affair
N Eim as a lark. - 1t iz through his wernimg hint that Tristan
i able to see through the various deceptions =nd finally teo
IFture the twe eld gaErfiers &8 They by e rab the stles, I¥
is Arthur who rides to meet arc znd tell him of the commotion
gt the pig sties and ¥al snd Eedwyr are exposed in their ludi-
gcrous znd ignominious trick and soundly berated Ly the king.
Marc, however, has scen enough to realize Yristan's @Uilt\and

LY -

banishes him. He appesrs the next dayv, however, disguise:d as

T
gy

& harper and begs Isocolt to come awsay with him. He has not de-

ceived the watcehful Kal who has set guards to watch Tor Tristan
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ind spriankled rye-meal on the window ledge to $rap hip By
his footsteps in the ZJueen's room. The King, Kai, Bedwyr
and Arthur welt ocutslide ready to foree theélr way in. Arthuar,
refusing to be a party to this schere to trap a lady, shouts
a warning to the lovers so tiet ITristan hass disappesred by
the time the door is opened. However, his white footprints
betray him. DMNarc demands thet Isclt drink the "water of test"
to prove her innocence. Azain Arthur intervenes to try to set-
tle it more celmly, but Isclt says,

"I am ss mey-blossom in a flood,

Or straw in flames; but when the flood has run to sea

4nd the flames burnt out, I may be wended or ended.”

She prefers to drink the poison, :elieving it is "safer

to be in God's hond than in men's." As she is ready to drink,
however, Tristan enters, defies any to stop him &nd ecaTrries

gil Izsclt, but not before she has publiely deéclared REPEELT NS

The next sgeme 1le in the forest where Tristan =af TEELE
are wandering. Dinen comes to beg Tristan to return to his
gwn kingdom where his pecple neet his leadership agsinst the
hesthen, but he refuses and Dinsn declares that the people will
then cast him out end choese another king. Dinan goes to Earg,
the reason for his going not being made clear, and tells him
where the lovers are. Marc finds them sleeping with a drawn
gworc betwesn them snd lays his glove beside it. When ITsol®

wakes snd sees thet kare has been there and left them unhormed
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She is moved by his megnanimity to renounce Tristan and return

to her hushand, who receivés her with welcome and restores her

EENChe Gueen. ¥are 12 then off te Fight with Arthur st Badom

Bl and is kllled in the battle. Tristen wehders 1in the
Rforest mad. He comes at last to Tintagel just 28 the messen-
Pers with word of HMare's desth arrive. Isclt heccmes almost

=

iinhumon an< has her lover Flogged until he is carried away
Ly . She then learna of her hmeband's desth and goes T
Pind Tristen, He is 2ti1l11 slive when she ccmes to him and
apparently rorgives her. As he dies she =tebs herself that
they may go into the unkno n together. Arthur cores in again
at the end with a sort of benediction upon their lives and
-

to attend to their burial.

We have slready suggested the 1lmmwortality of these legends,
gnd, logically speaking, it would seem impossible to harm an
immortsl, Wevirthelesc, we come away from the reading of this
play with the sense that someshow an old friend has suffered in-
Y. Certainly 1f hes been The privilege of peel: threghout
BBE ages to teke liberties with these old fraditlions and they
e bhecowe more or less open ground. Still, for the mest part,
Bhose liberties taken have been generally in keeping with the
gpirit of the legend and have added to 1ts lnterést. b .
Masefield has disregarded sco much of the valuable raw waterial

e, however, that he loses much of tie significance and beauty

of the story. "here is that lovely eplsode in Brittany which
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figs been roved wortay by so many great literary artists?

ghe omisgion can hardly be blamed on the ccmpression necessary
te a stage play for thset rule is not observe” elsewnere in the
By : - - the ascticon begins with the Kolkein imeident, chrono-
EERlcal ly preceling the Britfany incidents by several years

in the older wversion.

The introduction of the swineherd snd his various

v

gomnmections and the invelving of Tristan in his pigsty escapade
gén harcly be sald to add to the besuty or dignity oi the old
Eerend. WYor, somshow, does this low comedy element mix. It
s not suceeed im relieving the imntemslty of the drams,
Blthough there are some ludierons situations arid humorous
Biflogues, Hor 1s there any distinet purpesée in killing Warc
BEL a8t the end of the story. We are lmmediately reminded eof
Bobinson's Mark, chastened by sorrow and grieving over fate,
ENT=r more fittlﬁg conclusion than this. <The very marrow cf
the story has alwa s been, and deserveuily so, the great love

of "risten snd Isclt, so that when kr., asefield has Isolt

renounce her lover (although she has chosen to

o
@]
Q
[
Hh
+
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him end even preferred death to a life without him vhen she
prepared to drink the poison ordeal) end penitently returned
to her hushband who would have becn her murderer but Tor
iFtetan's interventlon, not only is the heart taken out of
the story but inconsistencies of character become obvious.
Phts weakening of the mein element of the stery is contlnued
et Isolt brutally orders her erstwhile lover Ilogged to

BeEth. Even though she rushes to him and dies with him we
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cannot forgive her changeatrles and unreasonable actlion.

We have noiiced these changes in e plet. Now let s
iy to the Interpretation of the chasrseters. Tiristan, we Teel,
peees least in thisz treeatment. e is a valiant fighter, although
it is almost toP irmproinable that s twenty yesr olo beoy should
overthrow a secsoned old pirate like rolbeln, and he appears
Ll old in the guise of & harper., Howevsr, we have no
By definite picture of Tristan; he remalins rather nebulops
end hazy, somewhst of a tragic type and not a vivid personal-
. Isqglt 13 decifedly more Alstiuet. 8he 13 a 1littls miks,
s geanle, Petnlamt ahd inconsistent. She falls in love with
fitstan at first sight But whan he pleads with her at Tiidtegal
to escape with him to his boat which waits outuside ths harbor
e is afralid to be lowered ower the cliff by a repe. '8he says,
BT could not; it is too giddy, to swing dewn Lhere ..... I have
seen that terrible craig." One cen hardly believe that a grand
Passion could be thwarted because of a Tear of giddinesz in
descending a c¢liff. ~Then it is only a week later that she de-
fies hiarc anc all his iollowers snd escapes with Tristan in
spite of all dangers. As soon as larc pays them his secret
gigit in the forest she lmmediatsly reanounces Tristan, saying,
T have been harsh, he has been geneérous ..... He is greater
then we two, Tristen." Tristan argues »ith her, declaring
she wishes to leave, not because of Marc!s nobility and great-
BEes, but hecause she is weary of the slisple and denying life

e mast lead in the forest and wante Tha Linery ol the coury
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ggain. She answers,

"This love thmt + thought was great is blindness

and greed

And I em uvnclean, nnclean, £1ll T drlive sowe nail

Right through this passionate heart."
There is something ignotile atout this santiment that even
Pennyson, who scourged Isolt so piteously does not imply, and
B8 has been suggested, 1t strikes a serious blow at the heart

Bt he story, the great leve ol Tristan ehd Isolt.

Isoclt returns to karc end is restored as queen. When
B stan comes to her after wsndering hali med throuch the
e st, she haz hlm Tleogged and thex almpst lnmedlstely goee
@elhinm snd kills herzell over his body. CThere is nenme oi: the

Erandeur and tregic simpliclty that belongs to the Isolt we

know from tradition.

The poet has been more kind to Mare, zlthough his char-

cter is scarcely more consistent. He is more sinned against

Bhan sinning, we feel;, =mi the fact thit he is & man not much

greedy lWarc of other versions. He rises almost to herolce
Beights towerd the end of the play, withholding his rightful
Wwrath when he has ths lovers in his power and magnanimously

Torglving his truant wife upon her return and making her

Ber in his absenece. 'Then, too, his herele death, fighting

Wwith Arthur agsinst the hesthen, makes him a martyr. In spite

e than the lovers Invite®s our sympsthy more than the senilae,
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EEihl s reputation, Eaere becames Wuier Hr. Magefield!s hnamdling
B slmost irthurien Eing, the meidel of fergimzeness snd Clris-
Bldn virtues. This neésssarily fakes asway frem the main theme,
the tremenduous love storwy, and makes “ristan seem rather

pallid in coxmparison.

The treetment of Arthur is inteoresting. It is tme el ths
ery few in which fArthur appears not as the perfect Lin: and
Eeiind=r of the Round Table, Mt in his more histarieal chars
gcter of general. Those virtues which are later attributed
b him are evident here, however, and his sympathy with the

Dlace ours.

a

IEvers mey indicate mhere the suthor intends us to
The mention of Badon Hill, which is the one event of Arthur's
Bife vhich seemg te have histerical scourscy, is &n interest-

ing innovation.

