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ABSTRAC'I' 

In reading the romances of the Vulgate Cycle, 

one becomeE, accustomed tel the rcle of Nio rECain 1a FeE? , 

Arthur l s sister, as a major villainess, usua lly plotting 

revenge aga i nst Lancelot and Guenevere. , Therefore, thi H 

reversal of her role at the er.d of La r10 rt l e Eoi f:rtu , 

wherein she comes to take her wounded brother Arthur to 

Avalon , can seE,m out of keeping wi th the rest of her 

portrayal. In reality, though, this l atter rer:reseEtation 

is the crig inal one in Celtic legend. Theories as to how 

she could have evolved int o two such d iffere~t personalities 

ha ve gi ve~ rise to three schools of thought on the IEc.tter, 

One group, the folklorists, traces the roots of Morga in 's 

personality back to the Celtic goddesses p espe c ially to 

the Morrigan. Another group believes her represer.tation 

is due e~tirely to authers' imagination and that each 

rcmancer contributed with time perhaps one ineid e~t or 

episode, or perhaps merel y a detail, that was enl a r ged 

upon by hi s successors , or eve~ emitted , as they saw fit 

for their story. The third group, the IToderates, comp ro

mise~ between these first t wo by acknowled g i ng that the 

frontiers of tradition and imaginat ion are di f ficult, if 

net impossibl~ to d elineate . Th e ir th ecry is that the 

rcmancers p robably use~ both tradition a~d imaginat i on 
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as they created and that the ratio occurring in anyone 

romance, besides being difficult to measure, is a mCi,tter 

of the individual authorLs taste. The theory of the 

moderates seems the most tenable and is the one to which 

this study will adhere, all the whil es of course, never 

dismissing the importance of the contributions of the 

other ' two groups. Wh ile considering the ideas of these 

groups, this study will attempt to evaluate all their 

suggestions as to influences on the portrayal of Morgain 

18. fee in the Vulgate. Among these influences are Cel-" 

tic and Latin traditions, the Christian religion, and 

the imaginations of the romancers already more sophisticated 

than the creators of the original legend of the fay of 

Avalon. It is hoped that a systematic study of these in

fluences will then demonstrate that the development of 

Morgain I s character in the Vulgate was a logical ora ther 

than a haphazard process. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The characterization of Morga in la Fee in the Vul--- ---

gate Cycle romances is a study in contradictions . Her per

sonality appears schizophrenic, depicted as evil by some 

authors and kindly by others . Some of the authors see her 

as merely a vengeful mortal who has learned the art of sor-

cery and who uses it in her schemes, whi l e others see her 

as a supernatural fay. Obviously many factors must have 

influenced these various writers to portray the same char

acter so differently. Among these factors the most impor

tant would be general Celtic fairy-lore, the specific tra

ditions concerning Morgain la Fe e, the evolution of Arthu-

rian romance and, last but certainly not least , the imag i-

nations of th e romancers themselves. A cons ideration of 

these factors and their influence upon Mor ga in' s portrayal 

in the Vulgate Cycle is the subject for discussion in this 

study. Before discuss ing the fina l cumulative effect of 

all these factors upon Morgain in the Vul gate Cycle , it is 

best to treat each one separately and then to see how all 

gradual l y combined in influencing her pers onali ty. S i nce 

the oldest of these factors is p r obably the body of gen eral 

Celtic fa iry-lore , its usage by Arthurian romancers will be 

discus sed first . 
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Ch8.pter One 

A Survey of the Rule of the Fay 

in Arthurian Romance 

Some general principles of Celtic fairy-lore apart 

from the Arthurian story give the reader insight into cne 

branch of Morga in1 s family tree, namely that of the fays . 

