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ABSTRACT

In Le Morte Darthur, Sir Thomas Malory adopts an equivocal attitude to Arthur’s death which
contradicts known sources in favour of an apparent digression, and which accentuates the author’s
apparent uncertainty: some men, he remarks, believe Arthur did not die, and that he may yet return.
This sentiment is summarised in the haunting epitaph Malory reports is said to be on the tomb: "Hic

iacet Arthurus, rex quondam rexque futurus."

Critics to date have generally assumed that Malory was uncertain what to believe. Using the epitaph
as a leitmotif, this thesis argues that Malory deliberately chose what was a relatively well known
phrase in order to avoid stating overtly the fact of Arthur’s death. A survey of attitudes up to and
including the fifteenth century will show that the legend of Arthur’s survival and return, the ‘Briton
hope’, was invariably viewed ironically. A detailed discussion of Fordun’s Chronica Gentis Scotorum,
Bower’s Scotichronicon and John Hardyng’s Chronicle, all involving detailed analyses of unpublished
manuscript material, reveals hitherto unobserved examples of the epitaph, including a new variant, as
do manuscripts of Lydgate’s Fall of Princes. In both historical and literary texts therefore, the above
epitaph -- dated to before 1385 -- was widely used, and all indications are that Arthur’s death was
accepted unquestioningly. The Fall is also suggested as a possible source for Malory’s version. The
thesis concludes with a discussion of why Malory should have risked surprising his audience through
his apparent deference to the Briton hope. Close textual analysis with reference to identified sources
shows Malory suppressing detail concerning Arthur’s final hours, accentuating the horror of battle
and enhancing the mysterious. Reluctant to risk an anti-climax to his tale, distracting from the actual
conclusion to the Morte, Malory seizes upon an epitaph which artistically absolves him from the need
to confirm or deny Arthur’s death.
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INTRODUCTION

Thus of Arthur I fynde no more wrytten in bokis that bene auctorysed, nothir
more of the verry sertaynté of hys dethe harde I never rede, but thus was he lad
away in a shyp wherein were three quenys; that one was kynge Arthur syster,
quene Morgan le Fay, the tother was the quene of North Galis, and the thirde
was the quene of the Waste Londis...

Now more of the deth of kynge Arthur coude I never fynde, but that thes ladyes
brought hym to hys grave, and such one was entyred there whych the ermyte
bare wytnes that sometyme was Bysshop of Caunturbyry. But yet the ermyte
knew nat in sertayne that he was veryly the body of kynge Arthur.

For thys tale sir Bedwere, a knyght of the Table Rounde, made hit to be
wrytten; yet som men say in many partys of Inglonde that kynge Arthure ys nat
dede, but had by the wyll of Oure Lorde Jesu into another place; and men say
that he shall com agayne, and he shall wynne the Holy Crosse. Yet I woll nat say
that hit shall be so, but rather I wolde sey: here in thys worlde he chaunged hys
lyff. And many men say that there ys wrytten uppon the tumbe thys vers:

HIC IACET ARTHURUS, REX QUONDAM REXQUE FUTURUS!

With its elegant simplicity, this epitaph sums up the enigmatic fate of Arthur, the Once and
Future King; like a phoenix, he will apparently rise again. Arthur has remained, for the British, an
obsession to be celebrated in verse, prose, drama and the visual arts, Milton considered an
Arthurian theme for his epic, only to abandon it in favour of one more elevated, that of Man’s
first disobedience. Later, the Victorian era seized upon the legend in a resurgence of interest
occasioned by the republication of Le Morte Darthur (MD) after a period of relative neglect,
making of it an idealised landscape, and reflecting largely its own moral concerns. Most
‘influential of the literary works of this time was of course Tennyson’s Idylls of the King (1859),
which stimulated an already present interest for the founder members of the Pre-Raphaclite
Brotherhood. In the twentieth century, Arthur has moved from being a simple archetype of
chivalric idealism to something more, a hero fighting desperately against impossible odds: Francis
Brett Young’s poem, which takes as its title the Latin epitaph given above, is a lament for a
defiant but doomed struggle against an invading power, a sentiment which has found powerful

echoes in modern times.2

Yet the image of Arthur that we possess towards the close of the twentieth century has been

conditioned by a number of factors which followed publication of MD in 1485, a work which



Robert Graves once called the Britons’ "counter Bible.® T.H. White, who wrote a dissertation
on Malory’s work while an undergraduate at Cambridge, has given us The Once and Future King,
and as a result we have not merely an eloquent translation of this Latin epitaph, but Walt
Disney’s The Sword in the Stone (1963) and Lerner and Loeb’s musical Camelot (filmed in 1967).
The explosion of interest in fantasy literature which has taken place since the late 1960s has often
turned for its inspiration to more established works in the ‘sword and sorcery’ genre, and Arthur
and his knights have accordingly found themselves enjoying new leases of life, although in guises

and situations never dreamed of by Sir Thomas Malory.4

When it comes to a consideration of aspects of the Arthurian legend in a medieval context
therefore, it is perhaps hard for us to shake off some of the images which have intervened since
Malory. To be sure, we are not likely to be seriously diverted by cartoons and musicals, but a
consideration of late fifteenth-century attitudes to the death of Arthur necessitates an
understanding of the influential role played in particular by literature and the visual arts of the
Victorian age. From our perspective, it is all too easy to see the Arthur of late medieval times
through the Victorian lens. The very phrase, ‘The Passing of Arthur’ comes, of course, from
Tennyson’s Idylls of the King, a work derived from MD, but commemorating the death of Arthur
Hallam. Significantly, Tennyson chose to curtail his version of the Arthurian story to the extent
that the Idylls concludes with the departure of Arthur to Avalon by barge. There is no attempt to
redeem Arthur’s failure through the saintly deaths of Lancelot and Guinevere, a prospect which
would have negated the roles of king as wronged husband and queen as guilty wife. Tennyson’s
abbreviation was followed by James Knowles’ The Story of King Arthur and His Knights of the
Round Table (1862), the first attempt to modernise the MD. Knowles’ publication went through
seven editions by the turn of the century, and although Edward Conybeare’s text restored the
original ending in his abridged version of the tale, entitled La Mort D’Arthur. The History of King
Arthur (1868), the mystery which surrounded the fate of the king must surely have lingered in the
minds of many late Victorian readers, to the exclusion of the real end of the Arthurian legend as

5 More recently John Boorman’s excellent cinematic interpretation of MD,

purveyed by Malory.
Excalibur (1981), chooses to conclude at the same point, although for thematic reasons Malory’s

version of the death struggle between Arthur and Mordred is reversed, and it is the king who



thrusts himself along his enemy’s spear in order to kill the traitor with his sword, the eponymous

weapon being the symbol of regal and just authority.

This fascination with the mysterious end of King Arthur, a dramatic albeit curtailed conclusion to
the story of the Round Table, is found also in the visual media of the nineteenth century. The
popularity of the Pre Raphaclite Brotherhood and its followers, perhaps stronger now than at any
time since then, continues to convey to a late twentieth-century audience the image of a king
going gently into a good night. Archer’s celebrated La Mort d’Arthur (1860) and Arthur Hughes’
The Knight of the Sun (also 1860) are two such ex::unp]es.6 (Rossetti’s Arthur’s Tomb (1855) is a
rare excursion into the mortal implications of Arthur’s encounter with Mordred, but the fact of
Arthur’s death is clearly secondary to the theme of the last meeting between Launcelot and
Guinevere) 7 Similarly Walter Crane’s The Death of Sir Lancelot, from the 1911 selected edition
of MD by Henry Gilbert, is a unique illustration of Arthur’s tomb in printed versions of Malory’s
work (complete with the relevant epitaph), but as with Rossetti, the focal point of interest is the
knight and not the king. An honourable, indeed unique exception to the sentimentalised or
stylised approaches to the illustration of Malory’s text comes with Arthur Rackham’s How
Mordred was slain by Arthur, and how by him Arthur was hurt to the death (the illustration is
reproduced as Figure 1 in Appendix 1 below). Executed for the 1917 Macmillan edition of MD,
the grim image is one of doom and foreboding, avoiding the gentle wash of Russell Flint or the
monochrome extravagance of Aubrey Beardsley. Birds wheel ominously overhead, and in the
(gloom only the faintest of background details can be made out. Dominating the centre of the
picture however is Arthur himself, braced to receive Mordred’s onslaught, as his son charges like
a sprinter along the shaft, sword held aloft. While Arthur is shown prior to the moment when the
blade bites into his skull, the overall feeling is one of pessimism at this nightmare, a nightmare
which, as I shall argue in Chapter 5, captures exactly Malory’s technique of literary
impressionism. Viewing the carnage and heaps of dead, one is reminded that for a contemporary
audience Rackham’s vision would have called to mind a very similar picture of horror and

destruction on the Western Front.



Rackham’s decision to focus upon an unsentimentalised image of the final conflict between
Arthur and Mordred is one which seems to echo the preference of his medieval counterparts. M.
Alison Stones’ survey of illuminated mansuscripts of La Mort le Roi Artu (MA) has shown
conclusively that in terms of those texts to have survived (admittedly a dangerous basis from
which to extrapolate general conclusions), the final encounter between king and traitor was the
scene most frequently depicted.8 London, British Library (B.L.)) MS Additional 10294, which
Stones dates to ¢.1316, contains a magnificent illumination, where Arthur and Mordred stare
glassy-eyed from amid a heap of dying men: Mordred, clearly dead from an open wound in his
chest, lies sprawling on his back, while Arthur bleeds from a number of wounds in his body. The
illumination, found on £.93r, is captioned "Einsi que la grant mortalite del roi artu et de mordres
son fils la y ils furent tout destruit." Stones points out however that, while the MA contains no
reference to the legend of Arthur’s survival, only two of the 34 illuminated manuscripts, Paris,
Bibliothe¢que Nationale (B.N.) fr. 12580 (c.1275-80) and Paris, B.N. fr. 25520 (?second quarter of
13th century) show Arthur unequivocally upon his death bed or tomb. Of these two manuscripts,
Stones notes that B.N. fr. 12580 probably contains a representation of a painted effigy of Arthur
on his tomb, rather than the body itself (as in French and English burial practice concerning royal
funerals), while B.N. fr. 25520, probably commissioned by an English patron, depicts a body and
not an effigy. Stones suggests further that this may have been prompted by an English desire to
reject the possibility of Arthur’s return (pp 63-4). This seems to me an unnecessarily subtle and
complex means of achieving this end. Is it likely that the avoidance of the subject of Arthur’s
burial as a suitable scene for illumination arises from "a reluctance, on the part of the patrons of
manuscripts, and perhaps their manufacturers as well, to accept the death of Arthur as final"? As
I shall argue, the tradition of Arthur’s supposed survival, while deeply rooted, was almost

exclusively referred to in a spirit of irony: genuine doubt over the king’s death is rarely evident.

Discussion of the circumstances of the passing of Arthur in literature up to and including the late
medieval period has remained, however, surprisingly rare: J. Douglas Bruce’s early survey of 1912
is in many ways unchallenged, despite the advances in scholarship which have taken place since.
R.S. Loomis’ study for Arthurian Literature in the Middle Ages (ALMA) is still a standard work of

reference, but betrays all too clearly the author’s interest in, and apology for, the seemingly all-



pervasive influence of Celtic mythology; while Mary Scanlan’s unpublished Ph.D thesis on the
legend of Arthur’s survival, also focussing upon the Celtic heritage, remains an admirable but
necessarily dated discussion. Fletcher’s masterly review of Arthurian material in the chronicles
contains much that is useful, and may be augmented by Rosemary Morris’s book on the character
of Arthur in the Middle Ages, but such works are self-evidently selective. To these texts may be

added Régine Colliot’s interesting essay on Arthurian epitaphs in French prose romance.”

When one comes to MD it is a surprise to discover that Malory’s idiosyncratic treatment of the
legend of Arthur’s death and/or survival has received scant attention: by and large critical
opinion has concurred with Vinaver’s statement that Malory’s seeming indecision reflects
somehow the author’s "sceptical turn of mind" (1655). Excepting an article by Stephen Lappert,
which will be discussed later, Robert Lumiansky, Charles Moorman and Mark Lambert have
little more to offer in their discussions of this aspect of Malory’s work10 g it really the case that
at this crucial point in the narrative, an episode which constitutes the secular climax of the work
as a whole, Malory is prepared to digress in order to inform us weakly of his own apparent
beliefs, betraying all too obviously a superstition which seems truly ‘medieval’ in its primitive and
pejorative sense? Using this particular epitaph, this testament to death and immortality, this
thesis will address Malory’s treatment of Arthur’s death and the legend of his survival in the light
of known sources, possible sources, and literary and historical accounts of the fifteenth century.
The identification of hitherto unknown occurrences of the epitaph, and close examination of
breviously unpublished texts, will demonstrate that Malory’s version of events is idiosyncratic in

the extreme. Indeed, it is unique.

Accordingly, the opening chapter will be devoted to a survey of references to Arthur’s death and
supposed survival up to and including the late fifteenth century. Drawing upon references in
chronicle, romance and folklore literature, it will be demonstrated that while Arthur’s apparent
existence and awaited return, the so-called ‘Briton hope’, was well known, it was used invariably
in a spirit of irony: there is nothing to show that awareness of the legend constituted belief, For
most commentators, Arthur was truly dead, and the Briton hope a foolish joke. Furthermore, it

will be demonstrated that by Malory’s time not only was there a body of knowledge concerning



King Arthur’s rule, death and exhumation at Glastonbury, but this included no less than three
separate epitaphs for the king, excluding minor variations. Of these the first, present on the lead
cross supposedly found with the body, bears witness to the burial of the king at Avalon. The cross,
since lost, may have been manufactured by the abbey itself, but accounts of the exhumation found
their way into a number of chronicles, including the authoritative Polychronicon. The second
epitaph, a quatrain present on the tomb made for Arthur and Guinevere, stood until the tomb’s
destruction in 1539. The third epitaph, the hexameter epitaph, could not have been known to
Malory from the alliterative Morte Arthure, and is unlikely to have been known to him from the

Longleat Arthur.

From a discussion of two of the known occurrences of the hexameter epitaph, the second chapter
analyses the presence of the third as found in the works of the fourteenth century Scottish
chronicler John of Fordun, While not suggesting that this text was a direct influence upon MD,
the popularity of the work, and that of Fordun’s fifteenth century continuator, Walter Bower, will
be shown to testify to widespread awareness of the epitaph at the time Malory was writing. In
particular, it will be shown that of the handful of criticisms to date on Arthurian material within
the Fordun/Bower corpus, not one has drawn attention to the fact that no less than three
versions of Arthur’s death appear in Fordun’s text: all have relied upon the standard printed
edition. For the first time an attempt is made to provide a chronological order for these variants,
a terminus ante quem is suggested for the origin of the hexameter epitaph and, also for the first
ﬁme, a table of all known mss of Fordun’s Chronica Gentis Scotorum and Bower’s Scotichronicon
is produced (as Appendix Two). As a result, it will be shown that, from a position of relative
ignorance in the fourteenth century of the Arthurian legend by Scotland’s first chronicler, by the
time of the late fifteenth, the death of Arthur and the legend of his supposed survival was well
known enough to be included on a regular basis in mss of the time. Moreover, the discovery of a
hitherto unidentified variant of the epitaph, together with further examples of the epitaph as used
by Malory, testifies both to the commonplace use of the phrase at the time of MD’s publication,

and to the unquestioning assumption that the legend is no more than that.



The Chronicle of John Hardyng has been suggested before as a possible source for Malory’s MD,
but the third chapter will examine in detail Hardyng’s account of the death of Arthur, comparing
for the first time the early (and unique) version found in London, B.L. MS Lansdowne 204 with
that found in mss of the more popular and later version. The hitherto unobserved appearance of
the hexameter epitaph in the former version will be examined, including an in-depth discussion of
the composition of the Lansdowne MS, and those conclusions which can be drawn from it. While
it will be argued that, as with the Scottish texts, Malory is unlikely to have been inspired directly
on this occasion, the presence of the epitaph, along with a marginal comment probably
authorised by Hardyng, provides further evidence of the seemingly unremarkable use of the

Arthurian epitaph and the unquestioning assumptions concerning the king’s death.

Having discussed the treatment of Arthur’s death and survival in chronicle material from
Scotland and England, the fourth chapter moves to the use of the Arthurian legend in the works
of John Lydgate, with particular regard to the Fall of Princes. In the first detailed examination of
this theme in the texts of one of the most popular English authors of the Middle Ages, particular
attention will be focussed upon Lydgate’s unique and ambivalent end for King Arthur: Arthur is
apparently mortally wounded, but is translated to the heavens. In the course of a thorough
discussion of all mss known to feature the Arthurian section of the Fall, the hitherto unobserved
appearance of the epitaph, in both versions described in Chapter 2, will be commented upon, It
will be suggested furthermore that, if Malory were indebted to a written source for his use of the
épitaph, then the Fall represents the most plausible candidate so far, as well as providing a
possible analogue to Malory’s own version of the death of Arthur in MD. In a separate appendix,
the relationship between two mss which include the Arthurian section as part of a series of
Lydgatian texts will be discussed, and it will be suggested that the use of such anthologies testifies
both to the popularity of Lydgate’s works, and to a new route by which the Arthurian story could
be disseminated. A collated edition of the Arthurian section, based upon these and two other
unpublished mss, is also included as Appendix Four, the first such edition since Perzl’s published

dissertation of 1911.



In the light of these conclusions, the fifth and final chapter will apply these findings in a close
textual examination of Malory’s treatment of events in the MD. Why should Malory have chosen
this particular epitaph, above any other? Why include it at all, if there were genuine doubt in his
mind? Is he telling no more than the truth when he informs us that "many men" actually believe it
to be on the tomb? Why should Malory go out of his way to express his reticence about the
circumstances concerning Arthur’s death, when a vast corpus of knowledge already existed which
proclaimed the king’s demise and subsequent burial at Glastonbury as established fact? And
above all, why should Malory opt deliberately for a version which would have astonished his
audience: a narrative which refuses to state the fact of Arthur’s death, yet which fails also to refer

ironically to his supposed return, was the very last thing his audience would have expected.

Following a detailed comparison of the MD with its known literary sources, the Mort Artu and the
stanzaic Morte Arthur (SMA), explanations will be offered for the author’s rejection of the
versions he found before him. It will be argued that Malory’s account of Arthur’s final hours is
one which deliberately excises detail in order to convey, in an impressionistic manner, the
confusion and horror which typifies what one character refers to as a Day of Destiny. Eschewing
simple description, the sudden intrusion of uncompromising and bloody violence accentuates the
tragedy of Arthur in a particularly moving fashion: the deaths of Mordred and Lucan acquire
accordingly a force not present in any other telling of the Arthurian story. From this analysis it
will be concluded that Malory’s position on Arthur’s death is quite deliberate: reluctant to risk an
;'mti-climax through the death of Arthur, and one which would undermine the dignified
conclusion to his book, the author adopts an artistic solution to an artistic problem. Malory

therefore seizes gratefully upon an epitaph which is more of a commonplace than an exotic rarity.

Malory was presented with a unique opportunity to use chronicle and romance material in verse,
and a French romance in prose, to weld a number of texts together to provide the first concise
prose history of King Arthur in English. Not afraid to experiment, or even shock his readers in his
unorthodox treatment of the death and supposed survival of the king, his talents combined to
produce a work which, more than any other, is responsible for our familiarity with the legend of

King Arthur in the English-speaking world today. Irrespective of whether it was author or editor



who entitled the work as a whole Le Morte Darthur, ‘The Death of Arthur’, Malory’s treatment of
the king’s last hours is vitally important to our understanding the MD itself. If it may be said of
Arthur that nothing in his life became him like the leaving it, then it is Malory the artist we have
to thank. Malory’s equivocation over Arthur’s death has nothing to do with superstitious belief or
genuine doubt, and everything to do with an awareness of the possibilities open to him. Using the

hexameter epitaph as a leitmotif, the remainder of this thesis is devoted to proving this principle.