In conclusion we would guote a review which appesred in
Be Kew York Times Beek Review ef Sovewmber 20, 1987, After
Ml tting thet it would be sentlmental te in=ist that the
i legend not Ye tampered with and that thée several different
versions of that old legend woulé prevent uniformity anyway,
BhE reviewer goes on 1o say that all the old legends did have
something in common, they "all flamed with Yurning passion,
melted with wistful longing, and wvain regret, and they all
Were poetry. Robinson caught and pessed on the exaltation
and ecstasy of the old story."l This is swhere iasefield has

IEFrom an unsigned review in the New Yeork Times Book Rewiew,
November 20, 1927.
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16d. Another ecritie writés of Haseflisld's Isalf,
"ot all ir, Hasefield's grend merner can meke her a

N

oble and tragie figure; she is an insineere little minx,

1ristan and Isolt capering like so many puppets.
1

18y already live for us."

Pyom ah unsigned review 1in Rstion and Athenasum,
galy 30, 1927,
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MASEFIELD'S "MIDSUMMER NIGHT"

The other excuriicn mede by Mr. Maseflield into Arthurisn
egend has, we feel, been rather more successful than "Tristan
nd Isolt.; In the ¥iddle Ages minstrels were applauded when
hey could sing an old song and give it a new twist and
imilarly modern poets sre justifled in taking liberties with

"1idsuwmmer

i storiea, Masefield treats his subject in
ight" 2 good deal after the fashion of these o0ld mistrels,

icking up different themes of the old song and intoning them

uch in his own menner., However, he observes zbsolute fidel-

by to whatever scurce his story derives from, in spirit at

BRet, and he is by no means limited to ohe scurce. There

re evidences of classical, Celtic and french influinces as

ell as the usual British sources. liasefkeld attalrs this

Erit of the old lsgend by the interesting device of consclons=
¥ selecting wherever possible the Anglo-Saxon derivatives in
refzrence to the Latin. In this way he reproduces antique
tmosphere 'and adds to the verisimilitwde of his poems. In

his respect his work is more successfud than Tennyson's,

reat as that is, 1in that it succeeds 1n malking the medieval
plrit actual, vital and experiencable by the reader, This is in
arked contrast to the remoteness and Victorianism with which
ennyson invests the sanme stpries. It carmot be salid that the

ascination of the Arthurian legend hss been captueed in this

B more than 1t has in sny former frestment, for 1t still
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gludes us, yet we admit that Mr, Hasefield at least gets away
from some c¢f tiie sentimentalism which shrouded ecarlier versions

gnd renews the lusty vigour and energy of true medievalism.

The first poem in this collectlon is Hr. Hasefield's own
version off the begetiing of Arthur, one which is more suited
0 the modern readéer than Malory's aeccount of the lustful Uther,
which account 1s useu later under the title of "The 01d Yele
of the Begetting." Here we find Uther, the young leader, try-
N to unite various jealous kings of kEritain in & leegue,

B% which he wished teo joln Herehyon, King ol Cormmwall, who

was "aged, savage, mean and grim," and whose daughter Ygraine,
"that moon of women" was destined to be the wife of Breuse,
her fathert!'s friend and the worst of men. Merchyon, however,
dismisses Uther curtly, but not before Ygernl has seen him and
iled to seften her faetherts abruptness. In limes of levely
poetry the two young people express thelr love for esch other

1}
o

"through sowe old passion in the stars above. When they go

to her frather with their plea,he bdrders his men to hustle

gelier Torth towartd home. #H& has net goene fsr when he ig ovesn-
taken by & messenger from Ygern saying that she is to be merried
Bhat night to Breuse, Uther turns back and through a ruse is
able to rescue Ygern, whom he marries by taper-licht in a
hermit's cave that night. 'he two are discevered at dawn on

Bie next day, sleeping in an orchard, snd Ereuse and Merchyon

Btab Uther and taske ¥Ygern back te Tintegel, where, mourning,

1. fr. Maselield does not observe any uniform spelling of
Ehii= nampe, using Ygern, ¥gerne and Ygreine.
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she weaves her sad story into a tapestry.

This medernining f the 6ld veéraice Trews it from the
violence and the stigma which attached to Lrthur's father
Earttofore, and, on the wicle, is a change Teor tha Detter,
Beere is litile spiritual bensfit or even lliterary advantlge
to be had in the original story of Uther's lust and Igraine's
Being talen viclemtly while her lusband whom she loved was only
a few hours dead at the hand of Uthar.l wr, kasefield retains
enough of "that rough humour of the kings of old," 2 in the
character oi nerchyon to cearry over the spirit oi his story
Rithout pleeing the old blémish upom Arthar's birth. Uther
Pendrazon is 2 worthy fathor to the blameless king, both as

political organizer and as warrior.

i

fhe next poem is "the Birth of Arthur. This is an

L4

original interpretastion «f the supernstural element connected

with Arthur's birth. Here Ygerna takes the young babe out

m

onto the Dragon's chair, stone overlooking the ocean, and
there various supernatural figures avpear and prophecy: first
are the "long-sgo heroes" and dings «nd Jueens who have wrought
B the island to make it mere Tair, they find im Arthur the
Plpening of the seed they have sown; next, Trom out of the waves
rises a mailed figure signifying tower who promises ihis support

it

to the new king; a "wonder"” then steals forwar !, "Green light

NerEe Darthur, Beok 1, Chapters I, 1L, and III.
2 lennyson's "Gareth and Lynette," Line 369.
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face," and pronounces Arthur's

193}

as of glow-worms was pale on hi:
doom in him, the ereation of Arthur, but he sevs further, "Yet

though I shall break thee, I carnot destroy;" he 1s followed by
another wonder, hut this one is most lovely, snd she is Arthur's
Helper from Heaven -- she sectis to be a combination of the Lady

z

& the Lake and the sywbol of Feauty -~ who promises that at

his passing she will bring hlm to vieoclet meadows where ncthing
grows old. TYgrain then tekes the baby howme, while the seabirds
fly low, singing of Arthur's predicted career and the Fower that
Bhall T111 him sand She Helper that will guide. There is. the
same mystury and spirituval quality here that we find in "The

1t

Coming of Arthur,” but wnile verisimilitude is maintained, I

belie¢ve Tthetre is 1libile bte Pe galmed hére by changing so com=
pletely tlle old stery. There -1z no Merlin leré€é, o entrnatling
&f the babe to good Siy Ector, and while the supernatural re-
ceives full treatment, it is not truly medievszl zs the ovlder
versions are, Hasefield, then, gains little, with the possi-
ble excention oi poetic effect, by his innovations and omissions

here.

Next follows a lovely poem which is based on the story of
Lot of Urkney end Arthur's sister, Morges se. Unly the frame-
erk, howsver, 1g dérived emd this mew sStory [lllz in & Yreach
B the old version, moet fittingly. In the Tirst poem We heave

Mihe

mention of Morgeuse as being cursed ©ty & witch and in
Taking of Morgeuse" we infer that the curse proves to be wil-

fulnes:. snd too great love of venture. B5he is, the poet tells
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ug, a little vixen, heedless of the warninge of sll whe see
her running dowm to tlhe shore be watgh the pirete ship. She
wants tec pley with fire without being burned., 7There is an
interestins contrast afforded here in thsa use of nature as a
kindly friend te ths 1litfle girl, -- the birds and little
woods creatures calling out to her to come away, -- that will
recall former treatmen ts where nature was harsh snd indifferent.
The hendsome young pirate king, lot, does indeed earry her off
to "Orkney kingdom's granite tower,™” with the ides that later,
when she is wiser, sbhe will make g apy. Thia mskes a wmost
interesting prefece t6 that part of the stery which is known
in the old traéadition, fhe visif of Let's wife to Carlion and
Arthur's love for her, not knowing thet she was his sistﬁr.l
This story is retold by kr. Kesefield as "The Begetting of

Modred™

but there 13z no stibhstantial difierence 'rom Halors's
version, exc pt that «asefield does not mention Arthur's dream
and the uesting Beast episode w . ich immediately followed

Morgausets visit in the Morte Darthur. n bgth verslcts the

lady, "for all of her serpent,” failed in her mission as spy.