Much concerning the or i gin of fays is uncertain and hard to 

pinpoint, but many scholars would a gree with v1f . Y. Evans-

Wentz that the notion of fays i s a very old and un i versal 

1 one. Many scholars woul d also agree v;i th the theory of 

J. A. MacCulloch that fa ys are th e descendants of the an -

cient pagan goddesses. In th e forms of fays, these god -

desses, whether homa n, Teutonic, or Celtic, s ur vived in 

the minds of newly -c onverted Christia ns wh o could not quite 

surrender their old beliefs . 2 To a pply t his th eory to Cel -

tic l e gend~ one ne ed only recall Diana , t he Roma n hu~tress 

godde s s who wa s que en of th e for es t . ) In Britain Dia na ma y 

1 
\!II . Y . EV2ns -Wentz , Th p Fair:;y Fa ith i n Cel t i c 

Countri es (Unive r s i ty Eooks ~n~- f9bb),-p-.-xxx . - -
2 J. A. Ma cCulloch, Medi eva l Fa j t h a nd fable 

(L ondon: Ge or ge G. Ea rrap and C om}.,anY Ltdc~SiJ2T:-pp . 1 2 -
13 . 

) S ir James Geor ge f r az er) ThE!. g older, Bo~.i'P : A 
S tU..9-..Y i n l\laf)~. §...I1 d R E~ li-.€J-..9I~ (1 922 ; abr . Lqr:d on :. The 1\:a o-
Millan Pr es s Ltd., 1976) I p . 216. 

2 
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well have left her legacy as queen of the woodl and s to 

those Celtic fays who wandered the deep medieval forests 

of Arthurian romance. Thus , perhaps through the memory of 

Diana, Broc eliande became celebrated in Arthurian romance 

as a forest inhabit ed by fays and magicians. Another rea

son for the haunting of Broc e liande in Arthur i an l egend .is 

s u ggested by Alfre d Maury in an older but still interesting 

study on medieval fays . Maury states that this forest had 

at one time been a hallowed s pot for druidic ceremonies and 

that Christianity had never been abl e to erase the people's 

4 
superstitious awe of the place. Whether or not this par-

ticular forest had been sacred to the druids, woodlands 

generally retained a superstitious h old on the people, at~ 

least in story. Me dieval l egends of spirits wailing in re-

mote forests and valleys are interpreted by MacCull och a s 

the people' s vaguely remembering that these places had been 

the abod es of the old deiti es . 5 

This kinship of fays with the old deities did not 

win them sympathy from Church theolog ians, who quite s i mpl y 

taught that fays were demons in the form of beautiful wom

en . 6 An a llus ion to this belief can be fo und in the Vul -

4 Al fred Maur¥ , Croyance et Legendes du N)yen ~ 
(Paris , 1843 ; rpt. Geneve : S latkine Reprints , 1 97 , p. 14. 

5 MacCulloch, p. 27 . 

6 MacCulloch, p. 40. 



ga t e Cyc le: 

A chelui tens estoient apelees fees 
toutes iche l es qui sauoient denchen
t ement ••• Et tout f u establi au 
tans merlin I e proph e te as engo i s 
qui sot toute la sapience qui des 
dyabl es puet deschendre. ~ por che 
fu il tant redoutesdes bretons ~ 
tant honores que tout lapelo i ent lor 
saint prophete. Et tout la menue 
gent lapeloient l or dieu. 

(S ommer, III , i, 1 9 , lines 19 - 27) 

From this passage one infers that, i f Me rlin learned his 

4 

art from the Devil and i f all f ays l earned theirs f r om Mer -

lin, then a ll were considered in league with Lucifer. The 

disapproval of th e Church, however, as we shall see later , 

was e ither heeded or ignored as seen fit by romancers who 

portrayed fays. 

This theor y on th e genesis of fays in the ol d re-

ligions i s reinforced by chaya c ter i stics they have in com-

mon with th e a nci ent goddesses . For exampl e , MacCulloch 

feels that Latin l egends i nfluenced fays frequently banding 

tog ether i n groups of thre e , seven, nine and thirteen. Spe -

cif ica lly he attributes the frequ ency with which they appear 

in threes omes to the tri o of Roma n go ddes ses known a s the 

Pa rcae . 7 This numb e r three, the others mentione d a bove , 

and a lso the number t welve which occurs often in th e roma nc-

e s all ha v e mys tical backgrounds of one form or anoth er . 