00000000000



CHAPTER ONE: THE PASSING OF ARTHUR AND THE RETURN OF THE KING

The ‘passing’ of Arthur may be interpreted either as a euphemism for death, or reference to
some unspecific transition from this world to another. As we shall see, this transition may involve
a state of suspended animation, where Arthur sleeps to be reawakened, or removal to a separate
form or place of existence altogether. What is clear however is that in discussing the passing of
Arthur, it is impossible to separate wholly the death of the king from the legend of his supposed
survival and return. Indeed, nowhere is this more apparent than in MD, where Caxton refers in
his preface to Arthur’s tomb at Glastonbury, while Malory himself stresses widespread belief in
the hero’s possible return. One cannot talk therefore of Malory’s treatment of the death of
Arthur without some understanding of the status of the legend of Arthur’s survival at the time.
Before proceeding to an examination of MD and complementary texts, it would be advantageous
to reflect upon accounts of both the death and survival up to and including those found in the
fifteenth century. It will be observed that while belief in the death of Arthur was widespread, so
too was awareness of a legend which pronounced the very opposite: both views existed in parallel.
The epitaph used by Malory neatly encompasses this paradox, and its presence in a number of
texts will be used as a common theme in this survey. Given the magnitude of the task ahead
however, any discussion devoted to the death of Arthur in chronicle material prior to late
fifteenth century in England is forced to be selective. Accordingly in the section which follows, my
review of chronicle accounts will concern itself only with a broad survey from the earliest times to
that of Malory. In-depth discussion of relevant historical texts which throw light upon how
Malory’s contemporaries would have viewed the death of Arthur is left specifically to Chapters 2
and 3.

It seems desirable therefore that some attempt be made to define what we mean by the figure of
‘Arthur’ in Malory’s time. I propose accordingly to discuss the death (and return) in terms of a
simple tripartite division, drawing a distinction between three separate ‘Arthurs’. Firstly, there is
the Arthur of the chronicles, perceived as an actual historic figure, a former ruler of England who
existed as a real person. Secondly, there is the Arthur of romance, the head of the Round Table,
and king of a Golden Age England, a fictitious land of promise and adventure. Thirdly, there is
the Arthur of folklore, the subject of folk memory and local fable, of whom Caxton observed that
"in dyvers places of Englond many remembraunces ben yet of hym and shall remayne perpetuelly"
(cxliv. 28-30). These distinctions are simple and admittedly overlap in places, and should not be
regarded as clear-cut or all-embracing; but they will serve, I trust, to delineate certain areas of
common understanding when it comes to discussing just what we mean when we talk of attitudes

to the death of Arthur in late fifteenth-century England.
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THE ARTHUR OF THE CHRONICLES

Ironically, one of the earliest written references in chronicle material to Arthur concerns the
death of the king himself. The Annales Cambriae, an example of which is attached to Nennius’
Historia Brittonum in the early twelfth century London, B.L. MS Harley 3859, records the battles
of Badon and Camlann, the latter being "where Arthur and Medraut fell'l Camlann has been
dated to c.539, but its precise location (suggestions range from Camboglanna on Hadrian’s Wall
to the banks of the River Camel in Cornwall) is open to conjecture. It is not even apparent

whether Arthur and Medraut (Mordred) were on opposing sides.

The reputation of Arthur in the Middle Ages as a hero is due almost entirely however to the
monumentally popular and influential Historia Regum Britanniae (HRB) of Geoffrey of
Monmouth, a work composed in ¢.1135 and which exists today in almost 220 manuscripts.2
Geoffrey’s contribution to the establishment of Arthur as an historical figure, a true and worthy
king of Albion, is too well known to rehearse here. Suffice it to say that while Geoffrey is content
to give free rein to his imagination when chronicling Arthur’s life, when it comes to his death, he
is less than forthcoming. Having brought the reign of the all-conquering king to an end at

Camblan, Geoffrey states:

Set et inclitus ille rex Arturus letaliter uulneratus est; qui illinc ad sananda
uulnera sua in insulam Auallonis euectus Constantino cognato suo et filio
Cadoris ducig Cornubie diadema Britannie concessit anno ab incarnatione
Domini .dxlii.

To this apparently straightforward account may be added an oblique reference in Geoffrey’s
Prophetiae Merlini, an earlier work incorporated into HRB, in which Merlin supposedly predicts
the future of the country to Vortigern, King of the Britons. Merlin foretells that the Saxons will
overrun the Britons, and that "Tremebit Romulac domus saeuitiam ipsius, et exitus eius dubius
erit."4 To be sure, this latter reference, one of a series of gnomic utterances, does not identify
Arthur per se, but a later reference in Geoffrey’s Vita Merlini (c.1150), written in Latin
hexameters, combines both the Avalonian other-world with Arthur’s mysterious departure. In the

Vita, Merlin converses with Thelgesinus (Taliessin), a pupil of Gildas. Taliessin recounts how

Illuc post bellum Camblani uulnere laecsum
Duximus Arcturum nos conducente B%rintho,
Equora cui fuerant et celi sydera nota.

In this Insula Pomorum, ruled by Morgen and her eight sisters, Taliessin and Barinthus the guide

are received with honour. Morgen assures these two visitors that there is hope of recovery, and

the king is left in her safekeeping.
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Wace’s Brut (1155) is based firmly upon HRB, and adopts a tripartite structure the legacy of
which, as John Taylor observes, lasted until the end of the Middle Ages (i.e. the story of Brutus
and his descendants; followed by a narrative which continues beyond the death of Cadwaller,
where HRB ends; and a final section bringing the chronicle up to date).6 While freely inventive
in the course of this 15,000 octosyllabic line verse chronicle (a significant contribution of the
Jersey poet being the first written reference to the Round Table), Wace concludes with open
acknowledgement of an element of mystery regarding Arthur’s fate. While Wace could have been
drawing upon his own knowledge of the legend of Arthur’s survival, it would seem he claimed

Geoffrey’s Prophetiae Merlini as his authority:

Mestres Waces, qui fist cest livre,
Ne volt plus dire de sa fin

Que fist li profetes Mellin;
Mellins dist d’Artur, si ot droit,
Que de sa mort dote feroit.

Li profetas dist verité;

Toz tans an a I’an puis doté,

Et dotera, ce croi, toz dis,

Se il est morz ou il est vis.

Porter se fist en Avalon,

Por voir, puis 'Incarnation

Cinc cenz et quarante deus anz.

In his Historia Regum Anglicarum of ¢.1196-8, the historian William of Newburgh may caustically
wonder if Geoffrey’s account of Arthur’s voyage to Avalon was included through simple
mendacity or a desire not to offend the Britons (who are stupid enough to believe Arthur will
retm’n),s but it has to be admitted, this all makes for less exciting reading than Wace. This was
evidently the opinion of Layamon, whose own Brut of ¢.1220 developed Wace’s chronicle with
enthusiasm. More than doubling the length of the original to 32,341 lines, Layamon’s English
verse includes a number of changes when it comes to the demise of the king: Arthur anticipates
his disappearance after the confrontation with Mordred by stating that he will go to Avalon to be
healed by Argante (presumably the Morgante of the Vita Merlini), a prediction fulfilled when,
suffering from fifteen grevious wounds, he is borne away on a boat containing two women.
Layamon adds that nothing more is heard of Arthur, but that Merlin prophesied his return to
help the people of England, and that the Britons still await him.”

The development from HRB of a French prose Brut in the late thirteenth century, probably at
some time after 1272,10 served to publicise further the story of Arthur, including
acknowledgement of the mysterious circumstances surrounding his fate. Translated into English
in the following century, to the extent that the French original was all but eclipsed by the
translation after c.1333, the popularity of the work is beyond doubt. Well over 160 manuscripts of
the English Brut have survived, and as Lister Matheson remarks, the average Englishman of the
time would have learned primarily what he knew of Arthur from the Brut, "the standard

11

authoritative history textbook of the day. As a result, it would have been well known that
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while Arthur was "wondede to pe deth", some apparently believed in his return, and according to
the prophecy of Merlin, his actual demise was therefore a matter of doubt (again the sentiment of
the Latin prophecy of Merlin makes its presence felt).12 Mention of the ‘Briton hope’, that
Arthur would come again to reclaim his kingdom, is found also in Robert of Gloucester’s
metrical chronicle of ¢.1300. Pierre de Langtoft, whose chronicle was a source for the French Brut
continuation, unusually declares that he does not know whether Arthur dies or not as a result of
his fight with Mordred, only that the Britons say he still lives. Robert Mannyng of Brunne, who
translated Langtoft’s work into English in 1338, supplementing it with extracts from Wace’s Brut,

proves more self-assured however: "Nought pan y trowe pe Bretouns lye;/ He was so wounded,
13

he moste dye.

A reminder however that not all historians gave credence or subscribed to the Briton hope is
found in Thomas Castelford’s Chronicle, a work almost entirely forgotten in discussions of the
Arthurian legend. Compiled in the vicinity of York in the first half of the fourteenth century, and
preserved uniquely in Goéttingen, Gottingen Univ. Lib. MS Codex Hist.740, this monumental
work is based heavily upon HRB, and covers events up to the accession of Edward II in 1327.
Only lines 19,715-27,465 of this 40,000 line chronicle have ever been published, of which the
Arthurian section comprises lines 19,715-24,100 (i.e. from Arthur’s coronation to the death of

Constantine). Avalon is mentioned, but so also is Arthur’s death.

And arthur selfe, pe noble kynge,
Of erdelike kynges maste of louing,
ffor qwam alle landes trembled and quok,
pat daie in felde dede wondes he tok.
ffra pepen he went alls for aquile

To duel in aualones hile,

par in forto warisse his wondes;

Bot certes he lifede bot short stondes.

14

Not everybody however was content to rely upon HRB in such a devoted and trusting manner. As
early as 1191 Giraldus Cambrensis, in his Itinerarium Kambriae, had cast doubt upon the value of
Geoffrey’s text: Giraldus tells of an exorcism through the laying of the Gospel of St. John on the
chest of the subject, but when the Gospel was replaced by the HRB, the devils returned in even
greater numbers. The celebrated Polychronicon of Ranulph Higden (died ¢.1363), shows the
author’s manifest scepticism, noting for example that Geoffrey’s account of Arthur’s wars
overseas are not corroborated by other historians (a stance Polydore Virgil was to repeat in his
Anglicae Historiae Libri XXVI of 1534), and he records soberly Arthur’s death and burial in
Avalon by Glastonbury. Trevisa’s translation of the Polychronicon into English in 1387 follows
Higden’s scepticism, but while recording the death of Arthur, he finds room for reference to the

Briton hope.15

By the time of MD’s composition therefore, a number of well-established, popular and

authoritative texts would have been available to testify not only to the existence of Arthur as an
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rigorously to belief in the West Country in Arthur’s survival: in the course of describing a visit to
England by canons of Laon in 1113, Hermann records that bloodshed was narrowly avoided at
Bodmin when a cripple vigorously protested that Arthur was still alive. Similarly the historian
William of Malmesbury’s De Rebus Gestis Regum Anglorum of c¢.1125, drawing the attention of
readers to the discovery of Gawain’s grave in Wales, notes that the tomb of Arthur is unknown,
hence the fables that he is to return: "Sed Arturis sepulcrum nusquam visitur, unde antiquitas
naeniarum adhuc eum venturum fabulatur.¥® Yet William could also criticise his readers for
their adherence to plainly fantastic tales about Arthur, and he castigates the Britons for not
respecting their former leader as a soldier who deserved to be recognised in a more worthy

manner.41

William’s scepticism proved however to be but the first in a long line of scathing comments on
the Briton hope. In 1160 Walter of Chatillon, canon of Tours, commented in his Tractatus sive
Dialogus...contra Judaeos on the blindness of the Jewish faith, comparing it to the similar fond
hope of the Britons who awaited Arthur; the Messianic faith of the Jews in the context of
Arthur’s return was also brought up by Giraldus Cambrensis in his Speculum Ecclesie of ¢.1215,
where he comments on their foolishness as being the greater of the two. 4 Etienne de Rouen’s
satiric Draco Normmannicus of ¢.1168 includes a letter supposedly from Arthur and addressed to
Henry II, in which the writer (who now lives in the Antipodes) warns Henry to leave the Bretons
alone, as he has returned and is marshalling his troops in the woods of Cornwall. 43 Joseph,
bishop of Exeter, mocks the eternal wait of the Britons in De Bello Troiano of ¢.1180; Peter of
Blois, in his Contracta clericos voluptati deditos of ¢.1190 emphasises the impossibility of returning
from the dead, adding that anyone who believes otherwise will be like the Britons awaiting
Arthur; and the rhetorician Boncampagno da Signa uses as a model for his letters the example of
a lecturer writing to a truant student, telling him that doubtless he will complete his course on the
occasion of Arthur’s return to Britain. Finally, the Tuscan Henricus of Settimello also used
Arthur’s return in a proverbial sense in his Elegia de diversitate fortunae et philosophiae
consélatione of 11934 In short, while chronicle material referred unambiguously to Arthur’s
death, albeit occasionally including mention of the Briton hope, ridicule over Arthur’s supposed
survival was a tradition which even prefigured HRB. As Scanlan observes, "from the twelfth
century western Europe was aware of the Celtic belief in Arthur’s survival. This belief became, in

fact, so familiar that it was a classic example of a vain or proverbial hope."d5

Arthur may have
been thought of in the popular imagination as a king living in another land (as the reference in
MS Tanner 407 makes clear), but there is nothing at all to indicate that in Malory’s time belief in

the king’s survival was unquestioning and sincere. 40
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THE HEXAMETER EPITAPH

The epitaph employed by Malory is a leonine hexameter in form, a poetic means of expression
popular from classical times. Present in writings of the seventh and eighth centuries in Western
Europe, it did not truly come into its own until the tenth and eleventh. One of the earliest
examples in an Arthurian context is to be found in the writings of one Bernardus, responsible for
a number of second rate commentaries on HRB, and which date from the end of the twelfth
century. Significantly, at the end of one of two surviving manuscripts which bear his work,
Bernardus refers in a doggerel passage of six lines entitled Versus contra fidem Britonum to the

vain hope of the Britons that Arthur will return:

Arturi gesta, Clyo, mihi scribere praesta,

Quae non incesta nec falsa puto, sed honesta.

Id tamen impurum reor errorem subiturum

Quod putat Arturum Britto fatuus rediturum.
Post vitae cursum prohibet mors cuique recursum:
Si redit hic rursum, Britto vertetur in ursum.

Leonine hexameters incorporating the same internal rhyme scheme as Malory’s epitaph are to be
found in the Pantheon of Godfrey of Viterbo, a universal history written between 1186 and 1191.
The Pantheon, featuring a number of verses ostensibly by Merlin, also relies upon HRB and the

Prophetiae for its inspiration:

Hic erit Arthurus rex summus in orbe futurus,
praetia gesturus, loca Gallica rex habiturus,
nomine magnus erit, vulneribusque perit.

Nec perit omnino, maris observabitur imo,
vivere perpetuo poterit rex ordine primo:

ista tibi refero, caetera claudo sinu.

Was the hexameter epitaph originally but the opening line in a short verse, in which the return of
Arthur may have even been alluded to in a spirit of gentle mockery? Or was it perhaps merely the
beginning of what might be thought of as an academic’s joke, in line with the satiric references to
the Briton hope such as were enjoyed by Boncampagno and those who followed him? While the
example of Rosamund Clifford’s epitaph demonstrates that a single leonine hexameter need not
stand in splendid isolation (see below), what can be said of the epitaph itself? Succeeding
chapters will demonstrate that, far from being an exotic phrase in a classical language, Malory
used this phrase as a tag which was almost proverbial. What can we learn of the treatment of
Arthur’s death in MD through a discussion of this particular epitaph?
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Known Examples Of The Hexameter Epitaph

With the exception of its appearance in John of Fordun’s Chronica Gentis Scotorum, the subject
of the following chapter, the epitaph employed by Malory has been identified as present in only
two other texts: the AMA and the short chronicle Arthur,

AMA’s account is of particular interest because the manuscript containing the unique example of
the poem contains also the hexameter epitaph: critics accordingly have attributed Malory’s use of
the Latin to direct borrowing from this text. 49 Indeed, in his argument for Thomas Malory of
Hutton Conyers as the author of MD, William Matthews even went so far as to suggest that the
presence of the epitaph in Lincoln, Lincoln Cathedral MS 91 indicated that Malory had worked
from the Thornton MS itself.>0 Were this the case, then Malory’s refusal to acknowledge the fact
of Arthur’s death in his own work is all the more remarkable, but quite apart from the fact that
Malory is unlikely to have used this manuscript, the presence of this epitaph here poses two
distinct problems: firstly, the sentiment of the epitaph implicitly contradicts the text it succeeds,
there being no mention of the Briton hope, nor anything to suggest that Arthur’s death is not
final; and secondly, the very presence of the epitaph at the end of the poem, but before the line
"Here endes Morte Arthure writene by Robert Thorntone”, would seem to arise from insertion at
a slightly later stagc.51 There is nothing to indicate therefore that the epitaph formed an integral
part of the text itself, and accordingly part of a manuscript tradition whereby the hexameter was
transmitted from generation to generation of manuscripts. All indications are, as will be seen,
that this was nothing more than the casual addition by an unknown hand of a relatively well-
known phrase.

The brief history Arthur, found uniquely in Longleat House, Longleat MS 155, the so-called ‘Red
Book of Batl’, is notable probably only for its inclusion of the familiar leonine hexameter. The
manﬁscript is a mixed anthology of legal, historical and medical texts in three languages, and it
has been suggested that the work as a whole "no doubt served as an oath book for jurors."52 Its
provenance is clear: the Prior’s Arms of Bath are illuminated therein, a Life of St. Catherine (the
patron saint of Bath) is also present, as is a Latin report on the presentation touching the pillory
at Bath in 1412 (complete with the names of twenty four members of the City Council) and a vow
of obedience to the Mayor of Bath. The manuscript can thus be dated to between 1412 and 1428,

and may have originated from Bath Cathedral Priory.53

Contained within a Latin chronicle is the short English rhyming chronicle Arthur, an
undistinguished work of 642 lines, based upon a version of the Roman de Brut, and which
possesses no great claims to literary merit. 4 That the author chooses to break off his original
work to insert what looks like an amateur contribution in the vernacular indicates that this is a

highly personal and unique labour, a short history of a national hero with an obviously local
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connection. The verse, and I use the term loosely, comprises plodding metre containing a basic
four stresses to the line, a monotonous and soporific rhythm which is broken by the sudden and

forced intrusion of the familiar leonine hexameter.

At glastyngbury on pe qweer

pey made Arthoure3 toumbe bere,
And wrote wyth latyn vers pus,

Hic iacet Arthurus, rex quondam rex que futurus.>S

It must be concluded however that Malory is unlikely to have known of the epitaph through
recourse to this particular text. As with AMA, Arthur exists today in a unique manuscript, and on
the evidence of its mercifully brief length, it is implausible that further copies of this mediocre
verse chronicle would have been in great demand. Malory has no definite connections with the
West Country, and the piece itself is buried within a much larger (Latin) chronicle. It is worth
remembering at this stage that the hexameter epitaph is the only Latin to be found in MD, and
there is no evidence that Malory made use of Latin texts in the course of composition of his work.
Indeed, there is no evidence to show that Malory could even read Latin. The significance of AMA
and Arthur lies however in their seemingly casual use of the epitaph, as if it were a part of general
knowledge. The significance of Arthur in particular lies in the anonymous chronicler’s insistence
that this was indeed the epitaph to be found on Arthur’s tomb, although this contradicts all other
chronicle material which describes the resting place of the king. Accordingly, it will be useful to
pause a while and consider the position of the hexameter epitaph vis & vis the traditional versions
found elsewhere, paying especial attention to the supposed exhumation of the king’s body at
Glastonbury Abbey towards the end of the twelfth century.