The next poem is an interesting treatment of the battle

at Badon Hill where Arthur defests & hord of reilders under the

i)

r

leadership of Loki. This story is reminiscent of Scsndinavian

1 Malory, Book I, Chepter XVII.
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mythologyl rather than legend of Lriton and has no especial
falue for our purpose, except as it gives a wivid plecture
of Lrthur, the man of war, and nis loyal followers, Lancelot,
fector and Gewaine, Nor hag the nex: poem slgnificesnce in
our investigstion of Arthurian legend. for 1t is more derived
from other sources and rewminiscent of the poet's Gallipoli

E

Bl “"The 014 Promt Line"

experiences, with its tirades on war,
somewhat Dante-esque pictures of Hell, snd, at last, recalling
greek mythology in the pilcture drewn of Gwerivere in =z sharliot,
her red-gzo0ld helr streaming -- shie i1s more a Juno than a

British chieftaint's ca:zhter.
[ )

The c¢lassical trasdition is carried on in the next poem,

"prthur end His Ring." This is one of the most interesting in

the ccllecetion ih that it comhects Arthor witli-the passing of

the classical QOdS-z

hen Arthur merried Gwenlvere she gave
Bim & ring and he in his ecstacy went to worship at sn Alfer
i Venue., He =lips the ring onte the marhle inger of the
statue so thet his love mizht be sanctifie::, but Venus tskes
ghe ring and frthur -1 unsble to gei 1t off her (imgwr: ThHas

night Venus appears to him and twice offers her love which he

g

Pefuces, swearing his love to Gwenlvere. After a night of un-

easy dreams end torment, Arthur rises and sees a stranger, "a

5

3

dark, fierce man, with bright eyes full of power," landing

pvem. a2 ship. Then he goes lmte the girfiean where e fiods the

1 For the stories of Lokl see "In the Days of Giants," by Abbile
Farwell T“rown; publlished by Houznton Kifflin & Company.

& The tradition is ghat when Christianity ecame the old Greek
gods were drivean out.
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pods! shrines all overgrown with fungi and the myrtie =zll
withered. Peturning he meets the stranger who tells him that
the 0ld gods heve failed -~ "lhew are but erring thoughts and
empty air" -- and sdvises him to go at midnight to meet the
gpile a3 they are starting on their exils and demand@ bis rifg.
This Arthur does and 3aturn grants his reguest. Venus returns
the ring and promises that when Arthur's earthly life is done
ghe will come for him with her Jueens "to bring you into port."
Phis is the curious fusion of the Arthwrian with the classi-

cal and Christian traditions,

"Widswmmer Night,” the title poem, relates the old belief
that on this one night of the summer at midnight Arthur and his
potirt come alive in a hell héwn eoul ef The rofk mid there rébell
Bhieir storlies. 7The poet emters this cave on ore nlidsumier night
and listens as Arthur, Gwenivere, Lancelot, Gwenlivach, Kodred
§1]1 speak. Several interesting new interpretaticns appear here.
drthur tekes upon himself the responsibility for the ruin which
fell on them 211, since he in his esrly manhood sowec the seed
that destroyed the Ringdom, the sinful begetting of lNodred:
"Phet young maw's lowing let the ruin in." This is the old
Breek liemeslis doctrine, retribution is inevitable. Gwenivere

-

belog strong and wortals

in her turn assumes the blame, "Destiny
weak." Then Lancelot declares that he "was primsl cause that
brought the Kingdow low." HNext comes a character who is not
Pecown to legend before this time, Gwenivach, Jjealous yournger
sister of Gwenivere, who "compasst the kingdom's ruin by wny

e

Bate.” She, it i1s laster brought out, was NKodred's love and
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diastigated amd abetted him in bis hatPed and revenge.
Modred, too, tlaims the guilt. %S¢ with lamenting of the
gncient woe they teld their playings in the tragic plot."
The hour glides away and Arthur speaks;:

"But when the trumpet summons, we will rise,

We who ere fibres of the countrytls sml,

Yie will take horse and come

To purge the blot and meke the broken whole;

Amd malre the green abunfdéncé seem wrore wisse,

ind build the lasting beauty left unbuilt

Because of all the follies ¢f our guilt."
And above thelr featureg,lapsed agesin into stone, hovers the
#elper, shining with heope.  This last, ef course, is Emsefield!s
version of thet popular tradition that lasted well down into the
ages that at the hour of thelr greatest need Arthur would return
to his people. This is the poem which expleins the poetts atti-
tude towzrd all the o0ld storlies end sets the atmosphere, a sort
of land of faery, misty under the magic June moon, in which alone

these o0ld charscters csn live again for us. IThe connotations of

e title ere particularly happy.

The humiliation of Lancelet and the Sueen at the hsnds of
Modred and his friends is the next stery retold. There is no
significent change from ialory's version, except thst here the
Queen meets lancelot at a trysting place over the Iast Gate on
Ehe wall. Having the Queen slip oul thils way in disguise te
meet her lover is a weakenling from the old version where Lancelot
vigits her in her quarters and is there surprised by Modred and

Ieizfed by the Sueen and her leties. Perhaps thig iz a meras



= R
Victorianism, however, and Gwenivere is no less Gwenivere
Bpeauze she slips eut te meet her lover like sny maid. The
clder legend is otherwise adhered¢ to closely, even to Lancelot's
words of farewell to the Queesn and his commending her to the

care of his friends:

"0 Queen," he said, "the times are over
That wou snd I have known.

Beleved guetn, I ag your lovar,

Body and bone,

Splrit of all of me, past knewlng,
Most bLeautifdl, though sin.

How the old lovely days are going
ind bad begin.,

I shall die here, but vhatsocever
ifay come of me, my friends

Will stend to suceour you forever
Until Tife &Fds.

How would that 1 had arms upon me
Until my powers fail,

hat 4 would do hefore they won me
Would make a tazle."

Cowpare with these and notice the direct similarity in Malory!s
words:

"Most noble christian queen, I beseech you, 2s ye have ever
been my special good lady, and I at all times your true poor
knight unto my power, and as I never failed you in right or
wrong, since the first day that Arthur made me knight, that
¥& will pray for my sonl  1Af that I hetée be slaim. Fir #eill
I am asaured that Sir Bors my nephew and all the remnant of
my kin, witk S1lr Laviire and Sir Urre, that they will Bet
fail to rescue you from the fire, end *therefore, mine own
lady, recomfort yoursellf whatscever come ol me, thaf ye &o
with Sir Bors my_nephew.... that ye shall live like a gqueen
upon my lands,"

il Moerte Derthur, Bogck XX, Chapter III.
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Malory's account of Lancelot'!s hewing his way to freedom is also
glosely Tollowed, altliough the horrer and eliamor of that scene
L8, enphasized here by having tha . fighting tike plice on the

wall and the vanquished fall to the stones below.

The story is continued in the next poem, "The Breaking of
the Links," but here there is considerasble departure from the
clder version. Then irthur is fold ol the discovery and conse-
guent bloodshed, instead of condemning his false gqueen to the
flemes he secretly sends her away from the rabble who are cry-
ing for vengeance outside and, alsc, he sends Sir Bors to
lesd Lancelot away irom the mob to safety. Then he tries to
silence the mob. Kodred tells his story and Gawsine argues
with the king esgzingt the tralter. drther is Tirm im lis
support, sayving that he sent Modred azainst a breaker of the
taws. Gawaine, Pors and Hector and their friends then leave
Arthur to go to the support of bLancelot. While the crowd is
§E1ill crying for revenge & Wéssenger conés from the Kentish
prince, King Iddoc, with word of new and n mberless savage in-
vaders. Arthur with his depleted force immediately prepares
for war and he is aided by lodred. ‘hethesr the omission of
that great scene which hMelory tells so well, the rescue of
the qgqueen from the fire and the slaughter that that rescue
involvei,l lessens the power of the story or not, lr, hase-

ficelZ has at least rendered an interesting and vivid substitute

1l Morte Darthur, book Xi, Chapter VIII,
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B0r 1t. He has also brought ocut what all peets snd chroniclers
geem to have been blind to, the feeling whiech Arthur necessarily
gaperimneed for Modred, who was his son, begotten in his wvouth,
and for whom he musthave had some tenderness in s pite of that
son's treechery =nd ignobility. It would deny the laws of
nzature to suppose that he like a1l the world despised iodred.
No doubt Arthur was touched by this first apparent display of
filial affection and responded willingly to what seemed to him
liodred's loyalty to him. it any rate we see Arthur championing
bis hated son and the poem ends with these suggestive and rather
pethetic lines;:

"4ind though he misse two comrsdes from of old,

His son wes by him and his heart was bold
To treak the raid by this new comradeship."