7 MacCulloch, pp . 38 - 39 . 
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S ince antiquity three has always been considered a spec ial . 

n umber , expressive of beginning, middl e and end , therefore 

perfect. In Christ ianity, this s ymbol of perfection has 

b een equated with the conc ep t of the Supreme Deity in the 

mystery of the Trinity. S Seven, c onsidered s inc e time im-

memorial a lucky n umber, has also possessed a sacred aura . 

In the relig ion of the ancient Hebr ews , for exampl e , every 

seventh year was Sabbatical ; in Genesis, God to ok seven 

days to create th e w;rld. 9 Nine, being composed of a trin-

ity of trinities , also had s i gnificance to the anc i ents . 

In th e old Latin l egends there were nine Muses , and there 

were nine river s 10 of Hell. Thirteen's reputation as an 

unlu c ky numbe r apparently began in Teutonic myth. The sto-

ry i s told how Lok i , the god of strife a nd evil, once in-

truded at a banquet in Valha lla to total thirteen guests, 

and during this f eas t Balder, the son of Odin and the go d 

of light, was s lain. I n a Christian parall el to this sto

ry, the memory of Chr i s t and the Twel ve Apos tles ~t t he 

Last Supp e r no d oub t confirmed thirteen ' s status as an un-

11 luc ky number. The memory of the Twel ve Apostl es probably 

aids in the frequent occurrence of the number twelve in the 

8 
Brewer ' s Dict i onary of Phrase and Fabl e , edt 

Ivor H. Evan s (1870; rpt . New York : HarperpRow , 1970) , 
p . 1077 . 

9 Brewer ' s Dictionary , p . 984 . 

10 Ibid . , 758 . p . 

11 
Ibid . , 1075. p . 
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romances with supernatural portent . To this might be added 

the Latin tradition of the twelve s ibyls of antiquity.12 

To return to the Parcae, they were , of course, on-

ly three among many deities transplanted in Britain by the 

Romans with potential influence upon the native Celtic my-

thology and thus , in turn, fairy-lore. The influenc e of at 

least the Parcae on fays is seen in the derivati on of the 

word " fay" itself. The other name for the Parcae was Fata , 

or Fates. From fata, or its singul ar fatum, originated the 

French word fee and the English "fay" . In his study Maury 

is quick to point out this relat i onship between fata and 

i ts derivations to show the kinship between the fays and 

the goddesses. 1 .3 

One must also avow that domestic Celtic Maidenland 

traditions probably influenced the i dea that fays grouped 

together. Legend described the Ma idenland as an earthly 

Paradise blessed with eternal spr ing and an abundance of 

14 fruits and flowers and peopled by beautiful damsels. This 

Maidenland was the Celtic Other World, and , as fays were su

pernatural or Other World beings , they might have been as 

soc iated with Ma idenland lore in this fashion. Al l the 

12 
Brewer ' s Dictionary , p. 999. 

1.3 Maury , p. 16. 

14 Howard Rollin Patch, The Other IN orld According 
to Descriptions in Me dieva l Literature (Cambridge , Mas s .: 
Harvard University Press , 1950 ), p. 287 . 



trappings of the Other World would eventually have been 

associated with fays . Included with this l ore were the 

7 

forms the Other World itself could take and therefor e what 

form the fays ' home could take. In its mo s t common form 

the Other World was an i s l and or i s l es , a l and beyond the 

mist. 15 It foll owed tha t if the Other World were a far -

off i s l e , than a boat was necessary to convey the dead souls 

there . An i nterest i ng note on such bel iefs i s made by G. S . 