The Hexameter Epitaph, Chronicle Accounts And The Glastonbury Exhumation

Of course, part of the evidence testifying to an historical Arthur was the number of artefacts
which had survived, relating both to the king and his followers. While, as with relics of saints, such
objects doubtless circulated with Pardoner-like frequency, there were nonetheless several items in
particular which reinforced Arthur’s role as England’s greatest king. Arthur’s later successor,
Richard I, gave Tancred of Sicily Arthur’s sword on 6 March 1191, and Arthur’s crown was ceded
to Edward I on the fall of Llewellyn ap Gruffyd in 1282. Especially celebrated was Arthur’s wax
seal, held at Westminster. Not all however were so easily persuaded of the authenticity of this
latter item: John Rastell, in The Pastyme of the People (1529), noted that "at the tyme of the seyd
coquest [i.e. Arthur’s victories on the continent] they vsyd but only to subcrybe theyr handis to
dedys wythout any seale of wax..."; and while refusing to commit himself on these and other

stories, he concluded that "euery man be at his lyberte to beleue therin what he lystc:."s6

Arthur’s seal was one of the physical proofs Caxton cited in his preface to MD as evidence of the

king’s existence, along with Gawain’s skull and Cradok’s mantle at Dover, and the Round Table
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at Winchester. The most obvious and famous evidence of all however was that mentioned by
Malory’s editor himself: the actual tomb of Arthur at Glastonbury. The availability of information
which testified to the presence of Arthur’s body at this ancient abbey, occasionally even providing
an epitaph for him too, thus contributed towards belief in the former existence of the king.
Archaeological evidence reinforced chronicle material and vice versa. As W.A. Nitze remarks of
Caxton’s preface in MD, "no evidence exists to show that Caxton himself ever saw Arthur’s tomb.

Nevertheless, he was, according to his lights, stating a fact.">7

The circumstances of the supposed discovery of Arthur’s body by the monks of Glastonbury in
¢€.1191 are too well known to rehearse here, but its significance for our present purpose lies in the
fact that, although a number of epitaphs were variously thought to be on Arthur’s tomb, I know

of no occasion where the identity of the occupant was ever qut:stiom:d.58

The discovery was
known throughout Europe: is it really possible that Malory, the Arthurian enthusiast, was
unaware of the presence of the king’s corpse in Glastonbury Abbey? Because from the outset,
interest in the news of the exhumation of Arthur was widespread: by 1205, for example, Gervase
of Tilbury had incorporated the details of Arthur’s interment into his Gesta Regum, and the De
Antiquitate Glastoniensis Ecclesiae of William of Malmesbury was altered to include this
evidence.>® Richard Barber has argued persuasively that the news of the find was disseminated
by the Glastonbury monks through means of a ‘newsletter’ which originally proclaimed the
discovery of three bodies; i.e. Arthur, Guinevere and Mordred. Realising their error, this report
was revised rapidly to only two, and Mordred was excluded from the text.%0 This would account
for the slightly different versions of the discovery given by Giraldus Cambrensis in De principis
instructione and Speculum Ecclesie, both written between the early 1190s and ¢.1220, with the
latter probably the more recent of the two. Both versions give an epitaph for Arthur, seemingly
one found on a lead cross attached to a stone beneath Arthur’s coffin. In De principis the epitaph
reads "Hic iacet sepultus inclitus rex Arthurus cum Wenneuereia uxore sua secunda in insula
Auallonia”; in the Speculum, "Hic iacet sepultus inclitus rex Arthurius in insula auuallonia cum
w61

Wenneuereia uxore sua secunda,

dead, for the first time accordingly links the Avalon of Celtic lore with the place of Geoffrey’s

The epitaph, although providing no hint of a return from the

chronicle and the certainty of a physical location. Further variations of the epitaph appeared not
long after. Ralph of Coggeshall’s Chronicon Anglicanum, which records events between 1187 and
1224, gives a more concise obituary, which simply reads "Hic iacet inclitus rex Arturius, in insula
Avallonis sepultus.” A variant of Ralph’s phrase is found in the Margam chronicle (Cambridge,
Trinity College MS 0.2.4), and which reads "Hic iacet inclitus rex Arthurus sepultus in insula
Avellania."®? If Barber is right, then not only was Mordred dropped from the catalogue, but the
curtailed epitaph was used to tidy up matters too: after all, nothing is said in the chronicles of
Guinevere accompanying her husband to Avalon. The epitaph in the shorter version accords

Arthur all the attention.



What we have therefore with the above epitaphs and texts is an ‘official’, archaeological record of
the letters on the cross found with the dead king. Higden’s Polychronicon, with minor variations,
follows faithfully Giraldus’ account in De Principis, and as such, would have been known, through
the Latin original and English translation by Trevisa, up to and including Malory’s time.
However, notwithstanding the impressive nature of this ‘official’ epitaph, the phrase itself lacks a
certain literary panache. This is most obviously apparent if we compare the Arthurian epitaph
found in the Polychronicon with another which precedes immediately Higden’s account of the
Glastonbury discovery. Before recounting the exhumation of Arthur, Higden’s record of the reign
of Henry II includes the death of the king’é mistress, Rosamund Clifford (d. 1176?), whom we are
told is buried in the nunnery at Godstow. Higden notes that on her tomb is found the epitaph
"Hic jacet in tumba rosa mundi, non rosamunda / Non redolet sed olet, quae redolere solet."63
The legend of Rosamund’s maze, and her intricately carved tomb, is given in detail by Higden,
but the fact of her burial at Godstow was a matter of long-standing record: it is mentioned in
Giraldus Cambrensis’ De principis, Robert of Gloucester’s Chronicle and the Chronicon Henrici
Knighton for example, although none of these texts mentions an cpitaph.64 What is of especial
interest however are references in the twelfth century that Rosamund’s corpse was disinterred
from its place before the high altar by St. Hugh, bishop of Lincoln, who had the body of the
adulterous woman removed to outside the church.5% The translation of Rosamund is given as
happening in the year 1191, the approximate date of the discovery of Arthur’s body at
Glastonbury.66

Notwithstanding this striking coincidence, complete with leonine hexameter epitaph, the next
epitaph to appear for Arthur after Ralph of Coggeshall’s account is not a Ieonine hexameter, but
a far more elaborate version which refers to the new tomb, and not the old cross. Thus Alberic
des Trois Fontaines, a monk of North West France writing in ¢.1226, speaks of a verse epitaph for
the king;

Hic iacet Arturus flos regum, gloria regni
Quem probitas morum commendat laude perenni
Hic iacit Arturus Britonum rex ultor inultus etc.

It seems quite likely that, having stage-managed the discovery of the body, the cross itself,
together with its epitaph, was manufactured by the abbey at Glastonbury. The abbey certainly had
the means and motive.58 It is only natural too that the abbey should compose a stirring and
more fitting epitaph to place on the tomb of their secular hero, although the metre chosen, it will
be noted, is not that of the leonine hexameter. This newly-made tomb for Arthur and Guinevere
remained undisturbed until 19 April 1278, when King Edward I and Queen Eleanor visited
Glastonbury, and the tomb and its occupants were translated to before the high altar.8? Adam of
Domerham’s Historia de rebus Glastoniensibus of 1343 provides a more comprehensive account

of the epitaph to be found on this translated tomb:
Hic iacet Arturus, flos regum, gloria regni
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Quem mores, probitas, commendant laude perhenni
Arturi 1acet hic coniux tumulata secunda,
Que meruit celos virtutum prole fecunda.

John of Glastonbury’s Cronica sive Antiquitates Glastoniensis Ecclesie of c.1400, which relies
extensively upon William of Malmesbury’s De Antiquitate and Adam’s Historia, gives a virtually
identical transcription.71 John Leland, who visited the abbey between 1534 and 1539, recorded
the black marble tomb as having two lions at each end, as well as an image of the king at the

foot,72

and the epitaph was seemingly present until the tomb’s destruction in the dissolution of
1539, when the last Abbot, Richard Whiting, was shamefully executed. Leland records that the
tomb, where "vntil this day present, they honourably take their rest”, has "two little verses" on the
king and queen. From this description it would seem that the quatrain in question was divided

into two couplets, one to be found at either end of the tomb.

Glastonbury And The Epitaph For St. Joseph Of Arimathea

Arthur however was not the only celebrated figure of Glastonbury whose past combined both the
pseudo-historical and the romantically imaginative. Valerie Lagorio’s discussion of Joseph of
Arimathie (c.1350) as upholding "the truism that the line of demarcation between hagiography
and romance, in terms of content, is faint indeed, if not nonexistent",u underlines the problem of
distinguishing between romance and chronicle. By the time of the visit of Edward I to
Glastonbury in 1278 the abbey, thanks to royal patronage and its attendant publicity, had safely
established itself both as the earliest place of Christian worship in England and the last resting
place of that country’s most famous hero. Nevertheless, a series of judicious interpolations in
William of Malmesbury’s De antiquitate, made just before 1250, and testifying to Joseph’s role as
apostolic founder of Glastonbury (and quite possibly inspired by Joseph’s prominence in the
Estoire del Saint Graal of the Vulgate cycle, completed a few decades previously), was to prove a
useful second string.75 This option, for whatever reason, was not taken up with enthusiasm until
the following century, when Glastonbury mounted a concerted drive to capitalise upon its earlier
claim to fame. John of Glastonbury’s Chronica expanded the legend, recording that Joseph had
brought with him to Britain two vials containing the blood and sweat of Christ, and that these
were buried with him in Glastonbury: thus while the abbey could not claim the Holy Grail as its
own, it had at least a respectable relic (albeit a hidden body) with which to challenge the likes of
Hailes, which also possessed a remnant of Christ’s blood, but no other manifestations of Our
Saviour’s biological functions.”® Speculation, whether individual or sponsored by the abbey, may
have been behind John Blome’s attempt in 1354 to find the body, having been granted a royal
writ, and an anonymous East Anglian chronicle even reported that the body, along with those of
Joseph’s companions, had been discovered in 1367.77 Yet while Walter of Monington, Abbot of

Glastonbury from 1342-75, did not seem "to have visibly encouraged the growth and
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popularisation of the legend","'8 his successor, John Chinnock (1375-1420) vigorously promoted
the connection to the extent of restoring a ruined chapel and rededicating it, in part, to St.
Joseph. The importance of establishing Glastonbury’s reputation and the authenticity of its claim
to St. Joseph beyond doubt became clear in the wake of the Great Schism of 1378. Having
successfully prosecuted his case, Chinnock secured for himself the primacy of all English abbots
at a national synod, and pursued due recognition of his Abbey among ecclesiastical
establishments on the continent: as a result, "the promotion of a legend which linked King Arthur
and Joseph, and proclaimed an apostolic conversion for Britain which well antedated the
founding of the Church of Rome...[bolstered]... England’s national and ecclesiastical claims to
precedence and independence."79 Thus Arthur’s life and death became tied inextricably with
those of Joseph to the fortunes of the abbey as a whole. Indeed, the extent to which Glastonbury’s
claim to Joseph of Arimathea had percolated to a non-ecclesiastical level by Malory’s time is
attested by references in Hardyng’s Chronicle (for which see Chapter 3 below), and Lovelich’s
History of the Holy Grail (c.1450).

Given the abbey’s promotion of Joseph as its very own saint, the example of Cambridge, Trinity
College MS 0.9.38, a commonplace book compiled at Glastonbury in ¢.1450, provides an
especially interesting analogue to the Malorian epitaph. Of the fifty-seven Latin items in this
manuscript, "the Leonine hexameter with simple internal rhyme...[is]...the most common form",80

one example of which is a mixed version giving an epitaph for Somerset’s most famous saint.

Hic iacet <excultus> Joseph pater ille sepultus,

Qui Cristum sciuit ac defunctum sepeliuit;

Hanc dedit iste domum matri Cristi fabricari,

Post Eue pomum qua posset homo reparari;

Pro nobis igitur oret noster pater iste

Per quam dirigitur tibi laus et honor, pie Criste.
Amen

Clearly the epitaph for Joseph was premature. Carley suggests that the legend of the Holy Cross
at Montacute, near Glastonbury, may have given rise to the idea that Joseph was buried there,
and adds reasonably that "it is no wonder that excavations were never undertaken, since the
monks would want to maintain the (very useful) Joseph connections exclusively for themselves."32
Given that no such epitaph appears in John of Glastonbury’s Chronica (he would have surely
mentioned it otherwise), and that we know the Malorian epitaph was current in England by the
late fourteenth century (see Chapter 2 below), it could well be that the leonine hexameter epitaph
for Arthur served as a model for Joseph. In short, the epitaph above could represent an attempt
to provide a ready-made inscription for Joseph’s grave should it ever be found, thus pre-empting
an earlier embarrassment which may have occurred when the abbey declared it had found the
body of Mordred. This is not to imply that Glastonbury Abbey was the originator of the
hexameter epitaph (it could hardly be a party to a sentiment which heretically implied, and was
widely understood to imply through its reference to the Briton hope, that Arthur could not die),

but undoubtedly any publicity was good publicity. It is a curious irony that, given the undoubted
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fame enjoyed by the abbey throughout Western Europe, in one case fame travelled not even as
far as the city of Bath. The author of the Longleat Arthur, evidently sincere when he cites the
familiar epitaph as the one inscribed upon Arthur’s tomb, need only have travelled a few miles to
the abbey to realise his error.33 This otherwise insignificant little text is a reminder, not just how
firmly entrenched the epitaph was in some people’s minds, but that even on the doorstep of the
great abbey itself, the eloguent quatrain found on Arthur’s tomb was eclipsed by a far more

enigmatic and romantic version.

THE UNORTHODOX TRADITION

I commenced this chapter with the intention of surveying attitudes to the death and supposed
survival of Arthur, up to and including the fifteenth century, adopting for the sake of convenience
a tripartite division between the Arthurs of romance, chronicle and folklore. However, it would
be as well at the end of this chapter to recognise that inevitably some texts fail to fit neatly within
this framework. For example, in the Petit Brut of Ralph de Bohun (1310), a haphazard collection
of historical notes preserved in London, B.L. MS Harley 902, the author concludes his general
observation on Arthur with the simple comment that the king reigned for twenty one years, died
at the castle of Kerlionus, and that his body was conveyed to Glastonbury.84 The Anonymous
Short English Metrical Chronicle, which dates from 1307 and exists in whole or fragmented form
in eight manuscripts (including one in Anglo-Norman prose), also contents itself with variations
of statements to the same effect: "He regnede to an tuenti 3er/ To Glastynbury men hym ber."85
The anonymous work known as Joannis Historici Angliae Chronicon, derived from the HRB and
dating from after 1350, is even more dismissive, noting simply in passing that "Arthurus apud
Britones coronatur; Glastoniae in valle Avallone sepelitur."86 The reductio is completed in the
foHoWing century by the Short English Chronicle found in London, Lambeth Palace Library MS
306, where Arthur’s brief biography consists of a reference to the countries he conquered, the
fact that he returned to England where he reigned for twenty-six years, and the extraordinary
concluding statement that "where he is beryed the story make no mencion."87 Again, the
Lambeth MS should serve as a reminder that, despite the best efforts of Glastonbury from the
close of the twelfth century, and subsequent reinforcement by numerous historians, the

circumstances of Arthur’s interment at the abbey were by no means universally known.

The curious case of the so-called Vera Historia de Morte Arthuri, present in a complete version in
London, Grays Inn MS 7 and London, B.L. MS Cotton Titus A xix, and in an abbreviated form in
Loridon, B.L. MS Cotton Cleopatra D.ii (where it is contained within the Chronicon de
Monasterii de Hailes), reinforces the theory that legends of a Celtic origin could still survive into

medieval times.38 In this version Arthur, while recovering from his wounds after the battle with
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Mordred, is attacked by a handsome youth armed with a spear of elm. The youth hurls his
envenomed spear, which pierces the king, but the assailant is pursued by Arthur and killed 8%
Arthur requests to be taken to Gwynedd, because he wishes to sojourn in Avalon (sic), and he is
conveyed to a chapel dedicated to the Virgin Mary. However, with the corpse outside the chapel,
a fearful storm arises, a mist descends, and when the air clears the body has gone. Interestingly
enough, while the anonymous author recognises this as a possible explanation for the lack of a
positively identifiable resting place for the king, the version in the Cleopatra MS concludes
uniquely with a series of leonine hexameters, the first line of which echoes the epitaph within
MD: "Rex fuit Arthurus: rex est post regna futurus.*?® It has been argued by Richard Barber
that the Vera Historia originated from Conwy in the latter half of the thirteenth century, and
subsequent work by Michael Lapidge demonstrates that copies of the text are found not only in
manuscripts from Hailes and Chester, but also York and Glastonbury: the Titus MS dates from
York and its environs in the fifteenth century, and may have used a quire originating from
Glastonbury in the course of its compilation. The individual responsible for the Titus MS
evidently saw no contradiction in including the Vera Historia’s account in a collection of material
which may have been "intended to form the basis of a new history of the early years of the
monastery"91 (the MS also includes extracts from John of Glastonbury’s Chronica, for example).
As Barber observes, one is reminded that "the Vulgate version of the romances is not the
exclusive and authorised version of Arthur’s story that it might sometimes seem to be...[and that
the MS]...represents a stage in the evolution of Arthurian romance of which little remains- the

92 This Welsh version of the passing of

Latin versions of Celtic or traditional local stories.
Arthur indicates clearly that it cannot be dismissed as an idiosyncratic and parochial story with
restricted appeal. Paris, Bibliothéque de I’Arsenal MS 982, which dates from Italy or Southern
France in the latter half of the fourteenth century, and which contains a copy of the First Variant
Version of HRB, reinforces this point: immediately succeeding the relevant extract which states
the year in which Arthur dies, the Vera Historia makes an unexpected appearance, a testimony to

the ability of apparently arcane texts to disperse themselves widely.93

SUMMARY

By the time of publication of MD, Malory’s readership would have known of Arthur under any
number of three categories: the king as an historical figure, as a hero of romance, or as a
character in folklore. Again it should be stressed that these distinctions are neither self-contained
nor all-inclusive: inevitably texts overlap these boundaries. The example of the early fourteenth-
century Lanercost chronicle indicates the extent to which the fantastic and the folkloric may be
incorporated wholesale with Arthurian material into an otherwise orthodox, indeed historically

accurate, text, We are informed that in 1216, Peter des Roches, Bishop of Winchester, came



across a marvellous mansion whilst hunting, and on being invited to dine discovered his host to be
none other than King Arthur. On being questioned as to whether he is saved, Arthur replies that
he awaits God’s good grace, and magically endows the Bishop with the ability to produce a
butterfly from his clenched fist at will, in order to convince the sceptical that Peter really met with
him. As such, Arthur presumably is in a state in which he is neither living nor dead ™

References to the legend of Arthur’s survival are linked inextricably with those which state
Arthur’s death, but as has been seen, by and large such references to the Briton hope are
sceptical in nature. Even before the apparent discovery of Arthur’s body at Glastonbury, the
Briton hope was the object of ridicule in literate quarters, and there is nothing to indicate that
belief in the king’s prolonged existence was widely held in Malory’s time. Indeed, all the evidence
points to a quite healthy tradition of mockery up to and beyond publication of MD: the
Fasciculus Morum, a collection of sermonic material by the Franciscan Robert Selk, and dating
from between 1272 and 1307, refers to the belief whereby men and women are transformed and
led into elvenland ("ubi iam, ut dicunt, manent illi athlete fortissimi, scilicet Onewyne et Wad").
By the fifteenth century, an expanded version of the text had replaced the last three words quoted
with the phrase "rex Arturus cum suis militibus", an indication of how far by Malory’s time the
legend of Arthur’s supposed survival and existence in another world had passed into the realms of
popular myth.95 The legend of an undead champion for an oppressed faction or country is well
known, and the Briton hope undoubtedly served as a rallying cry for dormant Welsh nationalism,
but if the Glastonbury tomb served as concrete proof of Arthur’s actual (historical) existence,
then it also served as proof of his mortality. The late fourteenth-century Welsh translation of
Perlesvaus may omit the burial of Arthur and Guinevere, but if this is out of loyalty to the Briton

hope, then such reverence is rare, if not unique.96

While allusions to the Briton hope in chronicle material display a note of disbelief, there
remained, at least in England, an awareness of the legend of Arthur’s survival at the folkloric
level. The example of the fragmentary pageant verses in the Tanner MS, and a number of folk
tales which involve the motif of the Sleeper in the Hollow Hills, testifies to this fact. As one of the
Nine Worthies, Arthur served too as a reminder of past glory, and for Caxton, as a valued
marketing tool. Arthur’s fame as a celebrated figure of the past may have been employed for
propagandist purposes by a Tudor dynasty anxious to praise its prince of the same name, but
there seems to have been no attempt made to stress anything but the return of a new Golden
Age. Certainly there were no riots or voices raised in protest that the real king was alive, well and
living in Avalon??