The introduction of s new character, the younger sister

of Gwenivere, has already been menticned. In "Gwenivach Tells"
the intervening events are disclosed:; how Arthur was at first
beaten baclk by the forces in fent and at the instigation of his
fady Modred sliezed the crown, Then, word coming that the Elmg
was victorious, the fickle populace again tock sides with him
and Kodred and his forces withdrew to Cornwall, there to awailt
irthur's coming. Here, again, Mr. HaseTield has neglected

what has sappearec to other Arthurlian writers to %e some of the

nA

richest meterial in the o0ld legend. It is in keeping with the

trestment of Kodred and of Gwenlvere, however, to omit that
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part of the legend which tells of the nephew-traitcr's attempted

1

adultery with the Jueen,— and inconsistent with the creation

of Gwenivech 2s Modred's Jueen. She 1s esn interesting if un-

essentisl addition to the story.

"Arthur in the Ruins" ecarriss out what has already beéen

I o

suggested in "Arthur end Fis Ring" and in "fhe Firth of Arthur,"

that is, his supernatural guidance and helpers. In this poem

03

we see the Bing weary and perplexed, unable to decide whether

to march on lkodred who usurps the throne, or to make sure his
recent gains against the invaders. 4 woman "live with such
beautv as the morning owns," which phrase is fsintly reminiscent
of Tennyson's "bright as the day," appears to him in his distress
and counsels him to march on Cornwall and destroy Medred. This,
ghe says, 1s his Qestlned eourse and assuring Him that glory
awaits him in Avelon, she disappears. The sign which she has
glven as warrant of the truth of her preophecy is fulfilled the

next morning snd Arthur turns toward Cornwalil.

The next is the story of the last battle, "The Fight at

Camlan."

Arthur's charity toward his betraver and son is
Bgain evidenced in his atterpt to arbitrate their dispute.
This attempt 1is spoiled by the despicable act ol some of
Modred's pirate friends who direct their arrows at iLrthur in

the midst of the pesce parieyv. [he battle is jeined end

bitterly contested until liodred's forces are becoming worn

1 ¥orte Darthur, Book XiI, Chapter 1.

LY
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and their eguipment supply ranning low, Just at this criticel
time Sir Lancelet with & host of fresh and valient followers
femes Lo ald the Eing. Qulickly the twe forees joln, Arthur om
the right, Lapngelot on the laft; Thig is ah IlEpressive StEné
and one which, though suggested by other authors, has never
beeh carrled out -- theé twe c¢ld friende, separated sa leng,
now fighting side by side, "keeping touch elbow to elbow."
A% lsst Modred with nine of his kmights is purgued by drthur

with six of his,

The next poem fells of .the outcome eof that kittsr sncomnisr,
"The Pight on the Besch, or the fassing." 1In poetic guality
these verses lag in comparison with the earlier oneés. The battle
lacks mystery and awful din and ©lind horror of Tennyson's pic-
ture of the s'me occasion. The story is coniused at times and
at no time is there thet haunting sense of doom that other poets
have conceived as the central aspect of the batile. Toward the
gnd, however, there 1s a touth ef pathos worth comment, where
Arthur egein geasss to be the punigher of s traitor &nd Be-
comes the sorrowful father, He is left alone of his band end
Modred is his only opponent. Again the sad Tfather asks his

n

son to come to some agreement., "I am vour father,” Arthur says,

"and vour friend." Modred stands motionless with hate., At
last he spealks and in this speech we have explanstion and

pertial justification for the hatred and villainy that has

gurrounded his very name since the lepend was first known.
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"i1pastard,!' they called me; but the tastard's nerve
Came nearer Kingdom's nonguest than they dreamt.
I fall; my ome endegveonr 18 my last.

I spit upon vour fatherhood and you.

You be my frismd, wht made me surfer Ecorm

‘rom every living soul sinece I was born?

My friemd, you think? Yoo sorry cucksold; wo.

But an account is dne

And shall be paid, 0 luster that begat."

Howevcr despicable Wodred may be and however he may condemn

Bl by his tyescheriss, we must admnlt That thae sralp &t

Bubtice in his tleime kks long Leen ovverioaked,

"swenivere Tells" 1s a refutation of the story that arthur
was revived by the mysterious Quveens who toeolk him to Avalon,
For here Gwenivere declares that he reached Avalon dead and
that she, Gwenivere, helped bury him. This inconsistency of
Gwenivere's being last heard of on her way to Camelot before
the warring began, and now being gt arthur's burial in Avalon
e not explezined. 2She goes on to say, indeed, that after his
death she took the vows und became ihbess at imesbury, though
"love remained a flame within my scul." Years later a message

bearing Lancelot's crest, an olive spray from Gethsemane, came

B¢ her with the wish that it might give her peace as 1t had him.

"The Deasth of Lancelot" is told by fwenivere. PBors comes
to her after many years, sumnoning her to her loverls death-

bed. She discards her nunt's attire and =zoes with him but it



is too late. liaEncelot is desd and his gray hairs shock her
who had never thought of him as old. 2he helps bury him
and strews flowers above him, wishing for the day when she

shall follow him.

"Dust to Dust" is a version of thut interesting legend
of Henry Plantagenet and his Fair Rosamond's visit te the
tomb of Arthur and his Queen, which was being unearthed by
mnonks., There the two lay, placid and beautiful. In the
face of such peace the two lovers knelt and Roszsmond let
fall a petezl f'rom a rese 2t her hdl t inte the Tomb. Imme-
diately, "like ice that unseen April makes to melt," the
bodies disappeared as though they had never been. The in-
plusicn of this story wiih those of Artmi¥ and his Ted-gela

gueen is fitting and interesting.

4L

There follow two poems which the author savs are told
after the older poets, one "The Begetting of Arthur," which

) 1§ . e
f0llows the story as teld by Malory,” amd "The Taking of

Gwenivere," which is %told as the French poets have told it
and, as the author says, 1t is the story, not of Lancelot

and Gwenivere, but of Tristan and I=olt.

L beautiful story, decidedly medieval in atmosphere and in

mingling of the supernatural with the real, appears next under

I Porte Darthur, Boock I, Chapters I, II and III.



the title "South and FKast," tut this has no direct connection

with our lezend except that the author plzces it within the

rirle of Arthur,

The volume ends with & story of Constans, who succeeded

trthur omn the throne.

In "¥Midsummer Night" Mr., Masefield has shown himself a
worthy Arthurisn poet and while the quality of the verss is
uneven he has made several interestineg and harmonious add-
itions to the main body of the legend end given unusual and

nifiec

oo

si nt lpoferpretations of charmcheres ip the legend. For

n

these reasons we consider this second only to "Tristra=m" in

contempeorary Arthurian literature.
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BINYON'S “ARTHUR"

The day geoes Lo the night,

Aad T %0 Qarfness, with oy toil -undone.

Yet something, surely, something shall remain.,

& meed is sown in Pritain, Guenevere;

And whether men wsit for 2 hundred yvears

Or for a thousand; they shall £find it Plower

In youth unborn. The young have gone before me,
The maid Elaine, Gareth, and Gaheris -- hearts
Without a price, poursj out. PFut now I know

The tender and passionate spirit that burned in them
To dare a1l and emfure all, lives &nd moves,

ind though the dark comes down upon our waste,
Lives ever, like the sun above all storms;

This old world skhzll bBeheld it shine again

To prove what splendour wmen have power Lo shape
From mere mortality.

A skillful dramatizatlion of the events which led tc the
dissolution of the Round Table is found in Laurence Binyon's
"arthur." This play is drawn from Malory for the most part
e is writbten pretty mch in the apirit of Arthurian times,
The figure of iLrthur, however, still eludes us and while the
fitay dced make Bim a 1liftles lese of the Vietorien prig, we
are not yet satisfied with him as the "blameless" and the

real King Arvthur.

The opening scene is laild at Astolat in Sir PBernard's
geastle. Lavaine, Sir Bernard's. younger son, begins to suspect
that their unknown visiteor is Sir Launcelot for whom the King

I From & speech of Arthur's toward the snd of the play,
"arthur,” by Laurence Rinyon.
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B8 pearching snmd bega thet if 1t 15 the peerleds Knight he
e allowed to accompany him back te the e ourt. Bir Torrs,
the older rother enters, reviling Launcelot for his affair
with the Queen and accusing him of playing with the affections
it voung Flsine, their sigbtew. | [euncslpt. sverheairs paef of
Torre's rude speech and answers for himself, asking to speak
yith EFlaine., This her father ellows in spite of Torre's
ohjections. When he returns to 3ir Pernard he says, "I have
hurt her but to hesl." WNevertheless, after Launcelot is gone

Elaine sinks into illness.