Loomis. She states that the notion of soul s ' cross ing waters 

to the Other World i s widespread, n ot only in claisical li t 

eratures but a l s o in the bel iefs of many primitive t ribes.:n.6 

Thus one finds two universal concepts, t hat of fays and that 

of a fantastic Other World b eyond th e waters, merg ing i n Cel-

tic l egend. Once again, though , Latin legends migh t have i n-

fluenced the indigenous tradit i ons , here that of a lush is-

land Paradise. Edmond Faral f inds in descript ions of mar -

velous gardens fertile with magical f ruit inducing forget -

fulness in whomever eats of i t a memory of the Paradise in 

. 1'7 Genesls. I This association of fru i t with the concept of 

15 , Patch , p. 28. 

1 6 Gertrude S choepperle Lo omi s , "Arthur in Avalon 
and the Banshee , " in Vassa r Me dia eval Studies, ed . Chris
tabel F. F i ske (New Haven : Yale University Press , 1923 ) , 
p. 17. 

17 Edmond Faral, Recherches s ur l es S ources Latines 
et Romans Courtois du Moyen .fig& (PariS-;-Librairi e Anci enne 
Honore Champ ion, 1 913), pp. 371 - 372, 



8 

Paradi se might well explain how the Celtic Other World re- . 

ceived its name of "Aval on", for, as Krappe says , "Ava l on" 

18 derives from the Cel tic word " aball os", meaning apples . -

To modern readers, this s tres s on gardens bursting with 

l usc ious fru i t as i ndicative of the Other vllorld might seem 

curious. However , one must remember, as A . H. Krappe says 

in h i s artic l e "Avallon", that fresh fru i t 'Has not as ac-

cess i ble to p eopl e of those t i mes and c limes as it is to 

us today and would i ndeed have b een special had it been a -

va ilabl e all year r ound. 19 Still, t he island or garden rich 

wi th fruit i s not t he only Celtic Other World moti f . Other 

notions a r e t he mounta in, the stream , and the dark and wil d 

valley.20 The spl end i d castle a l so occurs freQuently. 21 

The Celtic fay, associated with a l l these trad i-

tions t h rough her poss i b l e ancestry as a goddess and then 

through her so j ourn in Ma idenl and, i s h eiress to a rich 

lore , and when she appears in Arthur i an romance s , she brings 

her i nheritance along with her. Her role i n the r 'omances is 

excellently defined by Lucy All en Paton : 

A Breton lay or an Ar thurian romance con
sists essentially of the g l orif i cation of 
a single hero ... For the purposes of ro-

18 

316 . - 317. 
A . H. Krappe , "Avallon , " Speculum , 18 (194j) , 

1 9 
Kl~appe , p . 303 . 

20 Patch , p . 314, . 

21 
Patch , p . 32 4 . 



mance the f ay exists that she may set 
a seal upon the hero ' s va l or a nd beauty 
by grant i ng him her favor , or that s he 
may afford an opportunity for him to 
displ ay his courage by demand ing of him 
an apparentl y impossible adventure. 
Henc e , although t h e f ay ' s place i n the 
narrative i s rea lly secondar y to the 
hero's, she i s a highly important ele 
ment i~2 the structure of Arthurian ro
mance . 

. the fay of Arthurian r omance 
is essentially a supernatural woman, 
always more beautiful than th e ima gi
na tion can poss ibly f ancy her, un
t ouched by time, unhampere d by lack 
of resources for the accomplis hment 
of her pl easure, super i or to human 
bl emish, contingency , or necessity, 
in short, a ltogether unlimited in her 
power. Insistent love i s a fundamental 
par t of her nature, but she holds aloof 
from ordinary mortal s and g i v es h er fa
vor only to the bes t and most valorous 
of knights. She . •• often .• • has 
guarded from infancy the mortal whom 
she finally takes to the other world 
as h e r beloved. However unexpectedly 
to the h e ro she appears before him, 
and for the purpose of carrying out a 
long -formed des i gn of cla iming h i s 
love • •• When the inevitabl e result 
ensu es ,- and he obeys her summons to 
the othe r worl d, his bewilderment be
come s compl ete oblivion, and he dwells 
in utt e r forge t fulness of a ll things 
mortal, cons cious only ofJthe delights 
that the fay offers hlm. 