The hoped-for Golden Age however was clearly one for England alone. As the following chapter
will demonstrate, while Arthur was viewed elsewhere within Europe as a paragon of virtue and
nobility, his reputation among those of England’s northern neighbour was mixed. For some Scots,

Arthur was a dissolute usurper, denying the Scottish Mordred his rightful throne. What emerges
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from a study of the works of Scotland’s first true chronicler however, and from the works of his
fifteenth century continuator, throws a revealing light upon attitudes to the death of Arthur at the
time of MD’s publication. From a position in the late fourteenth century, where Scotland’s
foremost historian is clearly baffled by contradictions he finds within his sources, one moves to a
situation a hundred years later where not only is Arthur’s death taken for granted, but the regular
inclusion of the familiar epitaph (and a hitherto unidentified variant) passes without comment. It

is to the Latin chronicles of John of Fordun and Walter Bower that we shall now turn.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE CHRONICLES OF JOHN OF FORDUN AND WALTER BOWER

By Malory’s time therefore, the death of Arthur was an established feature of chronicle material
and many romances. The legend of his supposed survival was still current, but no evidence exists
to show that it was widely believed. As a testament to the king’s mortality, no less than three
epitaphs were associated with his grave at Glastonbury Abbey: firstly, that reportedly found on
the cross with the exhumation of the body (and recorded in numerous chronicles, including the
Polychronicon); secondly, that placed on the tomb made for Arthur and Guinevere, and present
until the tomb’s destruction in 1539; and last but not least, the hexameter epitaph which,
according to the anonymous author of the Longleat Arthur, really was to be found on Arthur’s
tomb, and is echoed in MD. The anonymous chronicler may have been mistaken, but as we shall

see, in this he was far from being alone.

At first sight, using two related Scottish chronicles of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries to tell
us what an Englishman of the mid to late fifteenth century was doing with the story of Arthur
does not look promising. As the example of Caxton demonstrates, Arthur was very much
perceived as an English king. From the kingdom of Scotland however, whose own turbulent past
was very much intertwined with that of its southern neighbour, the picture was very different. It is
unlikely that a Scottish reader of MD would have shared so intensely the feelings of an
Englishman for the quondam king.1 Attitudes to Arthur in fifteenth-century Scotland
demonstrate a degree of antipathy towards the Arthurian legend, the history of Arthur being used
on occasion to reinforce national prejudices. But while the last chapter’s survey of chronicle
material featuring Arthur’s death and the Briton hope was necessarily selective, it will be seen
that a careful study of texts in the Fordun/Bower corpus in this chapter, and Hardyng’s Chronicle
in the next, provides us with a valuable insight. The works of the fourteenth-century chronicler
John of Fordun were used and absorbed by his fifteenth-century continuator Walter Bower until,
by the time of MD’s publication, a relatively large number of manuscripts containing their works
were in circulation north of the Border. There they stayed, and while it is unlikely that Malory
knew of these Latin texts, their example demonstrates the extent to which attitudes in Scotland to
Arthur’s death grew from a postion of relative ignorance to a state where the hexameter epitaph
was a regular and seemingly unremarkable feature of these works. As a result of a discussion of
these texts, and the hitherto unobserved presence of no less than three separate versions by
Fordun of the death of Arthur, not only does the Scottish experience prove a contrast to Malory’s
equivocation and deliberate encouragement of an air of mystery, it serves also to remind us that,
even in a country which generally held no love for King Arthur, his death and the use of this

epitaph could still pass without comment.
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LATE MEDIEVAL SCOTTISH ATTITUDES TO KING ARTHUR

Late medieval Scots doubtless owed their antagonism to Arthur less to a sense of injured pride
that their country had once been subject to the authority of an English king, than to the fact that
successive English kings had not let them forget it. ‘The Great Cause’ was indeed just that on
both sides of the Border, a struggle for the right to rule which was bitter, protracted and often
confused. Edward I’s claims in 1301 to the Scottish throne were in part reinforced through an
appeal to history, and Arthur’s supposed subjugation of this nation was used as evidence of
overlordship by the king in a letter to Pope Boniface vin2 1tis scarcely surprising therefore to
find Edward I assuming a prominent role in Scottish daemonology. For example, Barbour’s The
Bruce (c.1375) not only provided Scotland with a hero of its own, a hero who personified the
attempts of an oppressed nation struggling to maintain its independence in the face of a powerful

aggressor, but it perpetuated also the image of the untrustworthy and usurping English king:

For at that tyme wes pes and rest
Betwyx Scotland and Ingland bath,
And yai couth nocht persawe ye skaith
Yat towart yaim wes apperand:

For yat at ye king off Ingland

Held swylk freyndschip and cumpany
To yar king yat wes swa worthy,

Yai trowyt yat he as gud nychtbur
And as freyndsome compositur
Wald hawe iugyt in lawte:

Bot oyir-wayis all 3heid ye gle.3

The use of historical material in support of political or propagandist causes seems to have led to
the emergence of a rival version of the Arthurian story north of the Border in the wake of HRB.
Fletcher remarks that, towards the end of the fourtcenth century, "An altogether new phase in the
history of the Arthurian tradition appears in the Scottish chronicles...Jin which]...Loth and his son
Modred [sic] have been regularly adopted as Scottish heroes; Arthur’s illegitimacy is emphasized;
[and] Modred is declared to have been the lawful heir to the British throne.# In fact this
peculiarly hostile response to Arthur was already well established in Scotland by this time. In a
counter-attack to Edward I’s letter of 1301 one of Scotland’s commissioners in Rome, Baldred
Biset, produced the Processus Baldredi Contra Figmenta Regis Angliae, in which he rejected the
English king’s case on the grounds of Arthur’s illegitimacy and the subsequent disinheriting of
Mordred’

Flora Alexander has demonstrated that Scottish attitudes to Arthur in the fourteenth to sixteenth
centuries were not uniformly hostile as critics have suggested, but it remains true that Arthur was
not held in unanimous esteem. The Cronycle of Scotland in a Part of before 1460 launches a bitter

attack on Arthur as "spurius and a huris sone", although the vilification of Arthur did not really
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come into its own until the appearance of Hector Boece’s Scotorum Historia of 1527, In a marked
contrast to the reputation of Arthur as one of the Nine Worthies, Boece on almost all possible
occasions makes it appear that it is the Scots who distinguish themselves and the Britons who are
cowardly and treacherous. Most significant of all is Arthur’s reputation. His revels in York are
described in a most hostile spirit, and the opinion is cited that he was the first to celebrate

Christmas with disgraceful orgies.6

What remains clear however is that by Malory’s time, and beyond, the details north of the Border
surrounding Arthur’s death and supposed existence in another world were often a good deal less
important than this apparent denial of Mordred’s monarchical rights. In short, Arthur came
frequently to be perceived as an early, but by no means isolated, example of perfidious Albion.
The appropriation by Edward I of the English king as the historic individual who held Scotland in
thrall was therefore hardly likely to endear Arthur to the Scots as a model of regal virtue. All the
more surprising, perhaps, that Arthur was still regarded by some as worthy of celebration. John
Barbour, despite his criticism of Edward I is unequivocal in his praise, and makes no reference to

Mordred’s supposed rights, presumably because he based his work upon a version of the Brut:

..Arthur, yat throw chevalry

Maid Bretane maistres & lady

Off tuelf kinrykis yat he wan,

And alsua as a noble man

He wan throw bataill Fraunce all fre,
And Lucius Yber wencusyt he

Yat yen of Rome wes emperour,

Bot 3eit for all his gret valour
Modreyt his syster son him slew;
And gud men als ma yen inew
Throw tresoune and throw wikkitnes;
Ye Broite beris yaraoff wytnes.7

Barbour, not unlike Lydgate just over half a century later, was using the story of Arthur as an
exami)le of the dangers of treason: there is no questioning of Arthur’s integrity either here or in
Harry’s Wallace, where what is salient in the latter poet’s eyes is the comparative greatness
between the eponymous warrior and illustrious hero of old3 Accordingly, Arthur’s reputation in
late medieval Scotland tended to rest either upon his seemingly villainous behaviour in denying
the Scottish Mordred his rightful throne or, following essentially English-based chronicles and his

membership of the Nine Worthies, upon his role as an exemplum of noble behaviour.

33



THE DEATH OF ARTHUR IN THE CHRONICLE OF JOHN OF FORDUN

The preservation of historic documents, as well as manuscripts of more general histories, is of
course crucial to the maintenance of the integrity of a sovereign state. Edward I recognised this
fully, and ordered English monasteries not only to ransack their chronicles for supportive
evidence for his claim to the throne of Scotland, but also to incorporate rival claims into their
histories to obtain a more comprehensive account? It was to rectify the damage done by
Edward’s plundering and his destruction of archives on forays into Scotland which apparently
prompted John of Fordun to embark upon his travels, and write what was to become the first
history of his country.10 In all probability a chantry priest at Aberdeen Cathedral, Fordun
journeyed far and wide in his quest for material for his history of Scotland: the Coupar Angus
MS describes him as wandering ‘like a curious bee’ in his search.11 His travels took him "in prato
Britanniae et in oraculis Hiberniae, per universitates et collegia, per ecclesias et coenobia, inter
historicos conversans et inter chronographos perendinans...", during which time he evidently
consulted a large number of chronicles for his magnum opus. Among his English sources for
example were William of Malmesbury’s Gesta Regum Anglorum and De Antiquitate Glastoniensis
Ecclesiae, Henry of Huntingdon’s Historia Anglorum, the Flores Historiarum, Bede’s Historia
Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum, several saints’ lives, a Latin version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle,
the Polychronicon and of course HRB. Fordun was equally well-read in Scottish genealogies and
continental and classical histories. 12 These journeys are thought to have taken place between
1363 and 1385, the latter being the assumed year of his death. Material gathered was collected
into five books, the Chronica Gentis Scotorum (CGS), which dealt with the history of Scotland
from its beginnings to the death of David I in 1153. Additional notes, not integrated into
succeeding books, and which relate to events between 1153 and 1385, were also collected and are
known as the Gesta Annalia.

Fordun’s influence, both directly and indirectly, upon the perception of Scottish history was
immense. His unfinished chronicle was taken up by Walter Bower, Abbot of Inchcolm, who was
born in the approximate year of Fordun’s death, and who died in 1449. Incorporating the Gesta
with his own research, the end result of Bower’s labours was a chronicle of sixteen books, which
he entitled the Scotichronicon. A later revision of this work, also by Bower and confusingly given
the same name as its predecessor, is more generally known as the Chronicle of Coupar. A further
abridgement by a different hand is referred to as the Book of Pluscarden. The title
Scotichronicon, formerly used indiscriminately of all mss in this corpus, is now used of Bower’s
first contination alone. As a result of these efforts, the large body of manuscripts which grew out
of the Fordun/Bower canon gave to the Scottish nation at a formative time a sense of the sweep
of that country’s history. Hector Boece’s Scotorum Historia, the first Scottish history to be
released in print, is heavily indebted to CGS, a manuscript of which, Cambridge, Trinity College
MS Gale 0.9.9, was owned by Boece himself. It is all the more surprising that, with the exception
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of Goller, Alexander and Kennedy, Fordun’s use of the Arthurian legend has met with virtually
no comment: only O’Loughlin to date has discussed the CGS in the context of English Arthurian

texts.13

What then is Fordun’s position with regard to the English king and his death? As Alexander
noted, Fordun incorporated verbatim in Chapter 25 of Book III of CGS an extract from HRB
which gives a highly favourable description of the English king, and as a result, she rejected
earlier criticism which concluded that Fordun’s attitude towards Arthur had been wholly
negative.14 Yet in discussing CGS, Alexander neglected to take into account alternative
manuscript readings of Fordun’s text, readings which demonstrate that the Scottish chronicler’s
response to Arthur was far from being as straightforward as might initially appear. This is
important, because for all his travels in England and Ireland (or very likely because of them), mss
of Fordun’s Chronica contain no less than three different accounts of Arthur’s reign and death,
one of which features the Latin epitaph so effectively employed by Malory. While Skene noted

briefly the existence of these different versions,15

no attempt has been made to date to unravel
them, and come to some kind of conclusion about the order in which they were written. Given
that while one version chooses to include the hexameter epitaph, another relies wholly upon
HRB, and the third consists of a totally different account altogether, it will be instructive to see if
we can explain part of this mystery. If a tentative order can be established, we may be in a better
position to understand how the attitude to Arthur’s death for Scotland’s first true historian
developed, and from there, move towards a history of the hexameter epitaph and the context
within which it was used. If we find that both Fordun and Bower use the hexameter in support of
the Briton hope, for example, then Malory’s similar use in MD appears all the more reasonai)le.
If not, then we shall have to think again. To begin with however, we can state that thanks to
Skene, mss of Fordun’s and Bower’s chronicles may be divided roughly into four groups: Group
A contains the Scotichronicon; Group B, abridgements of the Scotichronicon; Group C, those mss
which contain the first five books, as written by Fordun; Group D, all other mss. A complete
tabulation of all known mss in the corpus is attempted for the first time in Appendix Two below.
Focussing upon CGS however (i.e. those mss in Group C), three separate textual sub-groups may
be identified. These are: (i) Wolfenbiittel, MS Cod. Helmst. 538 and London, B.L. MS Additional
37223 (both mid-fifteenth century); (ii) Cambridge, Trinity College MS Gale 0.9.9 (1480-1500),
together with Edinburgh, Scottish Catholic Archives MM2/1 (late fifteenth century); and (iii)
London, B.L. MS Cotton Vitellius E.x.i (1475-1500), together with London, B.L. MS Harley 4764
(after 1497).

The First Sub-Group

The first of these sub-groups, containing the earliest of all six manuscripts referred to above, is

indebted to HRB to the extent that a large chunk is included verbatim, from the end of Chapter
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24 of Book III to about the end of the first quarter of Chapter 25. Chapter 24 concludes therefore
with HRB’s statement that stern necessity compelled the elevation of Arthur to the kingship on
Uther’s death, and the extract from HRB which commences Chapter 25 testifies to Arthur’s

generosity of spirit.16

However, in this latter chapter the conscientious Fordun was clearly troubled by an implicit
contradiction within HRB: in Geoffrey’s text we are told that Lot marries Arthur’s younger sister
Anna in the time of Aurelius (Anna being mother to Mordred and Gawain). Yet elsewhere,
Geoffrey states that Aurelius had died long before Arthur’s birth17  Fordun devotes the
remainder of the chapter to this conundrum. While clear that Anna and her children had the
better claim to the throne of Britain, he acknowledges that it was Arthur, who was older than
Mordred or Gawain, who received the support of his country’s knights. Reinforcing Geoffrey’s
point, Fordun concludes that necessity indeed dictated the outcome: "Et ideo merito ingruente
tanta necessitate potius adolescens tendens ad virum eligitur, quam in cunabilis, puer et hac forte
de causa movebat bellum Mordredus contra Arthurum in quo alterutur fatis cessit."18 From this,
Susan Kelly has concluded that Alexander’s view (i.e. that Fordun is sympathetic to Arthur), is
misplaced. Fordun, she argues, may admit the power of necessity, but this does not excuse the
king: "[Fordun] assigns to Mordred a motive..that is clearly intended to exonerate him of any
wrongdoing.“19 However, it seems to me that Fordun ought be given credit for a more even-
handed and less partisan approach. Kelly is right to show that Fordun qualifies the need for
overturning natural justice, but he also points out that in the turbulent conditions of the time,
such action was perfectly understandable. There is no indication that Fordun views Arthur with
disapproval here: indeed, the extract from HRB which commences this chapter implies the very
opposite. Fordun’s care in the use of his sources should be borne in mind when it comes to

discussing the hexameter epitaph.

However, returning to the question of the inconsistencies within HRB regarding the relationship
between Arthur and Mordred, Fordun is forced to conclude Chapter 25 on a note of puzzled
defeat:

Haec ille. Haec sagatiori lectori ad retractandum remitto. Quia ea ad
concordiam reducere defacili non video. Verius tamen credo sicut alibi legi
Modredum fuisse sororium Arthuri et sic habemus intentum hujus capituli.

Having left the circumstances of Arthur’s background up to the reader to decide, Fordun’s last
reference to the reign of the king is contained in the opening lines of Chapter 26, which is entitled
"De successione trium regum, Eugenii, Convalli, atque Kynatel sive Connyd, etc." The chapter
opens with a simple statement on the deaths of Arthur and Mordred, without reference even to

the location of the battle.



Eugenius, qui et Eochodius Hebdre, occiso patruo Gonrano, regnum suscepit
anno Domini V€ XXXV et regnavit annis XXIII. Suae regnationis anno octavo,
et imperatoris Justiniani decimo quinto, commissum est Britannia bellum inter
Britonum regem Arthurum et suum nepotem Mordredum, quo bello cecedit
vulneratus_ad mortem uterque cum multitudine copiosa Britonum, pariter et
Scotorum,

Arthur’s actual death therefore merits no authorial comment, excites no apparent interest, and
occurs in a passage more concerned with the three kings who succeed him, and the coming of St.

Columba.

What is particularly interesting about this version of CGS is Fordun’s reliance upon only one
source, i.e. HRB. He is clearly baffled by Geoffrey’s contradictions, and unable to resolve them
through recourse to a complementary source he leaves it up to his reader to decide. Perhaps this
sub-group represents a version of the Arthurian story within CGS at a relatively early stage, using
HRB before travels further afield provided new texts and new information. Whether or not this is
S0, it is perhaps surprising that Fordun on this occasion makes no use of Geoffrey’s references to
Avalon and Camlann. Nor is there reference, from any other quarter, to either the Briton hope or
the Glastonbury exhumation: perhaps at this point in the composition of CGS, Fordun was

unaware of them?