5

he next scene af lLonden in the Kipg's palace discloses

arthur alarmed over the loss of Launcelot «nd the scandal
which Mordred hes started by his visilts to the rebesl camp.
fnenevere enters and in & speech which 1s better than any in
contemporary treatment states her own case.

"T am but an idle corner of your kingdom;
You are called to graver matters."

Even this hint is not heeded by Arthur, who i3 indeed occupied
With grave matters, but 1f he had attended a l1ittle more €p

his Queen perhaps those graver matters would not have arisen.
Launcelot returns at this moment &nd is welcomed by his King,
Who goes out commending the Queen to Launcelet's care, This

is in keeping with the usuel tradition, -- Arthur so good Bhat

he is blind to the faulls snd weaknesseg in all about him.



Gusnevere resents this lack of perscnal warmth and care and

says to Launcelot, much as Ternyson's duinevere f”flb,W

"The Kingl
He glves me to your %a'”a; Ce“rri_ me so
ith circumspection, like a palissd
'rom far away; not with a mg ri“kt arm

_Jout my body and & Bword
T am but a custom and an igy
I ceo for his realm's obse ances; and he

r‘y, - r*« p-,
DJ
-
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nembers only that I wear & crown.
He is as far from me as *he night stars.
I cannot touch him, carmot wound him."

fuenevere does indeed have the "wine of earth" in her veins,
but now she believes that Launcelot has chosen 2 youngser love

Bl she rushes out in BReRt Snger.

Thie ezt stene, however, jls e end story of the 141y

of

k 30 - g
maid, token more or less directly Trom Malory~ or from

=

Tennyzon's later versiocn of the same story,” with a new

o

emphasis upon the chearacter of Sir Torre, who hated Launcelot

iy

or bthe wrong he had unintentionelly done Flsine and even
Ehreatens to challenge him. He 1s a pathetiec figure, this

glhunt, righteous fellow, with his great love for his little

gister and his helplessness te gave her. he letter Ilsine

dictates to Torre to be placed with her on her last journey

1 In "Guinevers,"

lines 640 to 644, this sttitude is expressed:
" 1
-~ *

thought I ceuld not bredthe in that fine air
That pure severity of per Ho o
I vearn'd for warmth and colour

Tn Lencelot "
e Darthur, Book XVTTI Chapters 1', VTTI XTIV, XIX -amcl EA.
Jdvlls of the Klng, dnrcelor end gine .’

whtceh I fomnd
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down the river bto Camelot is a mere paraphrasineg of Tennyson.l

The next is an interesting addition in detsil $o Lhe
gtory. It -is a Banguet atene Where Arthur =nd Laeancelet are

absent, being in comference concerning state affairs, and the
Queecn heads the table. Mordred and Agraveine seek somée excuse
te disturb the squanimity of the tuéen and place her in an un-
favorable light, which oeccasion they {ind in the red sleeve
which Lancelot wore at the last Tournament and which was, ef
epurase, the faver ef Elaine. With €lifizulily Ghlmevere Fe-
eovers her polse and the knights gquarrel with one ancther
until she leaves, summoning Leuncelot to her at once. As she
iz railing &t Leuneslot the barge belring the hody ef Hlaisne

floats by and Fuinevere begs pardoa of her lover for her

oatbarst .

There fellows & pcene taken in grest detail from Milory,
concerning the discovery of Launcelof in the Queen's room

znd the conseauent death of all the discoverers save their

leader, NMordred. In this horrible turn Buenevere foresees

is hour all's war =nd

£

the ruin of the kingdom:-- "fron

ruin. I foresee it, I thet made it, It has come, Doom! Doom!™"

Arthur has heard of the guarrel at the kangue: and Tears

1 See the Idylls of the King, "Lancelot and Hlsine," lines

1264 to 1RY4.
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his Queen has kéen insulted. Sgweine trieés To keep it from

hilim, but he says;

"My royal Guenevere! I did not know.

I have been boused in my own r»oof of carss.

I have becn strange to her, that reeded me."
Bordred comes in théefn, spatteresd with blood, ind tells of Eke
fight at the GQueen's docr. Arthur sends Tareth and Gaheris
te arrest the Queen and séize Launcelot, after Lrying te sehd
Gawaine who refuzed bto have any part in whot he deemed an
injustice and Indlignity te the Queen. Arthor as King feels
he must be jJjust. He 1s Trooding over the revelation which has
just ceome to him as such a2 shock when another messenger comes
in with word of fresh slawghter, @awzine's younger brothers
now being killed, and the Queen carried off by Launcelot.
This slight departure from the old story 1s, we feel, a weak-
gming of dramatic intensity, having the Queen submit docilely
to arrest only to e snatched away before any trial or
Bihlakment €am B6 started, =Ad ihe old =eene of Quanevedd
fastened to the stake, the faggots burning around her when

Launcelot rescues her, is more powerful than this newer

version.

The next scene, the siege of Joyous (Gard where lLauncelot

and the Queen are, while following the traditional story, does

I
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intreduece zome eleémeni® wvhich add to it end are compatilile
with the swirlt of the legend. Bugh #n additdcenm 18 %the
pEempt of Leunceled 18 cohRfludeée 4 pends TPedi¥. ArthnF is
not able to comply with hils Triend's reauest for a promise

pf mercy to the Queen if she returne, 3¢ the warFr goiés o
Bntil the embassy frem Relme brings a papal decree putting an
end to it and demanding return of the "Jueen and guaranteeing
mercy to her. Inn this scene launcelot shows himself the more
noble of the fwo and the more kingly, therefore. 4s has heen
the case in previous versions, Leunceélct is a serious rival
seF the center of isveresf. He reminds Arthmr of thelr o0ld
friendship tut Gawaine insults him and, a&s has been said,

the war continues. A4nother innovation of the author's is

the setling -- a severe thunder storm, where even the very
elements of nature seem to be in sympathetic conflict. The
iird, amd one which lends gredter grandewr t¢ the eharacteas
of Launcelot and adds to the tragedy, is the brief interview
on the field of battle between the King and Launcelot who has
come up just 1n time to prevent his loyal henchman, Bors, from

glaying Arthur. He confesses to the King the wrong he has

done and tegs that Arthur take his life as forfelit. Lrthur,

[02]

too, appears 1in tragic grandeur when he says, In answer to

the pleea that he take back his Queen with forgiving and love:
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"Take back my Queen pardoned to my heart, you plead.
Ah, Tauncelot! Were 1t merely man and woman,
Love should be wide =2nd infinite as air
To meet her at the world's end with my arms,
Even at the fsrthest erring. Therel's no help.
A man may pardon, but the Kinez may not.

The King is justice, or no more a King."

fuenevere i& returned $o the Fing, however, by virtwe of £he
pepal decree. She begs to be sent immediately to the cloister

at Amesabury and Arthur lets her go.

The last sceme is &t 4mesbury where a nun, Lynned, is
comforting Guenevere when the Aing Comes., Lynned persusacdes
the Jueen to see him, after telling how she once denied her
lover, Gawaine, who now lies dezd. The King appears, exalted,
strange, almost transfigursd. e =peilks as enly the dying
c¢ap speak, with a visicn and 1nslght intdb the Tuturs. He
tells her that his lisght came when Gawaine, at the last turned
back to Launcelot -- he uvnderstood then that Launcelot loved
¥im, the Kiog, svel wore because he did Him wrong, just as
Gawaine finally realised ik his own cese. He recognizew, Led,
that in his own character lay the fate of his urder,.
of' that perfect realm,

Clouded in car:cs of policy and state,
Saw not what burning soul was at my side,
that

Wanting the love t sees through human eyes
ind by love urderstsands.

"I in my far dream

There is mone of the harsh avenger that we Tind in Tennyson'e

drthur, who, while professing thet he visits his (ueen thls
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last time not to eurse her but to forglive, scourges her
nrmercifally with aa saloof superiority.l In this scens
more than any other in the pley ¥r. Binyoh sSuceceeds in maklhe
srthur approach human perfection without Lkeins conscious of
hiz own viFtue. There 18 & great love and understhpding That
has never before been part of Arthur's character. The lines
queted 3% the first of this setilon are his dying retruspess
of His own life and his wvision of the future importance of
his achievement. If lr. Binyon had emphasized this note, that
arthur did indeed sow seed in Britsin which would flower some
time in the fuiure ahd thet the joung peeplé who were attrsmi-
ed to his hish Order {did no¥ sacrifige Eheir liveg i=m vain
but thuat their spirit lives forever, "like the sun above all

' he would have siruck 2 new note in Arthurian treat-

atorms,’
ment, and one which, we feel assured, needs emphasis. It 1s
true that he has wore than any of the older writers scen

his sapect of optimism and hopefulness in what wes apperent-

iy an mtter failure, but we fesl that even more could heve

heen made of it.