9 

In the above passages Paton outlines the u sual capacity of 

the fay in Arthurian romance. Various romancers , as they 

22 Lucy Allen Paton , Studies in th e Fairy My tho
lQgy of Arthurian Romance, 2nd . edt (New Yor k : Burt Fr anklin, 
1960) , p. 1. 

2J Paton , pp. 4 - 5 . 
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wrote, us e d these general characteristics of the fay as 

suited their part icular tale. Thus , the reader might find 

in anyone romance all of these elements, various combina -

tions of them, or perhaps only one. Sometimes the reader 

finds one or more of these s upernatural characteristics ap-

plied to a very mortal female personage in a real-world ep i-

sode. A brief look at several Arthurian romances which in -

clude all or some of these elements will best demonstrate 

how the authors made use of these techniques. An under-

standing of how these elements were generally applied to 

fays in the romances helps to clarify Morgain's role in the 

Vulgate Cycle. 

One of the best examples of a fay who appears, to 

the unsuspecting hero to claim his love is to be found i n 

Marie de France 's lay Lanval, for this fay ful f ills almost 

all of the elements summarized by Paton. The fay introduces 

herself to Lanval dramatically, first sending two of her 

damsels to fetch him to her. The two damsels approach Lan -

val whi l e he i s letting hi s horse rest after riding out of 

the town: 

La u il g ist en teu maniere, 
Garda aval lez la riviere , 
[ siJ vi t venir deus dameiseles, 
Unc n ' en ot veu[ esJ plus bele2~ 

(Lanval , lines 53 _. 56) 

Celes l' unt pr ime s salue , 
Lur message- li unt cunte : 

24 Lanval in Mari e de France : Lais , ed . A . Ewert 
(Oxford : Basil Blackwell, 1 94·4) . 



' Sire Lanval , rna dameisele, 
Que tant est pruz e sage e bele , 
Ele nus enveie pur VUS j 
Kar i venez ensemble od nus ! 

(Lanval , lines 69 - 74) 

Once Lanval meets their l ady, he finds that she is very 

forthright in stating her purpos e : 

' Lanval ,' fet el e , ' beus amis , 
Pur vus vienc jeo fors de rna terej 
De l u i nz vus sui venuCeJ quere~ 
Se vus estes pruz e curte i s , 
Emperere ne quens ne reis 
N' ot unkes joie ne b i en j 
Kar je vus aim sur tute rien .' 

(Lanval , l ines 110 - 116) 

11 

Young Lanval is understandably f l attered, for thi s lady ' s 

beauty can only be describ ed in s uperla tives : 

Dedenz cel tref fu la pucelej 
Flur de l is Ce] rose nuvele, 
Quant ele p ert al tens d ' est e , 
Trespassot ele de b eaut e . 

(Lanval, lines 93 - 96) 

That a fay of such extraordinary beauty should se e k out La n-

val from s o far is the author' s way of ind i. ca ting to the 

r eade r that the h ero i s a special knight . 

In th e Celti c r omance Fwyll Lor d of Qyve d Rhia nnon 

use s a much more dra ma tic ploy to me et the h ero . I n t hi s 

ep i s od e th e read er i s f or ewa rne d of th e s uperna t ural by one 

of Pwyll' s men. In t he c ours e of a fea s t this ma n p o int s 

out a certa in hill t o his lord Pwyll a nd t ells him t ha t, if 

a ma n of roya l bl ood s i ts th ere I h (~ e i ther r e c eives wounds 

, or sees a won der . Pwyll, opt i mi st i cally ant i c i pa t i n g a won-



der, sits on the hill with his men. 