The Second Sub-Group

This sub-group is especially important since both the Trinity Cambridge and Catholic Archives
MSS contain the epitaph as used by Malory. Both manuscripts are of the late fifteenth century,
and are thus contemporancous with the publication, if not composition, of MD. The Trinity
Cambridge MS, once the property of Boece, formed the base text for the first printed edition of
Fordun’s work, published by Thomas Hearne in 172722

At first sight, both manuscripts follow those of the first sub-group in Chapters 24 and 25.
However, on reaching the closing lines of Chapter 25 quoted above, and which refer to Fordun’s
confessed confusion, those of the second sub-group diverge. Prefaced by the comment "qui
obsequio Papae eum tradiderat," the text would seem to have come stoically to terms with the
vexed question of the relationship between Arthur and Mordred: "alibi tamen legitur Mordredum
fuisse sororium Arthuri."23 This may have been derived from the conclusion to the chapter in
the version found in the first sub-group. At this point there follows a passage of twelve lines of
hexameter verse, ostensibly by Bede, and which incoherently predict disaster for the English. The

chapter continues:
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Haec ille Beda. Nota quod anno Domini DXLII. Arthurus in bello letaliter
vulneratus, abiit ad sananda vulnera in Insulam Avallonis evectus. Non legimus
quo fine pausavit, sed quia in Ecclesia monasteriali de Glasinbury dicitur esse
tumulatus, cum hujusmodi epithaphio, sic eum praesens ibidem credimus, unde
versus;

Hic jacet Arthurus rex quondam rexque futurus.

Credunt enim quidam de genere Britonum eum futurum vivere, & de servitute
ad libertatem eosque reducere, etc.

In this version therefore, Fordun has made some notable changes. Seemingly no longer content
to leave the reasoning up to the reader, he confidently reasserts the Arthur/Mordred
relationship, providing additional details concerning Arthur’s death. Quite apart from the Bede
prophecy (which of course had nothing to do with the Venerable patriarch), Fordun now feels
able to insert a passage reminiscent of the familiar phrase from HRB on Arthur’s mortal wounds
and the Avalonian voyage (i.e. "Arthurus in bello letaliter vulneratus, abiit ad sananda vulnera in
Insulam Avallonis evectus"). Perhaps, having found (unspecified) corroborative material on
Arthur’s death, he now felt confident about using an extract from HRB on this occasion.
Especially interesting is his apparent lack of information from complementary sources over the
precise details of Arthur’s death ("non legimus quo fine pausavit"), and his willingness to attribute
the Briton hope to this epitaph ("sed quia in Ecclesia monasteriali de Glasinbury dicitur esse
tumulatus, com hujusmodi epithaphio, sic eum praesens ibidem credimus, unde versus: Hic jacet
Arthurus rex quondam rexque futurus. Credunt..."). We know, of course, that the Briton hope
prefigured the exhumation at Glastonbury, whose Abbey is now mentioned for the first time.
Somehow Fordun heard of the epitaph apparently on Arthur’s tomb there, and not unnaturally
assumed that the legend of Arthur’s survival was inspired by it. This is rational thinking on the
chronicler’s part, albeit mistaken, but it represents an advance on the previous version. It may
even be that since Fordun tells us he has not read how Arthur met his end, he picked up this
information by word of mouth on his travels: either way, it would seem to reinforce Malory’s
statement, written many miles further south and many years later, that many men believed this to
be the lettering on Arthur’s grave. At the end of the day however, Fordun is only reporting
hearsay: he does not know for sure how Arthur died, only that it is said his grave is at
Glastonbury, and that the epitaph on it reads as follows.

The Third Sub-Group

The two manuscripts in the third sub-group differ completely from their predecessors in so far as
they contain a brand-new Chapter 25, albeit still entitled "De eodem Arthuro.” On this occasion,

the services of HRB are dispensed with altogether.



The immediate effect is to accentuate the need which drove Arthur to assume the throne (and
which concludes Chapter 24), and to leave out those redeeming qualities listed by Geoffrey. But
this is not to be damnation of Arthur on Fordun’s part. On this occasion more detail is provided
on Arthur’s death, further sources are apparently employed, and the rather tentative reference to

the Briton hope, along with the hexameter epitaph, is omitted altogether:

Verumptamen secundum historiarum Britonum Arthurus postmodum cum
Modredo confligens occidit eum & occisus est ab eo in ualle Aualonie iuxta
Glaston sepultus, cuius corpus postmodum etiam cum corpore Suenuc uerae
uxoris sue sub anno Domini millesimo C.lxxx, tempore regegis [sic] Henrici
secundi repertum est & ad ecclesiam translatum, sicut refert Giraldus. D. primo
capitulo igitur, qui tunc vixit, & ossa Arthuri contractavit.

This is a complete change in direction from the previous versions. The entire chapter, in fact,
seemingly bursts with confidence, scattering references to various sources, which has led Susan
Kelly to claim that this version of Chapter 25 is derived largely from the works of William of
Malmesbury, Giraldus Cambrensis and Ranulph Higden.26

In fact examination of this entire chapter reveals it to have been lifted verbatim, subject to a few
minor spelling variations, from the Polychronicon itself 27 Evidently Fordun had (finally?) found
himself an authoritative, well-researched and well-documented text which could provide him with
what he needed. Gone is the earlier agonising over the precise blood ties between king and
nephew, and instead we are presented with Arthur’s twelve battles, and even William of
Malmesbury’s celebrated complaint that Arthur deserves to be remembered not in fairy stories
but for his martial achievements. Included too is Higden’s famous series of comments which casts
doubt upon the value of HRB, by asking rhetorically why it is that no other chronicle
corroborates Geoffrey’s account of Arthur’s conquests overseas. Perhaps distrust of Geoffrey
decided Fordun on this occasion against including references both to Arthur’s character and to
Avalon. As for the Briton bope and the hexameter epitaph, are not these both contradicted by the
evidence of Arthur’s exhumation at Glastonbury, and recorded here by Higden? Unlike the
hearsay of the version found in the second sub-group, thanks to Higden, Fordun is now able to
report cold, hard fact. As a fair-minded historian seeking reliable information on the history of
Scotland, Fordun must have felt that the Polychronicon was an answer to his prayers. No longer
forced to tell his readers to make the best they can of a defective work, it is not surprising to
discover that Fordun felt that this chapter, lifted en masse from Higden’s work, was perfectly

adequate as it stood.

What more can we deduce from Fordun’s use of the Polychronicon at this point? We can at least
draw some conclusions about the text he used: a comparison of Lumby’s collated edition and the
account as it appears in MSS Harley 4764 and Cotton Vitellius E.xi reveals that the manuscript
Fordun employed is virtually identical to the text found in Cambridge, Gonville and Caius

College MS 82/ 16428 While not suggesting that Fordun necessarily had recourse to this copy in
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particular, the manuscript itself can be dated to between 1376 and 1400 (this text of the
Polychronicon concludes at the former date).29 If the manuscript Fordun used was at least
closely allied to the Caius MS, and one were to postulate for it a date towards the early end of the
spectrum, it could be ventured that this version of the Arthurian story became known to the
Scottish chronicler late in life (he died in 1385, it will be remcmbcred).30 Whatever the actual
date, this third sub-group could very well represent Fordun’s final attempt to resolve the
Arthurian conundrum in the hope that, like Arthur himself, the matter could finally be laid to
rest. Both from the perspective of textual progression, and the dating of the Caius MS, this

conclusion has much to recommend it.

One final point remains. If these suggestions have merit, why did not Fordun complete his record
on Arthur with a brief sentence or two, including the epitaph found on the lead cross, as recorded
in Chapter 23 of Book VII of the Polychronicon? A possible answer could lie in Fordun’s single-
mindedness and lack of familiarity with what was a new source to him. In his verbatim use of
Higden’s account of events in the sixth century, he may not have known, or possibly not even
cared, of records for the twelfth which related to the exhumation. Moreover, whereas the
Polychronicon records "cuius corpus postmodum etiam cum Guenneverae uxoris suae", both the
Harleian and Cottonian MSS, it will be recalled, refer to "Suenuc uerae uxoris.” Clearly the name
of Guenevere was unfamiliar to the scribes of both manuscripts and exemplar. Naturally the
mistake may not be Fordun’s originally, but it is a slip that only someone wholly unfamiliar with
even the most basic details of Arthur’s story could have made. It is at least nice to know that, in

the eyes of some Scots at least, Suenuc was a true wife.

THE DEATH OF ARTHUR IN WALTER BOWER'’S "SCOTICHRONICON"

It has been suggested that, from a simple recognition of the deficiencies of HRB as an
authoritative text, Fordun’s version of the Arthurian story moved from recognition of his death,
through to an observation of the hexameter epitaph on his tomb at Glastonbury, to a verbatim
transcription from Polychronicon as his last word. Yet Fordun’s self-appointed successor "was
never able to be the full-time historian that Fordun was said to have become.>1 Bower claimed
that his motives in expanding Fordun’s work and bringing it up to date derived partly from a
request from Sir David Stewart of Rosyth, and also for the solace of the kingdom and the honour
of God32 Starting with the original five books by Fordun, Bower used the Gesta Annalia as well
as his own material to produce the sixteen book Scotichronicon, the last two books of which were
his own work. There is no doubt that Bower laboured long and hard over his task, but his avowed

aim of instructing his audience through the medium of history inevitably led to a work which
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turned out to be almost unreadable not only owing to its prolixity, but also because the author felt
obliged to season his text with sententious observations. In his desire to morally instruct as well as
edify at length, Bower obviously has much in common with his English contemporary John
Lydgate. The main diffcrencc is that Bower lacks Lydgate’s lightness of touch and sense of

humour.

Nevertheless, the Scotichronicon in its entirety exists today in six manuscripts: MSS Cambridge,
Corpus Christi College 171 (before 1449); London, B.L. Royal 13.Ex (c.1449-55); Darnaway
Castle, Donibristle (c.1471-2); Edinburgh, S.R.O. GD 145/26/48, olim Brechin Castle (written by
Edinburgh scribe Magnus MakCullough, c¢.1480); London, B.L. Harley 712 (completed by
MakCullough on 7 October 1484); and Edinburgh, Edinburgh University 186 (1510).33 Not
surprisingly, a substantial body of opinion was of the view that an abbreviated version of the
Scotichronicon would be welcome, and grudgingly acknowledging that "brevity was pleasing to
delicate ears, and prolixity odious", Bower set to work34 The end result, confusingly also called
Scotichronicon but known more generally as the Chronicle of Coupar, turned out to be almost as
long as the original. As a result, Maurice Buchanan, at the behest of the Abbot of Dunfermline in
1461, produced the abridged Book of Pluscarden, which incorporated personal contributions, and
exists today in six manuscripts, five of which are in Latin and one in French. Other abridgements
were to follow, most notably that of the Carthusian monk Patrick Russell, Edinburgh, National
Library of Scotland MS Advocates 35.6.7 being completed ¢.1480.

Because of Fordun’s diligence and Bower’s perseverence, the literate of fifteenth-century
Scotland were able to appreciate fully for the first time the national history they shared, and the
role Arthur played in that history. As in England, there was no question but that Arthur was an
historical personage: indeed, Fordun’s tentative reference to the Briton hope in the second sub-
grouping discussed above is the first reference in Scottish chronicle writings, as far as I am aware,
to the' legend of Arthur’s survival. Bower’s attitude to Arthur however was markedly different to
that of his predecessor. The Abbot’s strongly-felt nationalism was already apparent in the
opening book of his chronicle, and doubtless reflected his experience as a servant of his king. As a
result, his view of Arthur was one of unmitigated hostility, presumably seeing in the disinheriting
of the Scottish Mordred a powerful metaphor for the predations of the English state in his day
(Bower was one of two commissioners appointed to collect ransom money for James I in 1423-
4).35 Far from Fordun’s even-handed puzzlement, he felt he knew where his duty lay: "what
Bower has done is to build on Fordun’s suggestion of Arthur’s illegitimacy, making it clear that
the British hero was the offspring of an adulterous relationship fostered by magical arts...For
Bower there is no ambiguity - Mordred is the legitimate king of Britain."3® But if the author of
the Scotichronicon was determined to vilify Arthur and the circumstances of his birth, what was

he to do when it came to the king’s death?
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Bower And The Death Of Arthur

By now it must be apparent that the relationship between manuscripts containing CGS, the
Scotichronicon and hybridised off-shoots is complex indeed. The earlier discussions regarding
sub-groupings of the Arthurian story within CGS could be used as the basis for argument for a
‘best-text’ of the CGS itself, but fortunately for our present purposes the establishment of Corpus
Christi College, Cambridge MS 171 as a copy of the Scofichronicon upon which Bower worked
personally before his death in 1449 provides at least one authoritative text in the Fordun/Bower
canon. Although none of the extant manuscripts of CGS can be identified as the unchallenged
primary source for the Corpus MS, a manuscript which contains additions and comments
approved by Bower himself, we can at least examine Bower’s treatment of the death of Arthur

with some conﬁdence.37

When it came to the death of Arthur therefore, Bower would have been faced with any one of
three separate versions, according to which sub-grouping his principle text of CGS belonged.
From the Corpus MS, additions made as marginal comments identify Bower’s personal
contributions to the production of the Scofichronicon, whether gleaned from complementary
copies of the CGS, or indeed from other sources elsewhere. Thus from his annotation of
‘Scriptor’ in the margin of £.49r of the MS, we can deduce that the conclusion to Chapter 24,
where the extract from HRB testifies to the necessity of Arthur’s election as king, was added by
him3®  From this, it would seem that Bower’s version of this chapter is taken entirely from a

manuscript of the third sub-grouping, which omits this reference from HRB. So far so good.

Chapter 25, which remains untitled in the Corpus MS, follows however the text available in the
first sub-grouping. There is no attempt here to use the unique version of the chapter found in
manﬁscripts of the third sub-grouping, which seems to indicate that Bower felt under no
obligation to rely upon one manuscript as a base text, remaining content to ‘cut and paste’ from
those available to him as he saw fit. Given that a manuscript of the third sub-grouping was
however available to him, it seems strange that Bower should not make use of it: as suggested
earlier, the extract from the Polychronicon provides a lucid, coherent and authoritative account,
whereby Arthur’s life and death are neatly wrapped up in a single narrative block, complete with
details of the Glastonbury exhumation. What makes Bower’s behaviour all the more surprising is
his version of Chapter 26. As with all three versions of CGS, this chapter commences with the
lines above quoted, and which testify to the reign of Eugenius, and the deaths of Arthur and
Mordred. Immediately succeeding this opening statement, Bower chooses to insert an extract

taken from or based upon Chapter 25 of the second sub-grouping, complete with epitaph:

Anno ut premissum est domini v¢ xlii Arthurus letaliter vulneratus illinc ad
sananda vulnera in insulam Avallonis evectus. Non legimus quo fine pausavit.
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Sed quia in ecclesia de monasteriali de Glasinbiry dicitur esse tumulatus cum
huiusmodi epitaphio: ‘Hic jacet Arthurus rex quondam atque futurus’, vulgo
creditur adhuc eum vivere et ut in comediis canitur: ‘Superventurus est
dispersos et profugos Britones ad propria restaurare’.

As Fig.2 in Appendix 1 demonstrates, this entire passage is inserted into the original text of the
Scotichronicon as it appears in the Corpus MS. The marginal ‘V’ indicates the presence of verse,
and although not apparent from the black and white photograph, the Arthurian epitaph is picked

out in red.

Were it not for a number of minor details, one could be relatively confident of what Bower has
done here: had he not used a manuscript akin to those of the third sub-group for his conclusion
to Chapter 24, it could be argued that his base text for the story of Arthur was related to those of
the first sub-group, and the details of the epitaph were taken from a manuscript of the second
sub-group and inserted at the logical point of the narrative in Chapter 26, which mentions
Arthur’s death. 30 This would demonstrate Bower’s unquestioning acceptance of the death of

Arthur in a relatively simple fashion. Unfortunately, it is not that simple.

For not only has Bower added a section to complete Chapter 24 in his chronicle, he appears to
have carefully distributed the remainder of Chapter 25 as it appears in the second sub-group. The
prophecies of Bede, referred to earlier, now make an appearance in Chapter 23 of the
Scotichronicon, where Bower has them follow a prophecy by Gildas. 31 From what is left of the
conclusion to Chapter 25 in this sub-group, the epitaph goes into the beginning of Chapter 26, a
further chunk is inserted later in this chapter, and the remainder is discarded. ¥ But it will also
be noted that the epitaph quoted in Chapter 26 is not an exact transcription from the Fordun
manuscripts as we have them. The phraseology is slightly different, and more significantly, the
epitaph itself has undergone a slight change, albeit its meaning remains unaffected. While the
“rexque" version is found, as we have seen, in the Trinity Cambridge and Catholic Archives MSS,
the "atque" version is present too in those manuscripts derived from the Corpus MS, i.e. MSS
Royal 13.E.x (where it appears on f.56r, the opening letter being decorated in red and preceded
by a flourish in the same colour), Donibristle, GD.45/26/48, Edinburgh University 186 and
Harley712.43 Could Bower have been using a completely different manuscript of Fordun’s work
altogether? This is possible, but as we shall see from chapter four of this thesis, the "atque"
epitaph is unlikely to have been occasioned by a simple misreading by Bower of his source, since
this variation was also current in England at approximately the same time. All one can conclude
of Bower’s account in the Scotichronicon is that he was apparently not averse to quite complex
collation of different manuscripts of CGS, that for all his antipathy to Arthur he believed him to
be an historical figure, and that like Fordun, he was content to include in good faith the epitaph
in the belief that this was indeed the lettering on Arthur’s tomb in Glastonbury.
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THE DEATH OF ARTHUR IN THE CHRONICLES OF FORDUN AND BOWER

Towards the close of the fifteenth century therefore, and as a result of the efforts of Fordun,
Bower and their continuators, a number of manuscripts were available which provided a
comprehensive history of Scotland. Within that history Arthur played a small part, but he would
have been remembered chiefly as a usurper, denying Mordred the right to the throne, and
ultimately dying in a battle which destroyed them both. Arthur’s reputation as a noble figure, a
legacy of other Western European literary traditions, may have lingered even to the extent that
some topographical features of the country had Arthurian associations,‘“ but this representative
of the Nine Worthies appears not to have been known especially for the legend of his supposed
survival, This is surprising. We have already seen how the Briton hope was a metaphor for vain
expectation, and one which was widespread throughout Europe, current for at least three
centuries before Bower’s time. Yet in one of three versions of the Arthurian story, Fordun is
content merely to reproduce the account found in HRB, while in another he simply records the
epitaph at Glastonbury, attributing to it the basis for a belief in the king’s return. Bower’s use of
Fordun’s material is complex in the extreme, but the evidence of the Corpus MS demonstrates
that the presence of the epitaph was deliberate on Bower’s part, and derived from a
complementary (but unidentified) manuscript of the CGS. Bower’s version of the epitaph is
slightly different, but the meaning is unchanged. As a result of the works of Fordun and Bower it
is clear therefore that not only was Arthur’s death accepted without demur, but a number of
manuscripts including the hexameter epitaph were in circulation. Unlike AMA and the Longleat
Arthur, this epitaph is part of an established manuscript tradition including generations of texts, a
tradition dating from at least 1385 (up to a decade earlier, if we accept the dating of the
manuscript of the Polychcronicon used for those of the third sub-grouping, and if we accept that
this version postdates that found in the second sub-grouping) to 1510, the date of the last

manuscript to contain the epitaph in this corpus.