1 The Idwylls of the Kinz, "Cuinevere," lines 419 to 577.






ERSKINE!S "GALAHAD"

Hany 1iberiies have beeén -talken with ocur bisdy of
1égends, but 1t remdlibed (or Er. Jokn Nrekiae Te epeculats
merrily on theilr sdapbability to onr omn age avd zive an
extremely modern reading of alory's story of Zalshad. Un-
fortunately Mr. Erskine adapts the one aspect of our present
society and Lancelot, Cuinevere, Galahac znd the rest talk
as if they were the smartest of present-day smart socilety.
Littie romains of the old ideslism and chaslity of Galahad --
he becomesz under this haedling en eppalling prig: Yet this
gay speculation and ultra-modern dialosue can afford us another
interesting evidence of the adaptability of irthurian matter
te the peculiar attitudes of every age. 42 knatels ¥Framte
griee sugaested, it ia only in the past Ffhat one's imaginalien
can Tind scope for 1ts expression -- the present is intractable,

the future vague and unseizable,

It is imtesresting te note befors taking up Mr. Breiine's

"galahad" his own purpose in ariting it and his judgment of

the legendary foundatien for the story. In the first pages
of his book he says,

"It is well to menticn these lecends (some earlier

versions of the story) hecaunse they are known, and if

we did not warn the reader he might be lesking for them

in this bool. But we shall tell the FLOPy e 1t happéened
im edy wmorld, e psople like cureelves, or enly & little
better -~ the shory, that iz, 28 1t was befogre poets 11fted
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1t out ®f its erigin and used it feor & language for
remote and mystical things. 1In its humhle form it

had ites ewn meanliig. We say nthing bhere of the Jrail,
ner of Jeseph of Arimathea, nor of ' €he Roulnd Table,

nor . of Excglilhr; we confine our repert te the first

o
v

causes, &8 it were, of these fsamous dreasms."

The story begins when ~rthur, Guinevers, Lancelot were
young, -- four yeears aifter driimrte wedding, to iz Eke dals.
lancelot, 2s 1In Walory!s story, makes a visit Lo King Pelles
on & mission for the Eing and meets Elaine, whome Erskine
concelives as a modernist, & feminist, an utterly frank and
uninhikited woung lady. Neo contrast could be grealer than
this Elalne and & Jennysonian malden with her ethereal, al-

arm, or even thet “richlier heseen lady" who

e

most mystical ¢
1s Malory's conception of ¥Xing Pelles! daughter. The modern
Flaine is
"Not so tall as Guinevere, and her hair was not so btrown.
She had it cut short amd she was slender as a boy, but
the mischiel in her hlue eyes seemed to Lancelot anything
but boyish."

This Eleine Treglly puts ber problem up té Leancelet, whe

refuses her overcures. The modern author takes the hare out-

[¥a]

1ins of the Bir Bromel incidentl and makes out of this un-
fortunate lover a thorouchly interesting 2nd humorous char-
agter, omé of the most interesting in the book. fter Lanece-
lott's vislft te King Pelles Elains dismisses poor Bromel

finglly after telling him that she lovea Lancelot. je is

a perfect foil for the romantic figure of lLancelet, who 1is

1 @orte Darpthir, Book XTI, Chapter III.
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"tall -- dark -- deep eyes -- a number of scars on his face.,..
orly twenty-five...... and quite a perscn," as Elaine describes

him to the outraged Hromel,

Lancelot and Arthur later are riding together to a

'

teurnawent when they come up with Iseult and her two lovers,
Tristrem and Palomides. Arthur, who, as Guinevere says, nesds

5

te He amused, rides up Lo them in curicsity as

i

o the renowned
beauty., Tristrem resencs this avpparent discourtesy, not know-
ing who Arthur 18, and Palomides tilts with Arthur to the
lattar's embarrassment. Arthur pursues the matter even after
he has bsen extricated Cfrom the scrape by Lancelet, and leaves
Tristram accepting his apology none too graciously., When
Gawaine slyly lets Ouinevere coax this affalr out of him, she
is diaturbed, not by jealousy either of her husband or her

) i

lover, but because Lancelot has allowed himself out of lovalty

to the Eing: to become imvolved in & ridiculous situation.
There 48 an interesting scene after the two have come home

from the tournament, when Guinevere explains her dlsappointment

first in Arthur and now in Lancelot. ©GShe says,

"WWhen I found he was satisfied with himself, =nd couldn't
imagine a career, not even when I pointed it out, there
was nothing for me to help him in. I turned to you for
the chance to live. I thought I could find life through
you. =- I could dream, you could act out the vision. --
Together me comld == éen in spite of Arther, we could
bestow on him 2 kingdom and a name."

But Lancelot has not had quite the same view of their affair.



He denies th:t he is the kind of a man "that mekes a difference
in the world, who builds something," 2nd says he has loved
Guinevere [or herself, not to impréve her or 'te eFifieize hewr
husband. Arthur, prefending to think lLancelot in love with
Tlaine, sends him on another mission to Felles, who hears of
the coming visit and wisely sends hie daughter away to avoid
any repetition of her unmaidenly behavior. While lancelot is
there, however, a message comes summoning him to "his lady

-

at Case Castle." When he arrives there he Tinds T.lsine but

the device of magic thot Malory uses as Ilaine'!'s method of

achieving his love is scorned by the meodern versiom and it is

by open persuasicn amd the young lady's defermination that

the Imight Fisle=.

The second part of the story is entitled "Tllzine and
fuinevere." 1t is a splendid study in two predominant feminine
types: Guinevere, the old-fashioned inspirstionsl woman who
wants mento do things for her sake, and klsine, modern, abso-
lutely without contrel or refinement, btut delightfully clever,
witty and fascinating. Elaine comes tTo Camelot to persuade
raneelot to go back with her, or; at lesst, 1o Help her nEilse
her son, Galahad. The Queen, overhearing part of Chelr eom-
versation, enough at least to infuriate her, dismisses Lance-
lot ¢ruelly, and he, lilke Tristrsam, gZoes med and is lost for

two years or longer. He then wanders into Tlaine's estate
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and his son founds a curious friendship with

kY - P

While Lancelot is still away Guilnevers in a rather pathetic

attempt to call back her youth takes two of her ladies and goes
gying in the woods. This account is token rather exactly from
faloryl except that according to the modern version there were

ne knights accompanying the Quesn and lancelot was not oub: af
favor when summoned to redress the wrongs done the Queen. There
is, however, the same mortal combat, after Lancelot has been
summoned out of his voluntsary exile for the first time in wmore
than nine years snd, as Eleine had said from the beginning, the
first time the Cueen calla, Lancelot returns Lo her. So, accord-

il

rst

e

ing to Mr. Ergkine, the inspirational woman wins in this f

0]

contest between the two types.

The third part of the book is called "fuinevere =nd Galanad."
Two ¥years have elapsed and Guinevere, tallking with Lancelot,
looks bhack over hest . She has glven up the idea
of a career Tor Lancelot and 1s content, apparently, to enjoy
his companionship. Then CGalahad comes Lo court. Immediately

he becomes for his Queen simply another young man to inspire,

as enes of her ladies rather aptly puits 1t. 8She is intensealw

s

aware of his possibilities and he is a godsend to her, now

4

that Arthur &nd lLancelot have both failed in the careers she
nhad planned for them. Galahsad is to be, as she heraself tells

his father, her masterpiece. B8She gives him the vision that is

1'Nerte Depkhyr, Eook EIX.
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o make hils reputation Ter mwitler popify s -holiness,
which as this writer sees it, are apparvently 1ittle more than
atupidity. - It is unfertinate that ¥r,. Erekige isn this more Shin
glever pliece of wrlting denies some of his eariiar ddeas, &s;
for example, the necessity of making the charucters of liter-

ature better than ordinary pecpls, sinee we are unconscioualy

moulded by what we read, Certainly no one would allow him-

i_'-

self te respect parity, chestity and other wvirtues, if

stupidity would be his enly reward, nor be influsnced by
the character of sucth an imsufferable prig as virtue has made

of Falahad under Gurinevere's tutelage.

The fourth part of the hock is "gaelanrad snd the Suest."