As they were sitting they s aw a woman 
dress e d in shining gold brocade and 
riding a great pale horse approaching 
on the highway which ran past the hill, 
and anyone who saw the horse would ha v e 
sa id it was moving at a s l ow steady 
pace as it drew level wi th th e hill. 
' Men,' said Pwyll, 'does anyone know 
that horsewoman?' 'No, lord,' they 
answered. 'Then let someone g o find 
out who she i s. ' A man rose, but by 
the time he reached the highway she 
had alr eady gone past. He followed on 
foot as best he could p but the greater 
his speed the farther ahead she drew, 
and when he saw that his purs uit wa s 
in vain he returned and told Pwyll, 
'Lord, it is pointless for anyone to 
follow her on foot.' ' All right,' 
said Pwyll, ' g o to the court and take 
the fast es t horse you know a nd g o af-·· 
ter h er.' The man fetched the horse 
and set out; h e r eached open country 
and showed his mount th e spurs, but 
the more he pricke d it on the farther 
ahead she drew, all th e whil e go i ng at 
th e same pace as before. His horse 
tired, and when it s lowed to a wal k he 
brought it bac k to where Pwyll was wait
ing, and said, 'Lord, i t i s u se l ess for 
anyone to follow that lady. I know of 
n o horse i n the ent ire kingdom faster 
than this one, a nd I could not over - · 
take h er. ' , All right ,' sa id Pwyll, 
'but there i s s ome hidden m~aning here. 
Let US return t o th e court. 25 

12 

Th e r eader would not know the " hidden meaning" of th is inci-

dent, either , but would deduce that the lady is an Other~_ 

World be i ng . The mys tery thickens the next day when Pwyll 

returns to the hill. This time he asks a l ad to be ready 

25 Pwyll J:,ord of Dyved in The Mab inog i on , trans . 
. Jeffrey Gantz (Penguin Books Canada Ltd . , 1977), p. 52 . 
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wi.th th e fastest hors e availabl e to g ive purs uit s h ould t h e 

lady reapp ear. Before l on g she does, riding the s ame h erse. 

The hors ewoman drew opposite; the lad 
mounted his horse, but before he could 
settle into the saddle she had gone 
past and p u t a clear distance be tw e en 
them , all the while travelling at the 
same pace as the day before. He put 
his hors e to a walk, thin king tha t a s 
slow a s he went he would still over
take her, but he did not. He gave t h e 
hors e its head, but even then he wa s no 
nearer to her, and the more he urg ed 
his horse the farther ahead s he drew . . 
When he perceived that pursuit was use
less he turned back to where Fwyll was 
waiting . 'Lord, the hors e can do n o 
better than you have s e en.' 'I !hav e 
s e en it is useless for anyone to pur
sue h er,' s a id Pwyll, 'but be tween me 
and God she had an errand for someone 
on this plain, had her obstina cy n ot 
prevente~ her declaring it. Let us 
return to the court.' 

(Pwyll, p. 53) 

What t he mys terious lady' s p urpos e in all thi s i s c ome s to 

ligh t th e next day wh en Pwyll hims elf ta k e s a ct i on and a t -

t empts p ur s uit: 

Giv ing his s pirited p rancing mount i ts 
h ead h e turn e d t o fol l ow , suppos i ng h e 
would ov ertake her at th e sec ond or 
third bound ; ye t he dr ew no closer than 
befor e. He p u she d his h or se to i ts ut 
mos t speed, unt il h e saw that pur suit 
was fru i t l ess. 

Pwyll then ca ll e d ou t , ' La dy , fo r 
the sake of th e man y ou lov e b es t, 
stop for me !' ' I will, g l a dly ,' sa id 
sh e , ' and it woul d have been better 
f9~ your horse had you a s k e d me that 
earlier .' Th e l ady then re i n e d i n 
and ha l ted , and drew up th e part of 
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In her own 

her ve il which covered her face ; she 
fixed her gaze on h im and t h ey began 
to tal k . 'Lady ,' sa id Pwyll, ' where 
d o you come from, and where are you 
going?' 'I am doing my errands ,' 
she said, 'and I am glad to see you .' 
~ wel come you,' s aid Pwyll, for it 
seemed to him that the beauty of ev
ery g irl and woman he had ever seen 
was noth ing compared· to the face of 
this lady. 'Lady , will you tell me 
anything of your errands? ' ' Between 
me and God I will. My most imp ortant 
errand was to try to see you. ' 

(Pwyl~, p." 54) 

fashioY-l th en, Rhiannon comes to claim t he l ove 

of th e hero Pwyll, and h er unorthodox entry into th e story 

coupled wi th her great beaLi.ty indicates that she i s a super-

natural b e ing . Add ing to Rhiannon ' s Other-World a ura is the 

f act that her horseback appearances hav e been three , that 

favorite nu~ber of the super natural . 