The example of Fordun in particular however may indicate that the legend of Arthur may not
have been as well known north of the Border as it was the south: the misnaming of Queen
Guinevere is a case in point. The example of B.L. MS Additional 37223 (unknown to Skene, and
which contains a copy of CGS), indicates nonetheless that some Scottish readers in late medieval
times were interested enough in Arthur to pursue matters further. The MS is of vellum, dating
from the mid-fifteenth century, and is closely allied to the text as found in the Wolfenbiittel MS
(i.e. the first sub-group). The MS itself was owned at one stage by Robert Elphinstone, rector of
Kincardine and cousin and tutor to Alexander, 2nd Baron Elphinstone, ¢.1518-76. Evidence of
previous ownership is lacking.45 Chapter 25 of Book III concludes on f.51r, after which a full
page and a half is left blank by the scribe, presumably so that the "wise reader” referred to in the
text can make up his own mind, and add his own conclusion. This is one of several such gaps in

the manuscript (e.g. ff.116v and 123v).46 From annotations in the manuscript, it would appear



that one particular reader, while not availing himself of the blank page and a half, was at pains to
compare his version of the Arthurian story with others in the same family. Such annotations are
in a contemporary hand, and are executed in red in the margin. These differ from those of the
textual scribe, although the latter also employs red ink for his marginalia. Thus on f.50v the
annotator points out the omission of the phrase "propter periculum eminens futurus" from the
beginning of Chapter 25, a phrase to be found in mss of the second sub-grouping. A few lines
later the phrase "semper propter eium admirabilem libertatem”, also to be found in the second
sub-group, is similarly noted.4” More significantly, the addition of the name ‘Dionysius’ in the
margin of £.49v shows that the annotator had access also to a continuation of Fordun’s work: this
name does not appear in mss of the three sub-groupings of material contained within the
Chronica Gentis Scotorum 8 The individual concerned may not have felt the need to supplement
the text in front of him with the complete version of Arthur’s death as found in the detailed
second or third sub-groups, but MS Additional 37223 testifies nonetheless to an interest in the

variations which existed between manuscripts of Fordun’s work and that of his successor.

For late medieval Scottish chroniclers, the death of Arthur was by and large a matter of
established fact, the Briton hope an irrelevancy subordinate to the treachery of Arthur’s
disinheritance of Mordred. Where the hexameter epitaph is included, it is done so as a matter of
report, with no evidence to suggest that the sentiment expressed represents a belief which they
share. Unlike Malory in MD, there is no attempt to draw attention to the epitaph, no insistence
that the readership see both points of view, indeed accept that there are two points of view. The
death of Arthur is simply stated, as is the fact that some beliecve the hexameter epitaph is that
found on the tomb at Glastonbury. The legacy of the CGS and Scotichronicon was such that,
particularly with help from Bower, the historical reputation of Arthur in Scotland was uniformly
poor. When it came to writing on King Arthur in 1521, the Scottish historian John Major not
unnaturally looked to the works of Geoffrey of Monmouth and those from the Fordun/Bower
corpus. As with his predecessors, there is no indication he regarded Arthur as anything other
than a historical figure, interred at Glastonbury, but Major is openly scathing about the Briton

hope, and ridicules it using yet another variant of the familiar epitaph:

In effectu ter inter Arthurum & Mordredum pugnatum est; & tam Arthurus
quam Mordredus perempti sunt; sed Arthurus letaliter vulneratus, dixit se in
quandam Insulam, ut curaretur, iterum, & postea regnaturus rediret. Et
propterea, Arthurum reversurum non parvo post tempore Britanni expectabant.
Unde in fabulam ductum est, quando aliquis qui numquam veniet, exspectatur,
hunc expectas, sicut Arthurum Britanni, Caeca populi affectio erga suum
Regem, quem mortuum, tenui ratione ductus, supervivere credit. Idem de
Carolo Burgundo, & de Jacobo nostro quarto, nuper factitatum audivimus. Ex
hoc argumentum habes, quod stygium Jovem, Herculem, & tales viros apud
vulgus stupendos eorum, vulgus facile immortales, putabat, quibus sapientes
oppositum cognoscentes contraire nolebant, no atroci poena plecterentur.

Sed quicquid sit, in Glasinburi Arthurus sepultus est, cum carmine ab opinione
vulgi non dissonante, quod est hoc.

Hic jacet Arthurus rex magnum, rexque ﬁzturus.49
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Major’s history is an appropriate point at which to stop, indebted as it is to the texts of Fordun
and Bower, and prefiguring the anti-Arthurian stance of Boece. Major may grant Arthur
membership of the Nine Worthies, or the "novem probos" as he refers to them, but only on the
grounds of his worthiness in war. Otherwise his is an outspoken commentary, contemptuous of
the Briton hope, ironic over the hexameter epitaph (he follows quotation of this verse with the
observation that such extravagance leads one to doubt certain facts of Arthur’s life), and
dismissing as fiction (or failing that, a result of magic) the marvellous exploits credited to Arthur
and Gawain. His comparison of Arthur to the necromancer Phillipe de Forestia was not found by
Fletcher in his investigations, which leads to the conclusion that this is but another example of
vilification by association. It is striking that attitudes to Arthur in Scotland should have led, within
forty years of Sir Thomas Malory’s death, to Caxton’s "moost renomed Crysten kyng" being
regarded as a quasi-diabolical figure.

There can be no ambiguity, sentimentality or doubt over Arthur’s quite emphatic death when it
comes to late medieval Scottish chronicles. The restoration of the balance by the virulent anti-
Scottish John Hardyng, and his treatment of the death of Arthur in his own verse Chronicle, will
form the subject of the next chapter.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE CHRONICLE OF JOHN HARDYNG

As a contrast to the bias of Bower and the excesses of some of his successors, it must be admitted
that the English chronicler John Hardyng more than restores the balance. Johnson’s reply to
Boswell on the latter’s nationality would not have satisfied Hardyng, who seems to have been
possessed of an undying hatred for the Scottish race, a hatred which appears to have persisted to
the end of what turned out to be a very long life. Indeed, such is the extent of his antipathy
towards the Scots that he adapts, somewhat mischievously, a passage from Lydgate’s Fall of

Princes in order that it may reflect less well on his northern neighbours.1

The significance of Hardyng’s Chronicle for our present purposes however lies not just as a
contrast to the attitude of the Scottish historians already discussed in the previous chapter.
Hardyng was a man whose life’s work, at least in its later version, evidently enjoyed a great deal
of popularity in the latter half of the fifteenth century, a popularity which was not confined to one
social class. In particular, like Malory Hardyng displays an evident interest in the story of Arthur,
and the unique manuscript which contains the first version of his work contains also another
example of the familiar hexameter epitaph. A discussion of both versions of Hardyng’s Chronicle,
including an assessment of his use of the Arthurian legend, may accordingly cast light upon the
uses to which the epitaph was put, and provide an indication of how the death of Arthur was

perceived by this particular author, whose work has been suggested as a source for MD.2

JOHN HARDYNG: THE LONG AND SHORT VERSIONS OF THE CHRONICLE

Much of what we know of Hardyng comes from what he tells us in his Chronicle3 We know that
he was born in 1378 (and thus was eight years older than Walter Bower), and served two great
northern magnates: Sir Henry Percy (Shakespeare’s Hotspur, and eldest son of the Earl of
Northumberland), and Sir Robert Umfraville. Under Percy he participated in border raids and
skirmishes, and was present at the battle of Humbledown on 14 September 1402 and the siege of
Cocklaw in the following year.4 After Percy’s death at Shrewsbury in 1403, Hardyng entered
Umfraville’s service, saw action at the siege of Harfleur and the battle of Agincourt, and was lafer
made warden of Warkworth Castle. According to his own account it was while serving on the
Border that he was sent by Henry V into Scotland to spy in that country, and to amass evidence
for a renewed English claim to the Scottish crown. His mission seemingly lasted three and a half
years, from early 1418 to 1421.

Prosecuting his brief with zeal, Hardyng apparently accumulated some nineteen documents in

support of this cause, which were ready for presentation to his king in May 1422. Unfortunately
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for his plans, Henry V was inconsiderate enough to die in August without giving Hardyng the
reward he claimed he was promised, and certainly felt he deserved. This was especially galling for
a loyal servant of the crown who apparently had expended much of his energy in the three and a
half years concerned forging most of the documents in question.s This disappointment had a
lasting effect upon Hardyng, who until the end of his days continued to hate the Scots, and who
carried a large chip on his shoulder at what he considered to be his shabby treatment. Part of his
hatred may have been due to the unrewarded trouble the Scots had put him to, but it is equally
possible that, since his days with Percy, this form of racism was at first a hobby, and later an
obsession. Either way, failure with the father did not stop Hardyng trying with the son. In 1440 he
petitioned Henry VI, including this time for good measure with the previous documents a forged
safe-conduct supposedly given him by the conveniently late James I in 1434. Although on this
occasion he was granted the manor of Wyloughton, worth £10 p.a., this was £30 p.a. less than the
manor of Geddington in Northamptonshire, which he claimed was originally promised him by
Henry V. Hardyng petitioned for Geddington in 1451, and according to his own record was
successful, only to be frustrated by Cardinal Kemp, the Chancellor:

Bot so was sette / yourg noble chauncellere,

He wolde nought suffre / I had suche warysoun,
That cardinal was / of York whouten pere,

That wolde noght parte / with londe ne 3it with toneg,
Bot rather wolde, / ere I had Gedyngtone,

Ye shulde for go / your ryall soueraynte

Of Scotlonde, whiche / long to youre rialte.6

As part of his long-standing persistence to gain what he saw as his just deserts (Hardyng died at
the ripe old age of about eighty-six in ¢.1465), our author composed two separate versions of his
verse Chronicle, both of which survey the history of England, and include the story of Arthur. The
first version of the Chronicle, unpublished and preserved uniquely in B.L. MS Lansdowne 204,
was begun by 1440, occupies some 19,000 lines of rhyme royal, and is devoted throughout to
asserting and proving the right of England to rule Scotland. The MS even concludes with a
chapter providing practical advice on how to invade that country, complete with a useful map.
The first version, henceforth referred to as the Long Version, was seemingly presented to Henry
VI in 1457, along with a further petition for reward.’ Apparently put out by a grant of only £20
p.a., Hardyng set about with astonishing vigour to produce a new version of the Chronicle
(henceforth referred to as the Short Version), which he dedicated to Henry’s chief opponent,
Richard, Duke of York. Hardyng’s timing however was as bad as usual. Richard was killed by
Lancastrians at the battle of Wakefield on 30 December 1460, and this new 12,600 line text never
reached him.

It seems likely that if Malory was familiar with Hardyng’s Chronicle, then it was with the Short
Version. Firstly, unlike the Long text, this version exists today in a dozen manuscripts; and
secondly, the dedication to Lansdowne 204 implies that the Long Version was one of a kind:

"Thus now newly made for Rememorance, / Whiche no man hath in worlde bot oonly ye", as
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Hardyng informs Henry VI (MS Lans. 204, f.2v). What is particularly striking about the Short
Version however is both the types of the manuscripts which have survived, and the texts found
therein. A.S.G. Edwards has categorised ten of the eleven complete surviving manuscripts into
three groups according to quality, and he has demonstrated that the appeal of the work lay across
the literate spectrum. MSS London, B.L. Harley 661; Oxford, Bod. Arch. Selden B.10; Harvard,
Harvard Univ. Eng. 1504; Oxford, Bod. Ashmole 34 and Oxford, Bod. Douce 345 are all of
parchment, "with ruled, spaced stanzas, some rubrication and illuminated initials, and all copie(i
by evidently experienced scribes. The Selden MS contains the arms of the 5th Earl of
Northumberland, Henry Percy. In Edwards’ second group are the more modest paper MSS
London, B.L. Egerton 1992, Chicago, Illinois Univ. 83 and Glasgow, Glasgow Univ. Hunterian
V.2.20, all of which are still the product of professional scribes. Finally New York, Pierpont
Morgan Library Biihler B.5 and Princeton, Princeton Univ. Garrett 142 are both undistinguished
paper MSS, the former of which is by a number of scribes, can be dated to ¢.1470, and bears
evidence of early ownership in the London merchant class. To these examples should be added a
reference to a paper copy of the Chronicle in the 1487 will of Sir Edmund Rede, High Sheriff of
Buckinghamshireg, and the influence of the Short Version on the composition of Douce 341,

which I discussed above in the opening chapter.

Yet if Malory were indeed indebted to the Short Version, then as Edwards has demonstrated, it
was probably to a text which was incomplete. Manuscript copies of this version contain numerous
blank spaces indicating the deliberate omission of lines or groups of lines, and in at least one
case, that of the Princeton MS, efforts to fill these lacunae seem to have been undertaken on the
volition of the scribe concerned. Since these omissions are consistent, Edwards concludes that the
only text available to copyists was one wherein lines missing related not to content but to rhyme:
in short, having committed himself to a certain verse form, Hardyng seems to have run out of
words for the ‘b’ rhyme, and left gaps accordingly. Following from this, Edwards makes a
convincing case that "there seem few grounds for supposing that Hardyng ever wholly completed
the revision of the second version of his Chronicle."10 Perhaps one reason for the incompleteness
of the Short Version was that Hardyng had put all his eggs in one basket: having given away what
was the only copy of the Long Version to Henry VI, he had to start again from scratch. As a
result, Hardyng lost not only a great number of useful rhymes but, as we shall see, some highly
interesting marginalia too. The irony of it all is that there is no evidence to show that Henry even

saw the unique work into which Hardyng had poured so much effort11

ARTHURIAN MATERIAL IN THE SHORT VERSION OF HARDYNG’S CHRONICLE

Given Hardyng’s close interest in Scotland it seems likely he was aware of the anti-Arthurian
stance adopted in that country. He may have even been aware of the chronicles of Fordun and

Bower.12 For a writer keen to promote the supremacy of the English nation it is no surprise to
p p cy g
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find that the Scots are put in their place in the Arthurian section of the Short Version: Lot for
example is described as a loyal ally of the English Arthur.

In Scotland, than Loth of Lothian by ryght

The kynge was than, that was of full grete myght,
The firste knyght was so of the Table Rounde,
To Arthure true and als his liege man bounde.

Later both the Scottish followers Gawain and Anguzell are killed at Dover supporting Arthur in
his war against Mordred. 14

Hardyng’s treatment of the last days of Arthur in the Short Version is concise and matter of fact.
From the news of Mordred’s treachery and Arthur’s return from Rome to Arthur’s death
occupies but twelve stanzas. This is succeeded by an eight stanza tribute to Arthur by the author.
Following the battle of Dover Mordred flees to Winchester, battle is renewed, and it is this latter
battle, according to Hardyng, which sees the complete extinction of the Round Table. Only

Launcelot, and presumably Arthur himself, are exempt.

The Rounde Table at Wynchestre began,

And there it ende, and there it hangeth yit;

For there were slayne of that Rounde Table than
The knyghtes all that euer did at it sitte

Of Britayne borne, saue Launcelot yede quytt.
That with the kynge followed upon the chase
Whan Mordrede fled to Cornewaile for that case.

The third and final battle takes place at Camblayne, and the end is unequivocal.

But this Mordred gaufe Arthure deth woundes,
For which he yede his woundes to medecye
Into the ile of Aualone where he diede that stounde.

Having bequeathed his kingdom to Constantine,

Kynge Arthure than in Aualone so diede,
Wher he was buried beside a chapell faire,
Which nowe is made and fully edifiede

Weste fro the mynstre churche of grete repaire
Of Glastonbury, where nowe he hath his laire.
But than it was called ‘The Blacke Chapell

Of Our Lade’, as cronyclers can tell.

(MS Harley 661, £.55v)

The story of Arthur concludes with the statement that "His life and soule to God he dyd resigne"
in the year 542.
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Hardyng’s account is thus seemingly straightforward and non-controversial as far as the death
and burial of Arthur is concerned. The identification of Glastonbury/Avalon is complete, and
there is no acknowledgement of the legend of the king’s survival. What is particularly worth
noting in this description is an apparently close knowledge of the local geography. Hardyng seems
to imply that Arthur was buried beside a chapel located to the west of the minster, a chapel
formerly known as the Black Chapel of Our Lady. This fits closely with other descriptions of the
topography of Glastonbury. In his argument for personal knowledge on the part of the author of
the Perlesvaus, William A. Nitze noted that the bodies of Arthur and Guinevere had rested in the
Abbey’s Lady Chapel which, "unlike most other lady-chapels...stands to the west of the Abbey and
forms an entrance to it"1> This is not to argue for personal knowledge by Hardyng of the locale,
but the cemetery of the earliest monastic community at Glastonbury was indeed located to the
south of the Lady Chapel, and it was in the grounds of this cemetery that Arthur’s body was
supposedly interred.1® The stanzaic Lyfe of Joseph of Armathia, printed by Pynson in 1520 but
dating from about 1502, describes the cemetery as "Harde by the place where kynge Arthur was
founde. / South fro Iosephs chapell it is walled in rounde..”!7 The Church of St. Mary, the Lady
Chapel of which still stands in part, was consecrated on 11 June 1180, and its crypt was dedicated
to St. Joseph in the Abbacy of Richard Beere (1493-1524), although a ruined chapel in the
cemetery itsclf was restored and dedicated to SS. Michael and Joseph by Abbot John Chinnock in
138218 Leland, who had visited Glastonbury between 1534 and 1539, observed that "There is a
porch towardes the Southe parte, and a Chappell from whence they go into the Treasury. In this
place men affirmed that Arthures bones remayned for a certaine season: after that againe, that

they were translated to the midle Iles of the Queare."!?

In the shorter, and more popular version of Hardyng’s Chronicle we are faced therefore with an
unambiguous and unequivocal narrative which testifies to the king’s mortality. Marginal
observations by scribal hands reinforce this air of normality. In the Harleian MS for example, the
Arthurian section contains a number of commentaries upon the text, of which the last is to be
found on £.53v: "Nota howe kynge Arthure gaue roiall yifftes to the Ambasheitte of Rome And
sent his lettres with his Ambashite to Rome in companye with the Romaynes And the kyng with
his hooste followed soon after theym." Presumably the actual death of Arthur was not thought
worthy of especial mention. However, not all scribes failed to observe the final hours of the king.
On £46v of MS Douce 345 are found the comments "Nota the batayle of Camblayne [w]hare
Arthure preualyed and slewe [M]ordrede and Arthur had his dethe [w]ounde", and "Nota how
kynge Arthur dyed and [bluryed was in the blake cha[pe]l at glastynbury." On f47r the
commentary continues with "Nota how kyng Arthur dyed at glastynbury be yere of criste ffyue
hundred and two and fourt[e].“20 Nothing in the Short Version suggests that Arthur’s fate is
anything out of the ordinary, anything other than another example of fickle Fortune: Hardyng
even borrows from Chaucer in the course of a conventional lament which may itself be indebted
to Lydgate.21 But if this version is in many ways an unremarkable and uncontroversial mid-

fifteenth century account of Arthur’s death, what of the version which preceded it, and which
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contained Hardyng’s original work? As we shall see, the appearance of the hexameter epitaph in
the Lansdowne MS carries with it some particularly interesting implications regarding Hardyng’s

use of his source material, and his perception of Arthur’s life and death.

ARTHURIAN MATERIAL IN THE LONG VERSION OF HARDYNG’S CHRONICLE

The Long Version was of course Hardyng’s first attempt to produce his verse Chronicle. It is
unique, existing solely today in MS Lansdowne 204. It is unpublished, and contains more
information in a more complete form than its successor, the Short Version, which was probably

left unfinished. It was moreover a manuscript literally fit for a king.

It is hard however to know what Henry VI would have made of the Lansdowne MS. Overall, it is
an impressive volume, much enlivened by its erudite marginalia and the occasional illuminated
coats of arms. Thus the arms of the Emperor Constantine appear on £46v, those of Arthur
himself on £.67v, Edward the Confessor on f.129v and Umfraville on £.220r. A shield located in
the right-hand margin of £217v, and entitled “The quene’, has been erased, and a section of a
similar size, probably bearing the arms of Henry VI himself, was evidently cut out of the margin
opposite at a later date. Unfortunately this colourful effect is marred by the fact that the
individual responsible for depicting Constantine’s arms which, we are told in a marginal comment
on f.47v, were those "pat men call seynt George armes” (these are later similarly described as "a
crosse of goules in tokne of pe blode of Cristes passion, in fourme of seynt George armes”, £.49r),
actually portrays the shield as the complete reverse of what is described in the text. Consequently,
one is presented with a rather bizarre coat of arms, one moreover which is frequently described
throughout the text, but which visually consists of a cross of silver on a red field, instead of vice
versa. Elsewhere the presentational effect is occasionally spoiled by simple carelessness at a basic
level. On f.214v for example, one of the marginal glosses is left incomplete: "The kynge pan wente
to ffraunce & laft pe quene w! childe in Engl...". This very incompleteness adds however to the
usefulness of the manuscript in our understanding of how the author himself knew and viewed his

Arthurian material.