This is, of course, largely original with lir. Erskine, although

5 |
03
=i

there 18 foundation in Malory, 1n that lehad did go on a
gimilar guest, but in the modern text, the quest is merely
incidental, the theme of the book being Malahad's resction to
the realization that those perscns whom he had considered
perfect and upon whom he had based the very foundations of
his character, his father, his mother and, more tham either
of these, Guinevere herself, had not lived up to those ideals
which he had set for himself due to Guinevere's inspiration.
The psychological struggle the toy endures and the small

chance -he hsad te rebuild hiszs life as Avthurls mew helper, the

righter ofvwrong, the hope end Joy Arthur foumd in this possi-



bility ef reseniug Lis COrder from the stsghdtion Infto wWhitdk
it had sunk, Gulnevere's final risinz to ¢t
which she had besen preaching, in her confesgion to Galan=d that
she wzs the woman his father had loved for twenty years -- all

of this is sighificeant as & new irtsrprelistion with emphEsis
npon exactly those phases of
heen neglected, whether wissly or not, at least to the greatver
Aigmity of the stery. Galahad, alfter Thiz sarilss of mosl
shocking reveleations, that his parents were not merrisd, hLad
they conld pever marry becailse His fsther 1loved snother womam,
and that this woman was Guinevere, who was to the young idealis

all thst was pure and worshipful, goes on his quest, leaving

the whole dismal affair

The last part is a treatment of the Elgipeg of Astolst

(')

story in maeh the same vein as the reat of the book. Lancelag
comes to 4stolat when he is a middle aged man and the dark-
eyed, dark-haired child, Elaine, puts Lo him the same proposal
that that other Flaine had made so many yvears before, with the
tragic result polgnantly described by Walory and Tennvson.

This 1is what pnzzles Lancelot and, we may add, the reader &l80,
at the end of his life when he is talking over his problems
with a brother monk, that his best conduct, leavipng dstolaf
without farewell to the chlld Klaine, resulted so tragically
ind his worst, with that other Ilaine, resulted in the noblest

-

life of the whole realm, Galahad. 4Lnd Galahad would nob

Lhe 01d gtorv vwhich have hseretofore

€
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have been the charscter he was without his father's other great
§in, the lovwe for tis Ffriend's wife, hecanas &he, jeslong ef
her supposedly unfaithfﬁl lover, undertook to have the best of

it by making owt ef his son bher maslerpiets.

Unfortunately, Guinevere dominates the story, regardless
of the title.: &8 Wy. Flmer Devis puts 1%,

"Guinevere runs off with Iir. Erskine's !'Galahad.! As the
woman who made the young knight what he wag she dominates
the siery. ...Hls aSrength wes as the atrength cof teh
because his head was thick. 8So Mr. Erskine would re-
write Tennwyson, and proceeds to inguire inato the reascne
for this remarkable opecity."

—1

This is the most depressing part of tThe boék, thet Galahed,
who might be so wmuch more justly devpicted and so much more
worthily, should appear msrely af the Eonl of deceorum, not of
intelligent psflecfion of character. He is indeed mhblewmighed,
but are we to believe that to atbzin to virtue one must dis-
card all his reason and become & stupid prig? 48 has been sug-
gésted above, this treatment of one of the most heautiful of
g1l the Arthuriaf legends 15 characteriatic of a certain trend
in contemporary viewpoints and is for that reason significant
in this connection. As contributing teo the permsnent Arthurian
literature, it is unimportant, but as a striking comment of

prezent sttltudes it 1s worth notlce hérs.

In neg

<

lecting much of the raw material of this story

1 Quoted from The Wew York Times RBook Review, November 14,
1926 .
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and Ty adding e 4it; the suthor has, of eonrae, fikted -if kB
his owm purpose. It does pat ring true, bowever, (o thore
great ldeales and emoiions which the legends have Trystalised
For us through =neceseliye ages. It cannpt We denied, pever-
theless, that the beck has been without value; if nothing else,
it has at least done much to popularize that particular
Arthurisn maiter amd we €ammet at feel That some of the mORII=
ity of purpose which lies therein must impress tho reader sven
in this Lenceldf, Guinevere, Artlmr and Galahad, who, though
they spmak lik= rather FemArkable cowhlityy elub kabitves, are
somehow illumined now =znd then with thst mysticism and idealism
which in older tredfmenta i3 thelr ehleT charatiéristie. Hs-
pecially is fhie true ef the character of Arthur. While he ap-
pears less eften than any otkey important character, we have a
very distinet impression of him. He, even more than Binyon's
Arthur, understands @uipeyere snd pitiea Lancelot. What drives
Lancelot to the monastery is the reallzation that Arthur saw
almost from the beginning what was going on between his best
Enlzht and his Oueen, and that he condoned it, alheit pitying
Lancelot. Arthur is not g0 hish-minded as to be ineffective,
as he 18 in Tennyscn'sm versiom; but becuomes here veiy wisme,
and ftherefore ssdly telerant. With the sxseptlion of the Eing,
however, we pust admit that the sharacters of the legend are
in some way cheapened under the direct and psychological study
¥r. Erskine gives and do not altogether conform to those ideals
whish they have heretofore eftriven for and which some esm-

temporary writers retain.
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CONCLUSION

Under the necessary limitations of such a treatment
ag this, we cannot exhaust contemperary Arthurian matter,
but must content ourselves with those works which seem to us
te be most significeant and reprefentative. There are berides
these stories amd poens whish retsll ih & meaw way the okd
versions many which are merely suggested by the old legend,
or derivatives of it, for exsmple, a short story by William
Gerhardi, entitled "Tristan und TIsolde," althoush there is
nothing ‘ef the ©ld legernd breught inte the plot exeept tThe
name and the effect on two young people of TWagner's opera
of the same name, 4 similar case is that of a volume of
plage by, Fleyl Dell., all modert im Thems and ireatwent, Time
bitle of whieh 1% T"EKing irthur's Secka." Ohly one play im
the c@llégtioe has the Pemoiest comnnection with Eing Arthay,
and 1t is merely a transposition of the Arthurian triansle to
modern suburbanites with such a twist in 1t both sas to char-
apter dnd as to aituetion that the reaemblance tp the arligimal

1

)]

e

gend 1s in name only. The maln ldea of the glay seems to
be thet in a modern setting such an affalr ag that of Lance-
lot snd Guinevere would be impossihle not becszuse of any im-

"we are

provement in morsl sensibility, but rather because
hopelessly civilized. We had a spark of the o0ld barbaric

flame -- but it went out." And so this modern suburban



Guinevere goes back from a brief moment of love-making
with "Lance" to mending her husband's socks, from which

the farce takes its name.

i modern srthurian product of some worth is Warwick
Deeping's novel, "Uther and Ygraine," It antidates, however,
the limlt which we hava sst for eoptemporery writing, altlongh
it has undergene a2 reprinting within the last two years ané
hae at last come lmte ikbs owmn. It is a cherming book im that
stvle which has made the author's later works such favorites.
The subject matter is one which has deserved more ample treat-
ment from the beginning, these characters being merely sug-

1

geasted by Walory™ and almost totally disregarded by Termyson.

The story of the parents of ALrthur as told here loses that
brutallity and force which characterized Malory!s Tther and
becomes the sfory of a besublful lewe. As wes the -case with
wr, ilasefleld's account? this change in the o0ld lezend appeals

more to the moderm remder and remcves gucth of the stigwe which

has surrounded ALrthurt!s birth.

We have examined eight characteristic and representative
contemporary products of srthurian legend, What, now, ¢an
o

we conclude as to the general trend of contemporary handling

of the legend? This can be suggested first by a glance back

1 Morte Darthur. Book I, Chapters I, IT and
2 Zee Pags 70,

: i 2

|
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at the titles we have used, "The ‘meen of Cornwall "
erlin, ™ "Lancelot," "Iristram,™ "Tristan and Tself," =nd
a few others. Tt becomes evident at onte that all of these
gre loave storied in wirish the love elenent ié of primary

"widsurmer Hight," which

importance with the exception of
like the Idylls of the King, is8 a8 ccllection intending te
bring tossther a musmber of Arthurian stories. FEven with
"Merlin™ Vivien is of egusl if not supericr interest in the
story with the hero., Then our first conclusion would be

that modern writers find in irthurian lore the greatest inter-
est 1n the love stories 1n women characters. I helieve there
is not one of those works which we have discussed herein in
which the hero iz ab Gistihet wid ag eignificant az the
heroine: -- Vivien surpasses ¥Yoerlin, the 1sclts are invariably
stronger characters than the Tristrams, and Muinevere robs
Arthur, lLanceélot end Calakad of The prime role. nd in every

ene -the lave flement replsces the o0ld adventure, war, political,

|_ll

or religious theme. It is significant to make a comparative
study of the mentlien made cf women 1n Malory with that in
modern derivatives, Love for lNalory's men seems to have heen
incidental as compared with the main business of Pighting

and guesting. With our centemporaries, however, adventure is
almost universally secondary to the love interest. Lancelot

oes off to6 the Tournament because Juinevere sends him1 or

o]

1 Séee¢ 1dylls of the King, "Lancelot and Elaine."
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because she is angry with him1 and mo ¢contemporsry author
has deemed theae wilder days when Arthur and Lancelot were
young =z=nd engaged in clearing the land of heathen, bandit and
wild beasts and before either of them loved uinevere of
sufficient interest fto bear treatment. Tven Uther is as de-
voted to winning Igrsine as he is Lo his adventures, although
he is Fhe €leseast approach to the Malery here,® The first
chemge,; then, which we netice in centemperary hamdling of

AFrthurian Jegend Ts that leve, or the social slement, has

replaced the war, or adventure element.