The Arthurian section itself, from the news of Mordred’s treachery, signalled on f85r by a
marginal comment ("How kynge Arthure had words of Modred that Proposed to bene kynge of
Bretayne Wharfore he cam home and slew Modrede and had his dethes wounde"),22 proceeds
over eighteen stanzas to the king’s death. After three stanzas on Geryn, Launcelot and St. David,
this is succeeded by a tribute to the king, but of only four stanzas, as opposed to eight in the Short
Version. A transcript of the relevant stanzas in this sequence is published for the first time as
Appendix Three below.
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In the Long Version we are informed that Arthur is faced initially by a force of eighty thousand
men, a number which has diminished to sixty thousand by Camblayne. The battle which
completely annihilates the Round Table however is not that of Winchester, but of Camblayne
itself, a loss which, as in MD, affects the king deeply. It should also be noted that Arthur is
spurred on in his desire to bring the traitor to justice (the Long Version uniquely mentions the
penalty of drawing and hanging) through the wish to avenge Gawain and Anguzell. Arthur
triumphs over Mordred and Cheldrike and, pausing only to deny that he has read anywhere that
Mordred was Arthur’s son, Hardyng relates how Guinevere flees from York to Caerleon to
become a nun. Arthur then bequeaths his throne to Constantine. The narrative continues at the

top of f.86v.

Kynge Arthure thanne / so wounded mortaly

Was led forth thanne / to Aualong fulle sore,

To lecheng thare / his woundes pryuely,

Whare thanne he dyed, / and byried was right thorg;
As yit this day / ys sene & shalle euermore,

With in the chirche and / mynsterg of Glastynbyry
In tombe rialle, / made sufficiantly.

Who dyed so / in the yere of Criste’s date

Fyue hundred was / acounted than in fere,

And fourty more / and two associate,

As Cronyclers / expressed haue fulle clere.

Fro whiche tyme forthe / he dyd no more apere,
Nought wythstondynge / Merlyne seyde of hym thus,
His deth shuld be / vnknow and ay doutous.

Bot of his dethe / the story of seynt Grale

Sayth that he dyed / in Aualone fullg fayre,

And byried there / his body was alle hale

With in the blake / chapellg wharg was his layre,
Whiche Geryn made / whare than was grete repayre,
Fore Seynt Dauyd, Arthur’s vncle dere,

It halowed had / in name of Mary clere.

Bearing in mind earlier comments, we could perhaps begin with a few observations on Hardyng’s

references to the place of Arthur’s burial.

Whereas the Short Version refers only to Arthur’s burial, the Long Version is quite specific that
he is laid to rest within the Black Chapel, as opposed to beside it. Unlike the Short Version, there
seems to be an implicit reference to Arthur’s subsequent translation: his body was laid in the
chapel made by Geryn but, in a comment reminiscent of Caxton’s observation in the preface to
MD, Hardyng says that his tomb is visible today within the church and minster of Glastonbury (as
opposed, presumably, to the adjoining Chapel). Interestingly enough, on this occasion Hardyng
reinforces his account of Arthur’s death and burial with reference to two specific sources: Merlin
and the story of the Seynt Grale. Unlike manuscripts of the Short Version however, the

Lansdowne MS is rich in marginal comments which give further information about those sources
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employed, and the Arthurian section is no exception. Directly opposite the line "His deth shuld be
vinknow...", in the right hand margin, is drawn a line in red, leading to a three-sided box within

which is contained the following observation executed in a contemporary hand:

de quo Merlinus dicit inter prophecias suas quod exitus eius erit dubius; Et
quidam propheta britonum fecit pro epitaphio super tumbam suam versum
istum: Hic iacet Arthurus, rex quondam rex que futurus." (See Fig.3 of
Appendix One)

What can we deduce from the appearance of the familiar epitaph as a marginal comment, and its
relationship with the text it glosses? The first observation to be made is that the preamble is
derived, directly or indirectly, from the Prophetiae Merlini, as the "exitus eius erit dubius" testifies.
This seems to be recognized through the reference to "Merlinus dicit inter prophecias suum."
Secondly, the gloss, the only one of its kind in Latin in the Arthurian section, obviously reflects
closely the verse to which it is joined by its line and surrounding frame. The text moreover
appears inspired by the Brut, one of Hardyng’s major sources which, it will be recalled, records
that it is "pe prophecie of Merlyn...pat his dep shulde bene doutous.”

From here, it was perhaps but a short step to infer that it was the British prophet himself who
was the originator of the leonine hexameter. This may have been another tradition, or no more
than an educated guess on the part of the scribe concerned. It is not illogical in its own way, even
though we know that the phrase is not to be found in any extant work ascribed to Merlin: as with
Fordun’s explanation that the Briton hope was inspired by Arthur’s epitaph, so a different author
seemingly seeks to explain the hexameter by ascribing it to a celebrated Arthurian text, i.e. the
prophecies of Merlin. It is quite possible however that the gloss itself is written in Latin in this
section of the Chronicle specifically to impart an air of authority, to impress and persuade the
reader of the scribe and/or author’s depth of knowledge: after all, Hardyng was perfectly
capable of trying to make the fraudulent appear convincing. Elsewhere in the manuscript those
responsible for the glosses are only too keen to demonstrate their learning: one wonders if this
particular gloss is not an attempt to wrap up what we know to have been a far from unique
epitaph in a convincing Latin package, to make concrete the not unreasonable assumption that
because Merlin said something of the sort in his prophecies, he must have made the epitaph too.
An examination of other glosses in the Long Version not only casts an interesting light upon the
enigmatic and uncharacteristically understated observation, but also goes some way to explaining
Hardyng’s understanding of the death of Arthur, and the composition of MS Lansdowne 204
itself.

The manuscript as a whole contains observational comments by some six hands, of which two are
contemporaneous with the text.23 These two hands, which I have labelled Scribe I and Scribe I,
are responsible for rubrication and comments throughout the MS from start to finish. Traces of a
very fine hand in black ink (possibly the result of a guiding ‘directorial’ hand?) are discernible on
many occasions, underneath glosses of these two scribes (e.g. ff.17r, 21r, 24r, 56v, 80v, 116v
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(thrice), 119v, 121v, 122r (thrice), etc.). Scribe I employs a fine anglicana, while Scribe II, who is
responsible for the gloss on Arthur’s death, favours a slightly broader and thicker hand with, on
balance, perhaps a minor predilection for the thorn. It must be said however, that distinguishing

between the two on script alone is not always easy.

What makes it a little easier to part one from another is the way in which glosses were added to
the MS (and, as we shall see, they were clearly not included as the text itself progressed).
Examination of the manuscript as a whole, and the Arthurian section in particular, reveals that
these glosses were provided in a two-tier fashion. Scribe II was responsible for the Index and
chapter headings, but it is also he who frequently adds postscripts or continuations to the
comments of his predecessor. The following examples taken from the Arthurian section are

typical of the manuscript as a whole.

How the Saynt Grale appered in kynge Arthur hows at soupere and how Galaad
made auowe to seke it to [sic] he myght knowe it clierly to whom his ffollaws
gafe thaire seruyce a yere as is contened in pe storie of pe Seint Grale writein
by Giralde Cambrense in his topographie of Wales and Cornwail,

What the reule of ordour of Saynt Graal was here is expressed and notifyed as
is contened in be book of Josep of Arymathie and as it is specified in a dialoge
bat Gildas made de gestis Arthur.

The compleynt of the makerg ffor the dethe of kynge Arthure and of hys noble
prynces and knyghtes of be Round Talble.24

Of the glosses quoted above, the first two clearly add something, with Scribe II’s evident interest
in the story of the Grail betraying an almost child-like desire to show off references to source
material. The third example adds nothing. By and large however it is Scribe II who favours
postscript reference to sources in glosses; or, to put it another way, marginal references to

sources in the Lansdowne MS frequently demonstrate signs of revision and updating.25

It is worth stressing that sources cited in the glosses frequently echo those used in the text: if
Scribes I and II were operating independently of the author, then they were well read indeed.
Indications are however that the relationship between glossers and Hardyng was close, even
intimate. Antonia Gransden has already commented on the number of Hardyng’s sources,
observing that the English texts he employed included works by Nennius, Bede, Florence of
Worcester, the Flores Historiarum, at least one version of the Brut, and the Gesta Henrici Quinti.
Of particular interest is the use of personal contacts at court, including one Julian Caesarini,
auditor of Pope Martin’s chamber and an envoy in London from 1426-7, who instructed Hardyng
in Justin’s Epitome of Pompeius Trogus.26 Hardyng’s use of this sort of material however was
not slavish, the text showing that he was not afraid to make critical use of what was to hand. On
the death of King Severus, for example, the author takes exception to Bede’s dating of the event

in the following manner:
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Bot Martyne sayth, / the Romayne cronyclere,

It was the yere / afterg Cristes natyuyte

Two hundreth hole / and ffyue and thretty clere;
Whiche ys more lyke / the verrey treuth to be,

For he know more / of Romes dygnyte,

That all his Iyfe / thare holde his resydence,

Than Bede myght knowe, by seldome affluence. [sic] 27

This confidence in an alternative authority is wholly shared by Hardyng’s two scribes, who refer
to the "Romayne cronyclere" on frequent occasions. Scribe II thus feels moved to comment on
f.41r "Nota how kynge Lucyus sent to pape Eleuthery to haue baptyme, who sent hym Faggan &
Dubian bt conuerte all bretayne, bt Josep of Arymathy did noght as Martyn in his cronicle hath
wele remembred."” Whoever the scribes were, they certainly display a breadth of learning
equivalent to the author of their text. In addition to those sources mentioned above, one can also
identify references in marginalia to the works of Giraldus Cambrensis, especially the
"topographie of Wales and Cornwail" (e.g. ff.76v, 77r, 78r); a "Legend of St.Helen" (f47v); and
"Walther of Oxford’s Polycraticon" (f.76r, but evidently different from Higden’s chronicle,
occasionally known by the same name, and which is mentioned separately on £30r). These

references are not always copied from occurrences in the text.

Especially intriguing is the obvious interest author and scribes show in the legend of Joseph of

Arimathea. On .39, for example, Scribe I comments:

Nota how Joseph of Armyathy cam in to bretayn, to whom kynge Aruyragus
gafe pe Ile of Aualon & gafe hym leue to teche pe cristen fayth, whare he
conuerte grete peple - and made the rode of pe north dore which Agrestes caste
in pe west se bisyde Caerlyoun, for vengeance of which he brent hymself in an
ouen, as it is contened in the book of Joseph of Arymathi and of his
gouernaunce.

»

He later adds on f.42r:

How the rode at North dore whiche Agrestes caste in pe se in Wales came vp
fletynge in Themse at Caerlud, now called London, in Lucius tyme, kyng of
Bretayne, as is comprised in a table afore the rode at North dore, and in a story
in a wyndow byhynde the sayd rode.

The cross is mentioned in Pynson’s The Lyfe of St Joseph of Arimathia, dating from ¢.1502, but

refers in fact to a cross in St. Paul’s, London, itself the object of pilgrimage in Hardyng’s time.28

Such interest from the scribes follows closely that of the author. Using the Vulgate Queste del
Saint Graal Hardyng, along with Malory, is one of the few Englishmen to give a version of the
Grail Quest. In a touch doubtless inspired by the famous example of Robert the Bruce, Hardyng
even states that Galahad’s heart was brought back to Glastonbury.
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It to entere / at Aualon anente

The sepulture / and verry monument
Whare Iosep lyeth / of Arymathy so gode
By syde Nacien that nere was of his blode.

(£.78r)

This detail is not to be found in the Queste, but the reference to Gildas’ "de gestis Arthur* quoted
above, and a further gloss to this episode added by Scribe II, and which refers to Giraldus
Cambrensis’ "Topographie of Cornwail and Wales" is obviously meant to reinforce the text
through spurious attribution. Kennedy may well be correct in concluding that Hardyng’s inclusion
of the Grail Quest is a deliberate propagandist counter-weight to Scottish claims for pre-
eminence as a Christian nation, but the effect is also to reinforce Glastonbury as the holiest
ground in England.29 Joseph of Arimathea and Galahad are buried there, as is Arthur. These
glosses underline the value placed upon Arthur’s status, that he should be buried in such exalted
company, and all indications are that both scribes were wholly in concert with the intentions of
the author. Indeed, given the close interest the scribes show in their text, their use of bogus
sources, and the similarity between the hands of Scribes I and II, it may well be that we are

dealing with one glosser alone here. Hardyng himself would be the obvious candidate.

The cosy relationship which may have existed between scribe(s) and author may be taken a stage
further. Scribe II may have been responsible for the Index at the front of the MS, but a lack of
space precluded information being recorded on anything more than four of the seven books
actually present. Moreover, the hand on the Index page becomes increasingly cramped on
approaching the gutter, and this is by no means an isolated example: of the eighteen occasions in
the MS where this hand provides a ‘box’ for marginal comments on the verso of a folio, in each
case the box has been left incomplete on the side nearest the gutter. Moreover, ink from chapter
headings and ‘Nota’ insignia can be seen frequently to have blotted a mirror-image onto the
opposite page. A prime example is the Arthurian epitaph itself: the last and penultimate letters of
the final word have smudged onto the left-hand margin of £88r30 The obvious conclusion to be
drawn from this is that many of the contributions made by Scribe II, although examples are also
evident in Scribe I’s hand, were actually executed after the MS had been bound. Lack of foresight
on the part of the second scribe also meant that, when it came to providing a final guide to the
contents of this manuscript, only a partial Index proved forthcoming; an Index moreover which
shows the valiant attempts of the individual concerned to squeeze as much as he could in when
working his way towards the extreme right-hand edge of the page. As a result of these findings,
and given the shared sympathy and learning, even collusion between scribe(s) and author, it is
hard to avoid the conclusion that the glosses were added with Hardyng’s approval. They may or
may not be in his own hand, but we could have in Lansdowne 204, as with the example of the
Corpus MS and Bower discussed in the previous chapter, a text personally supervised by the
author himself.
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To return to the marginal gloss which includes the hexameter epitaph in the Lansdowne MS, it is
disappointing to discover that we have not more precise information on its origin. However, from
what we know of the scribal habits, including the free attribution of sources, it seems likely that
the reference to Merlin as the originator of the familiar phrase arises from a reluctance to let any
reference pass without putting a name to it. From what we know too of Hardyng, there is every
reason to suspect that Merlin’s name seemed as good as any when it came to it. The whole
manuscript bears the hallmarks of an obsessive individual who won’t let go: perhaps this is to do
Hardyng an injustice; the errors, the unfinished glosses, above all the need to complete
marginalia and index after binding may be nothing more than evidence of great haste. Whatever
the circumstances of production, it is reasonable to conclude that the use of the epitaph was
inspired not by any faith in the Briton hope, but rather by a desire to cram in as much as possible.
We have already seen that by 1457, the date the Long Version was presented to Henry VI, the
epitaph in question, as well as a variant, was known in Scotland. While it is possible that Hardyng
may have picked up the epitaph on his Scottish travels, a sort of Fordun in reverse, the example
of the Longleat Arthur shows its existence some time earlier in England. Hardyng may simply be

taking advantage here of a phrase in common currency.

Arthur however is not the only king in the Long Version to be accorded an epitaph, although this
is the only example to be included as a marginal comment as opposed to an integral feature of
the text. The epitaph of King Cadwallader, found on f.109r, constitutes four stanzas in Latin, and
is the subject of two glosses: Scribe I notes "The superscripcioun on Cadwaladres toumbe”, while
Scribe II helpfully adds "Epitaphium super Tumbam eius*31 Yet from the eulogy provided, it
can be said that no other king in the Chronicle receives so high a tribute as does Arthur; Morris
remarks of Arthur’s noble and dignified death in the Short Version that "there is a strong, though
not explicit, expectation that Arthur will gain the saint’s, or even the martyr’s crown.™2 This is
even more true of the Long Version’s account, where Mordred’s treachery extends to enlisting
and bribing non-Christian support through his alliance with Cheldrike. The lament by Hardyng
uses Arthur’s death as the occasion to extol his (that is, Arthur’s) blameless life. The opening two
stanzas in the Long Version stress his nobility, liberality, meekness and justice (these lines are
omitted in the Short Version, as is a single stanza blaming the false beauty of Guinevere as a
factor in Arthur’s downfall). As a result of this extraordinary portrait, Arthur’s victory over traitor
and pagan represents despite his death the triumph not only of justice, but also of faith in
defeating twin threats to the social and religious fabric of the state. Having restored order, Arthur

is allowed to die in peace, bequeathing to Constantine a Christian kingdom and empire at rest.
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HARDYNG AND THE DEATH OF ARTHUR

Examination of Hardyng’s Chronicle uncovers no evidence that its author gave credence to the
Briton hope, nor that he thought of Arthur as anything but a noble, upright and very English
hero. Close analysis of the unique Long Version in Lansdowne 204 reveals something of the way
this text was constructed, and the extremely close relationship between the scribe(s) responsible
for glossing the verse and Hardyng himself. The use of the hexameter epitaph by Scribe II is not
reinforced through recourse to a named source, merely reference to Merlin as its author. This in
itself is probably a piece of inspired guesswork: part of the preface to the epitaph comes from
Geoffrey’s Prophetiae Merlini, and it may well be that the remainder was picked up from a source
which made this clear. From here it would have been a simple matter to link together the
hexameter epitaph, an epitaph quite possibly familiar as part of common speech, and credit it to
Merlin. Hardyng was an industrious individual who probably would have adapted on this occasion
the philosophy of many another antiquary: that if this wasn’t actually true, then it should have

been.

Why did the Latin epitaph not find its way into the Short Version? Presumably for the same
reason that many other marginalia and references to sources failed to make the transition from
Lancastrian to Yorkist chronicle. It seems likely that Hardyng supervised the production of
Lansdowne 204 himself, glosses and all: given his own obsession with what he considered to be
shabby treatment by his king, it is unlikely that he would have entrusted the final stages of
production and presentation to anyone else. The careless nature of presentation, glosses
incomplete and material crammed into spaces too small, could indicate either characteristic
untidiness or actual haste; for whatever reason, Hardyng may have found himself pressed to
deliver his chronicle and petition to the king at the last minute. It worked, after a fashion, albeit
not entirely to Hardyng’s own satisfaction. Perhaps in his haste, Hardyng experienced the
nightmare that every assiduous researcher dreads, that of failing to keep a complete record of
one’s work, a back-up in case of disaster. When it came to revising the Chronicle, or rather, when
it came to writing it again, he had recourse neither to extensive notes nor to records of the
sources he had used. The hexameter epitaph accordingly went the way of many another learned

reference.

It is hard not to feel some sort of affection for this rascal who forged and lied his way through a
long life seemingly devoted to two simple aims: John Hardyng, and the confusion of the Scottish
nation. But again one is struck by the way in which Malory’s unique treatment of the death of
Arthur is so different from that of his contemporaries. Different, indeed, from the version by a
man whose work has been claimed as a direct source for MD.33 The next chapter will examine

another fifteenth-century response to the death and return of the king. Kennedy wrote of
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Hardyng that "No one, in fact, could have written of Arthur with more enthusiasm.“34 The

example of John Lydgate, not hitherto regarded as an Arthurian enthusiast, will prove him wrong.
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CHAPTER FOUR: ARTHURIAN MATERIAL IN THE WORKS OF JOHN LYDGATE

A discussion of the story of Arthur in the works of John Lydgate is useful in the present context
for a number of reasons, not the least of which is the hitherto unobserved appearance of both the

hexameter epitaph and its ‘atque’ variant in several manuscripts of the Fall of Princes.

In Chapter 2 the appearance of these epitaphs in chronicle material was discussed, but it was
noted that these Latin texts were unlikely to have been a direct influence upon Malory himself.
Discussion in Chapter 3 of the epitaph in the unique manuscript containing the Long Version of
Hardyng’s Chronicle came somewhat closer to MD, in so far as this English verse history has
been suggested as a direct source, but it is generally agreed that if Malory were indebted to this
work then it was to the Short Version: none of the extant manuscripts of the Short Version
contains the epitaph, and so again we are left with analogues as opposed to sources. The position
with regard to the works of Lydgate is slightly different however. As will be shown, while
Lydgate’s narrative of the Arthur’s life and death in the Fall of Princes follows what may be
described as the familiar chronicle pattern derived from HRB, the author himself, unlike Fordun,
Bower and Hardyng, has not devoted his efforts to the production of a chronicle of a nation’s
history. In the Fall we have a text in which the story of Arthur is just one tale of many. This tale
shares nonetheless with MD a highly idiosyncratic version of the death of Arthur. Several of the
complete manuscripts of the Fall contain the hexameter epitaph and its variant as an integral
feature of the text (i.e. they cannot be construed as casual additions), while the existence of two
manuscripts containing extracts from the Fall, including the story of Arthur in its entirety, testifies

once more to the perennial appeal of the Arthurian story.

It is in fact surprising to discover that with one exception, Lydgate’s use of the Arthurian legend
has received no significant critical attention whatsoever.! Surprising, because discussion of such
a subject could well be said to involve the portrayal of one of England’s most popular heroes by
one of fifteenth-century England’s most popular literary figures. In many ways Lydgate serves
well as a touchstone in our assessment of attitudes to the death of Arthur in MD, and to the likely

reception of Malory’s seemingly ambivalent stance on the matter.

What immediately impresses about Lydgate is the sheer scale of his literary output (some 145,000
lines of verse), and the range of his subject material. Born in ¢.1370 in the village of Lidgate in
Suffolk, by 1382 the future poet had entered the great abbey of Bury St. Edmunds, and there he
was to remain, for the most part, until his death in 1449. Not surprisingly Lydgate wrote a
substantial body of religious verse, including the popular Life of Our Lady, which exists today in
forty-two manuscripts, of which all but five are virtually complete. Yet in his time as unofficial
Poet Laureate, Lydgate also turned his hand to a vast number of diverse works for diverse

audiences. His Troy Book, for example, was undertaken at the command of the future Henry V in
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1412; the Invocation to St. Anne was written for Anne, Countess of Stafford, and the Legend of
St.Margaret for her daughter; the Pedigree of Henry VI was commisioned in 1427 by Richard
Beauchamp, Earl of Warwick; the Devoute Invocacioun to Sainte Denys at the request of Charles
VI of France; the Lives of St. Edmund and St. Fremund at the request of Abbot Curteys for
Henry VI, following the occasion of the latter’s stay at the abbey of Bury St.Edmunds in 1433-4.
For an audience lower down the social scale Lydgate could turn his hand to mummings for city
guilds such as the Goldsmiths and Mercers, and produce relatively mundane texts of an

instructive nature (e.g. a Treatise for Laundresses, Jak Hare, A Dietary).2

Lydgate’s reputation today is far from that which he enjoyed in his lifetime and immediately
beyond. As Pearsall demonstrates, the decline in his popularity was marked from the late
sixteenth century onward, and in many respects it has still to recover from Ritson’s criticism in his
Biographia poetica of 1802, in which the unfortunate cleric was attacked as "this voluminous,
prosaick and drivelling monk."> This is harsh treatment indeed for an individual who was
considered by many in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries to be on equal footing with Chaucer
and Gower: such a triumvirate was indeed a literary commonplace. Figures such as George
Ashby, John Metham, Stephen Hawes, John Skelton, and the Scottish poets Dunbar, Douglas and
Lyndsay all paid tribute to the talent and influence of the man from Bury.

For the twentieth-century critic however, it is hard sometimes not to feel a degree of sympathy
with Ritson’s evaluation. Lydgate’s faults to the modern eye appear manifest. An obsession with
the didactic, a high regard for the aureate, an ability to seemingly engage the medieval equivalent
of poetic auto-pilot undermines, as Pearsall observes, modern notions of poetry as an object of
admiration "for its economy of expression, its compression, compactness and intensity. Every line
must be packed with significant imagery, every rift loaded with ore.? Lydgate is not, in truth, a
private writer. And what respect can there be for a poet whose encyclopaedic approach insists
upon the seemingly indiscriminate, who commences a poem like The Churl and the Bird, and

forgets’ to include a verb in the opening sentence?

Perhaps part of the difficulty is that Lydgate lacks Chaucer’s lightness of touch and self-
deprecating humour. Nevertheless, part of his appeal undoubtedly lay in this precise
encyclopaedism, which included practical advice in the vernacular as well as the inspirational
heights to which his faith could raise him: Stans Puer ad Mensam is a poem instructing young
boys how to behave at the table, and survives in twenty-three manuscripts; .4 Dietary exists today
in over fifty manuscripts, which places it behind only the Prick of Con;vcience, the Canterbury
Tales, Piers Plowman and Confessio Amantis in the league of popular works judged by surviving
manuscripts. For Schirmer, Thomas Feylde’s apology of 1509 represents a view of Lydgate shared

by many of those who appreciated his works in fifteenth-century England:

Chaucer floure of rethoryke eloquence
Compyled bokes plesaunt and meruayllous
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After hym noble Gower, experte in scyence

Wrote moralytyes herde and delycyous

But Lydgate’s workes are fruytefull and sentencyous
Who of his bokes hathe redde the fyne

He wyll hym call a famus rethorycyne.

While further discussion of Lydgate’s appeal and influence must await greater leisure, it is clear
that his work was highly regarded for its learning, its plain-speaking didacticism, and its author’s
ability to amplify rhetorically as well as educate. But what did Lydgate make of the Arthurian
legend?

REFERENCES TO KING ARTHUR IN THE WORKS OF JOHN LYDGATE,

Arthur is mentioned by name on five separate occasions in Lydgate’s works: in Resoun and
Sensuallyte, where reference is made to the Golden Age of which Arthur was part; in That Now is
Hay Some-Tyme Was Grase, as one of the Nine Worthies; in the Ballade to King Henry VT, in the
Troy Book, where Arthur is the name of a heavenly body; and finally in the Fall of Princes, which
contains the life and death of Arthur, in accordance with the chronicle sequence first celebrated
by Geoffrey of Monmouth, and where the hero is undone by the treachery of Mordred, without
the complicating factor of a love affair between the queen and one of her knights. Arthur also
features in the context of the Worthies in the Merita Missae, once ascribed to Lydgate, but not
generally recognised as one of his works; and in the Assembly of Gods, a work no longer believed
to be by him.%

Resoun and Sensuallyte

7

Resoun and Sensuallyte was based upon the French dream romance Les Echecs Amoureux,” and

dates from c.1408. Untypically for Lydgate, the work remains unfinished. Arthur’s appearance in
this poem is of a purely emblematic kind, as the time of his reign is used to invoke a period of
moral restraint. Lydgate remarks of this Golden Age that

...love was tho so pure and fre,
Grounded on al honeste
Withoute engyn of fals werkyng
Or any spot of evel menyng,
Which gaf to knyghtes hardynesse,
And amended her noblesse,

And made hem to be vertuous,
And, as the story telleth vs,
Which the trouthe lyst nat feyne,
How the kayghtes of Breteyne,
Most renomyd and most notable,
With Arthour of the rounde table,
The myghty famous werriours,
Lovede the dayes paramours,
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Gentilwymmen of high degre,

Nat but for trouthe and honeste,
And hem self to magnyfye

Put her Iyf in Iupartye...

Vnleful lust was set a-syde,
‘Women thanne coude abyde

And loveden hem as wel ageyn

Of feythful herte hool and pleyn,
Vnder the yok of honeste,

In clennesse and chastite...

Their choys was nat for lustynesse,
But for trouthe and Worthynesse...

(lines 3167 passim)

Lydgate’s reference to the Arthurian era as one of sexual temperance is of especial interest since,
with Malory, he invites a comparison between an idealised past with the undisciplined present.
Elsewhere it has been suggested that Malory’s seemingly heart-felt discourse on the nature of
"vertuous love" may have been inspired by Lydgate’s That Now is Hay Some-Tyme Was Grases;
but it seems to me that Resoun and Sensuallyte is a more likely source for Malory’s excursion into
the subject of contemporary sexual morality: the seasonal imagery in MD revolves more around
the contrast between summer and winter than a lyrical evocation of what is almost harvest time.
Resoun however contains a retrospective criticism of man’s moral conduct in a specifically

Arthurian context, and Malory in his own text follows a particularly careful line of thought:

But nowadayes men can nat love sevennyght but they muste have all their
desyres. That love may nat endure by reson, for where they bethe sone accorded
and hasty, heete sone keelyth. And ryght so fareth the love nowadayes, sone hot
sone colde. Thys ys no stabylyté. But the olde love was nat so. For men and
women coude love togydirs seven yerys, and no lycoures lustis was betwyxte
them, and than was love trouthe and faythefulnes. And so in lyke wyse was used
such love in kynge Arthurs dayes.

(1119.31-1120.6. Emphasis mine)

This is nothing less than a commentary by Malory on the conflict between reason and sensuality
that he sees before him,

Be that as it may, and I hope to write in greater detail on another occasion of the similarities
between the codification of Arthurian chivalry in the works of Lydgate, Hardyng and Malory,
Arthur fulfils in this instance a specific need. For Lydgate, the king is representative of an
idealised past. His function is simply to represent, and there is no attempt to locate him within an
historical setting. Arthur’s fall and death are inappropriate and accordingly absent, but Lydgate
seizes upon the king’s virtues with an evident enthusiasm, displaying an admiration for the
English monarch which, as I shall show elsewhere, goes beyond his immediate source, and which
will be manifest later in the Fall of Princes.



Troy Book

For as pe pool y-called Arthicus

Euere in on appereth vn-to us,

Ry3t so in sothe, who can loke ary3t,
Aantharticus is schrouded from our sy3t.
But to schipmen pat ben discrete and wyse,
pat list her cours prudently deuise

Vp-on be see, haue suffisaunce y-nowe

To guy her passage by Arthouris Plowe...
For maryners bat ben discrete and sage,
And expert ben of her loodmanage

By straunge costys for to seille ferre,
Guyen her cours only by pe sterre

Whiche pat Arthour compasseth enviroun;
pe whiche cercle and constellacioun
I-called is the cercle of Artilofax:

Who knoweth it nedeth no more to axe,

This reference to Arthur as a heavenly body is from Lydgate’s Troy Book, a work undertaken at
the command of Henry, Prince of Wales and which, according to the planetary conjunction
described in the Prologue, was begun at 4:00 p.m. on Monday, 31 October, 1412. The work itself

was completed in 1420,

The association of Arthur with the sky is part of a long-standing confusion between King Arthur
and Arcturus, chief star of the constellation Bootes. Variously ‘Arthur’ can refer to Arcturus,
Bootes, and the seven stars in nearby Ursa Major (also known as the Plough, Big Dipper,
Charlemagne’s/Charles’s/Arthur’s Wain).  John Trevisa’s translation of Bartholomaeus
Anglicus’s De Proprietatibus Rerum (c.1398) contains all three meanings.

Arthurus is a signe made of vii sterres sette in the lyne pat hyghte Axis & gooth
abowte in himself...The cercle of thyse vii sterres, for it gooth aboute as a wayne
is callid amonge Latyns Septentrio & Septentriones also, and is comynly callyd
in Englisshe Charlemayns Wayne, gooth not downe; for thyse vii sterres ben ful
nighe to the pole that is the highest sterre; and the same sercle highte
Artophilax, for it folowyth a sygne that hyghte Ursa. Olde men callyd the same
cercle sometyme Boetem, for it is nyghe a sygne that hyghte the Wayne and is a
sygne that many men beholde and is arayed wyth many sterres, among the
whyche is the sygne Arthurus that is properly a sterre sette behynde the tale of
the sygne that hyght Ursa Maior, the more bere. And therefore al that
constellacion Arthurus hath that name of that sterre...1?

This confusion predates however both Trevisa and the early fifteenth-century author John
Metham, who also refers to Arcturus and Artophilax/Boi‘)tes.11 As Dwyer notes, the star
appears in Boethius’s De Consolatione Philosophiae, which may have been known to Lydgate

through Chaucer’s translation of ¢.1380, or Walton’s verse translation of ¢.1410.

the seedes that the sterre that highte Arcturus saugh ben waxen heye cornes
whan the sterre Syrius enchaufeth hem.
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[Chaucer, Boece, .m.5]

Whoso that ne knowe nat the sterres of Arctour, ytorned neyghe to the
sovereyne centre or poynt (that is to seyn, ytorned neyghe to the sovereyne pool
of the firmament), and wot nat why the sterre Boetes passeth or gadreth his
waynes...

[Chaucer, Boece, IV.m.5]

He bat knoweth not be causes why,

Ne for what skill it is in full certeyne,

pat ilke starre Arcturus goth so nyhe
Mevynge aboute be poole souereyne;

And why Boetes resteth nought his weyne...

[Walton, De Consolatione Philosophiae, IV.m.S]12

Dwyer makes much of the philosophical principles surrounding the Boethian use of the star
Arcturus (and I shall discuss this later in the context of Arthur’s stellification in the Fall), but for
the time being we may reflect that those references quoted above relate only to the star, and not
to the king. The significance lies in the coincidence of name alone. The MED cites further

13

examples of this coincidence, > to which one might add a reference by Douglas in his translation

of the Aeneid:

Of every sterne the twinkling notis he

That in the stil heuin move course we se,

Arthuris huyfe, and Hyades betaiknand rane,

Syne Watling streit, the Horne, and the Charle wane,
The feirs Orion with his goldin glaif 14

Virgil actually refers to Arcturus at this point, and Douglas used the opportunity to play upon the
familiar Arcturus/Arthur association, but what is especially interesting is that "Arthuris huyfe"
actually existed. Known also as "Arthur’s Hof" or "Arthur’s O’on" (i.e. Oven), this was a domed
Roman building, probably a war memorial dedicated to Victory, and situated on the banks of the
River Carron near Falkirk. It was known as the "Furnum Arthuri® as early as 1293, and was
destroyed in the 1780s by Sir Michael Bruce, upon whose land it stood, for the use of its stone as
building material1®> To the best of my knowledge, Douglas is the only individual to relate a
topographical feature with known Arthurian associations to the ‘Arthur’ of the sky; otherwise, the
naming of an astronomical star or group of stars after the hero passes without comment. With the
exception of Douglas’s Aeneid and Lydgate’s Fall, I know of only one other instance where this
coincidence of nomenclature is deliberately commented upon, and that is during the festivities
surrounding the marriage between Prince Arthur and Katherine of Aragon in 1501. As Anglo
notes, the celebration contains "only one allusion to King Arthur and even that is related to the
main astrological and astronomical theme based upon the name parallel Arthur and the star
Arcturus'1® On this occasion an association between the two is invited to the extent that the
circumstances of the naming of the prince at birth are ascribed to planetary conjunction. Anglo

cites Bernardus Andreas in his Vita Henrici VII on the matter, and he concludes that "In other
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words the Prince was born when Arcturus was in the ascendant. The name Arcturus was, at that
time, ambiguous and might refer either to the star of that name or to the constellation Ursa
Major. Andreas strongly implies that the Prince was named in accordance with the position of the

heavens at his nativity.”l'7

To return to Lydgate, there is no reason to believe that when writing the Troy Book he specifically
had King Arthur in mind during his description of the journey of Philoctetes. The use of Arthur’s
name for a star, group of stars or entire constellation was a popular practice, and need not
necessitate any awareness of the deeper philosophical issues concerning the occurrence of the
name in the translated works of Boethius. It is in the Fall of Princes however that an explanation

is first offered as to the circumstances which surround the placing of King Arthur in the heavens.

THE POPUILARITY OF LYDGATE'’S FALL OF PRINCES

Before proceeding to a detailed discussion of the presentation of King Arthur in the Fall of
Princes however, it would be as well to consider the popularity and influence of this text in
fifteenth-century England. How likely is it that Malory, or his editor for that matter, would have
been familiar with the story of Arthur through this route? From a poet whose output has been
described with singular understatement as "unusually proliﬁc",18 Lydgate’s Fall of Princes stands
head and shoulders above the rest of his works in size and scope. Its brief, perhaps an
inappropriate word in the circumstances, is to embark upon an exhaustive (and arguably
exhausting) assembly of examples drawn from classical, historical and Biblical sources, all of
which results in "a non-poetic continuum in which are set a number of eloquent discourses on set
themes, and particularly on the theme of mutability."19 The work was commenced at the request
of Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester, and completed some six years later in ¢.1438, not without
pauses occasioned by other works and a lack of money.20 Lydgate’s ultimate source for the Fall
was Boccaccio’s De Casibus Virorum Ilustrium (completed in about 1358), but which was
translated into French under the title Des Cas des Nobles Hommes et Femmes by Laurent de
Premierfait, a clerk of Troyes, in 140021 Laurent weat on to produce a second translation, also
known by the same French title, and which was completed in 1409. This second version, a
considerable amplification of its predecessor, was that used by Lydgate. Expanding the work still
further, Lydgate translated and augmented Laurent’s text until it became a gargantuan guide to
the vicissitudes of mutability and a testament to the folly of trusting in Fortune. As a result, the
Fall amounts to a staggering 36365 lines of essentially rhyme royal. It is perhaps
incomprehensible to the modern mind that this repetitive and extremely long work should have
achieved the popularity it did. But with its combination of learned allusions and sententious
moralising it struck nonetheless a resonant chord. Thus over seventy manuscripts exist which
contain either the work in full or significant extracts and fragments from it. As A.S.G. Edwards

has remarked, "If one accepts that the number of surviving manuscripts and of those known to
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have existed is a valid guide to the popularity of a work, then the appeal of Lydgate’s work is
manifest." Edwards adds that "This appeal seems to have been broadly based, not restricted to
any group or class. The owners and readers of the work reflect a surprisingly broad social

spectrum."22

While to own a manuscript, particularly one which was decorated and comparatively well
executed, did not necessarily go hand in hand with actually reading it (as we have observed of MS
Lans.204), Edwards is correct to point out the surprisingly broad diversity of the Fall’s appeal.
Lydgate’s talent in producing a range of works to suit tastes from the highest to the relatively
lowly in society has already been remarked upon, but in the Fall he seems to have hit upon a
best-seller guaranteed to run through the equivalent of a number of editions and impressions.
The market for this instructive leviathan was indeed immense. For example, London, B.L. MS
Royal 18.D.iv was owned by John Tiptoft, Earl of Worcester (executed in 1470) and London, B.L.
MS Royal 18.D.v by Henry Percy, 5th Earl of Northumberland (d.1489). Towards the opposite
end of the scale we find that Richard Lincoln, rector of Rayleigh in Essex, bequeathed a personal
copy of the Fall in his will of 1492, William Drury, a member of the family which owned the
Ellesmere Chaucer, was left "ij Inglyshe books called Bochas of Lydgat’s making" by his father
two years later. Interestingly enough, the Church would seem to have approved too, for as well as
the example of Richard Lincoln, Battle Abbey also owned a copy of the work (London, B.L. MS
Sloane 4031), and a "Bocas in sermone Anglico" was apparently the only vernacular work to be
found in an inventory of Exeter Cathedral in 1506.23 Religious ownership in itself may not
necessarily be a guarantee of establishment approval, but there can have been little to object to in
the orthodox emphasis by Lydgate b