The second characteristic of contemporary Artihmrian
literature is a consequence, almost a corallary of the first:
it is the attitude 6f the pasyehelogia® which nearly 4ll zom=-

temporary writers sdopt in hardling this legend., 'The heroes

as wall 28 the Werolnes become introspective and thomahtfMal,

Lte

rather than vigorous, active, Tighting peopls., This is

natural in an age of physical comfort znd refinement, when
the men no longer have to fight with their fists to nrotect
their women nor labor with their bodies to vroduce 2 livelihood

N

for their families. Arthurian Jegend has been ratinna]llged,
intellectnaliged snd the nmative vigomr snd ruggedness of
those early Pritons iz lost ss they become pscho-analysts

and students of their own mental reactions. Thi=s ¥ riot

be a bad thing -- at any rate, it is developing an aspect of

1 This 1s the esccount giveh in Galahad. iy John Erskine,
2 We refer here to Tther of Warwick Deeping's novel.
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gee

the legend which has nof hefore this age recelved any rotice-~
able attention and it has ite value, just as every successive
treatment of the same subjects has had, io refleeting the age

in which it was produged. Particularliy is this intrespectliom

e

evident in ¥r. Vasefield!s "Tristan und Isoclt" where there are
lopg passages iy whleh the t#6 lovers reflect cver thelse
various mental states and irnner experiences. The same thing
is shown in 2 more lively style by ir. Frskine in "Galahad.™
The resultan:- less of much gf thae bleedy action inp Walory

and othef eaPlier authore capmot be judged a loms, but whether

we are overdoing the reflective and inftrospective aspects to

an extent which is almesti neuretic remains yet to be seen.

Another characteristic of these contemporary works 1is

e Whioh merlks our age 1n other rlelfs than Arthirian
literature. I refer to the daring, almost flippant approach
we take to enything which ezxisted hefore our day. While this
is not present to any great extmnt in any of the works dis-
cussed herein, unless it be "Galshad," it should be mentioned
because such an attitude does seem to characterize much of
our thinking Today. Now, this i2 & decided ‘improvemsnt over
the blind respect, z2lmozk woreghip, of amything of The part
whieh omiz l1ltevyary anceesors indulged ih and sver their

Victerian sentimentalism, sud yet we hope that our audd=ity

may hot cense w8 Lo di=regerd the fTrmth of those ideals



- 107 -
which the old legends embody simply in order that we may
make the characters speak as if they were "at this very
minute, in‘the first drawing-room to the left as you go down

the nall.l

Now, let us review briefly the additions which each of
these contemporary treatments has msade to the extension and
guality of this literary treasure-house. These way well be
classified under three headings: 1) new interpretstions of

character, 2) revisions and changee in plot, and 3} treat-

ments of hitherto obscure episodes ol the gstories.

In méntioning again the new interpretstions of character,

we would Tirst notice one or two general tendencies as to

w

characterization of these art urians todawv. aArthur we have

found to be concelived as not so perfect, but as having more

1

nnderstanding and a better insight into human nature. The

greater interest in the women characters of the legend has
brought aphout many complex snd intricsne developments of
fuinever® and the twe Iamolta, partiswvlarly. Then 1t 13

i 4=

3]

generally true in contemporary treatments the villaims
are not absolutely evil nor tha heroes perfectly good; char-
scters are wore delicately shaded so thet we find ourselves

gympathizing with a ¥ark and leéing a bit impatient with

Suinevere, hose specific characterizations which seem to us
1 Mrem a review in The Times (London) Literary Supplement,

December 6, 1926.
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o be partidularly new o Worth mentlon here are [Hardy)s

1 . c Er = L 2
Breton Iseult,” Robinseon's Lancelot, Tristram,® ahd the
fhite Isolt,” wasefield's Yarc,* apd his own creation,

Gwenivach,” Binyon's Arthur,® snd frskine's Galshad

8

Guinevere,> and Elaine,8 Pelles! daughter.

4 summnary cof revisions in plot from the old stories
would include 1) the almost total abandonment of any super-
natural element, &s ls evifdenced in RHobinson's treatment ef

the passing of arthur, 9 and, also, in the omission of the

i1l effect of the fGrail guest in Arthur's Order,10 3) the

theory of fate, destiny or Doom, which brings the catustrophe,ll

4) intreduction of the low comedy into the Tristan-Isolt

s i : : %
story,lﬁ 5) a new framework Tor the Tther-Yzraine eplsode,ld
6) a poetic hepdling of the old popular tradition that arthur

=
will return,14 7) Arthurt's paternal affection for ‘odred,l“

8) the suggestlon that Artiwur has sown the seed for future

—
]

geheratiems teo recp il & hetter cﬁViljZLLion,*b 9) Galshad's

whole story, espegially his rejection ©f his parsents axd of

Guinevere. While these are the most outstending changes made

in 0ld legends, there are necessarlily many lesser diversions

which, however, will have me lasting effect upon thée 1legend

1, Page %7 7 Page 100 14 Pege 75
1A Page 44 8 Pepme 96 15 Page 78
2 Page 409 9 Papge 40 16 rare 09
3 Papge £50-51 10 Page 42

4 Page 66 11 Page 3¢

5 Pages 75 &and 79 12 Page 64

6 Page 82 13 Pages TO am@ 108
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and serve merely as devices

7
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]
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Tregtments of eplscdes in tha legends hitherlbo chscure

are valuable, of course, for the general enrichment of the

~

cld stories. Ountstesnding amoviz such contributions by con-
temporary writers sre the Brittany scenes which Malory treats
. T r 4 e 3 ---l T H T r o ~ 5 o e

only most bhriefly. Malory, too, has Tristram almost forget
esale Isoud when he weds Iscoud 1a Blanche Mains. Then
Erakine has given us our most complete picture of those evernts
of Lanceloits life connected with Elaine, King Felles!
denghter; &l Thelr™ Safi, Which events are told in & few

(]
chapters by Halory” snd omitted albogether by ¥ennyson.

Another i1mportant filling ocut of the old framework is the

1t

47}

story of Arthur's parents which Vesefield and Deeping bot

o

ich Malory finighes with in three

relate in some detail and w

short chapters,” These, I believe, are the chief accounts

s

which fiil in obhscure orsketehy plsces in the o0ld versions,.

o

Arthurian legend retains its fascination for poets,

Ly

=1

enn

54

noveligts, pleywrights and seholara., TIY is the pe

among litersry products. Vhlle its mysbery still eludes us

o f

f.

in spite of the cold and penetrating snalyses some of . our

moderns have subjected i1t to and there is mich of it the

Y

1 Morte Darthur. Book VIII, Chaptera XXXV and XXXVI.
2 Ibid., Book XI, Chapters II and XX.
TRid., Book I, Chapters T, IT and ITTI.
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modern spirit cannot sympathize with, we find that contemporary
literature has been much enriched by these excursions Iinto
Arthurian saga. Such modern versions avoid those commen

e

ings, mediocrity of

e

faults of contemporary writ characters,

mere contemporanecusness and naturalism. Jlthether they will
stand the test of time and be incorporated into the great
Arthurisn cycle as significant contributions cannet be

decided this socon. Kevertheless, we of today realize more

than ever the immortallty of those idesls which have made

the 0ld story survive in spite of various hsndlings, not

all sympathetic, and have caused the legend itself to transcend
all its versions, whether the vigorous, virile scheme of
¥alory, the intellesetualized hendling of Spenser, the

Victorisn sweetness of Tennyson, or the psychelogical,

rationalized breatments of contemporary writers,
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