Gantz expl a i ns Rhiannon ' s remarkabl e white horse 

as a vest i ge of her background , which , he says , was that of 

26 a horse-goddess. Th i s theory becomes a bit mor e plaus i ble 

la ter on i n the story when Rhiannon, as puni shment for mVT-

dering her i nfant son , a crime of wh ich she is i nnocent, 

must carryon h er tack all visitors to hers and Pwyll ' s 

castle . 

She had to remain for seven years at 
the c ourt of Arterth, where she was 
to sit every day by th e mount i n g - block 
near th e gate and tell h er story to 
anyone who might not already know it; 

1 

26 G t an Z s The Mabinogion, p . 18 . 



she was also to offer to carry 
guests and s trangers to the court 
on her back , though it was seldom 
that anyone let himself be so 
transported. Rhiannon spent part 
of a year thus. 

(Pwyll, p. 61) 

This feat of strength would most likely be imposs ible for 

most women but would not be difficult for a horse - goddess. 

Whatever Rh i annon ' s own background, her wonderful 

steed in itself indicates the Other World , for extraordinary 

animals always have supernatural portent in Arthurian ro-

mctEce. In Mar ie de France's Guigerr:ar, for example, the 

wounding of the androgynous hind with antlers thrusts the 

h ero of the lay into supernatural adventure (Guig~mar, lines 

76 - 122). Quit e often in th e romances it is the quarry of 

a hu.nt that exhibits unusual characteristics, a condition 

27 that prepares the reader for preternatural events. 

To return to the discussion of the introduction of 

the fay to the hero, one finds a mutated version of such a 

meeting in the episode in the Vulgate Cycle treating Ca

mille the Saxon enchantress. The text states that Camille 

i s a sorceress, but her gTea t beav.ty, her extraordinary 

talent for n ecromancy , and her residence in the impregnable 

La Roche as Sesnes also hint at fairy-lore; 

~ estoit la roch e s i fors que nule 
riens ne doutoit fors estre affamee. 

27 Marcelle Th i ecaux , The St~ . .9f Love : The 
Chas e ir,: Medieval. Li tera ture (I thaca: Cornell Dni vers i ty 
Press , 1974) , pp . 56 - 57 . 



[Camille] sauoit plus dencantemens 
que damoisele del pais ~ moult est 
bele ,8 estoi t del lignage as saisnes . 
Et ele amoit tant le roi artu com ele 
pooit amer home ~ li rois nen sauoit 
rien. 

(Sommer , III, i, 406, lines 9 - 16) 

The hero Camille has chosen is thus Arthur himself. He 
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falls madly in love with Care.ille, and the text, though nev-

er say ing so outright, leaves the read.er suspecting that 

she ha s used her powers to ensnare him: 

Et li rois artus parloit tous les 
iors a 1a damoisele del castel ,8 
li priot darnors ~ ele nen auoit 
cure. , ~ si lauoit tel conree quil 
lamoit outre mesure . . 

(Sommer , III, i, 407, lines 8 - 10) 

In the course of battle, Arthur i s inspired by Camille's 

looking on from the castle walls and seems to forget Guen-

evere completely. This also hints at Camille's power over 

him: 

Mais li rois nav.oi t mie grantement 
de gent si couenoit que il l e fe ist 
bien. ~ si fist il miex que onques 
nauoit fait. ~ plus l e fist il por 
l a pucele qui l e regardoit de la 
roche ou ele estoit que por lui. 

(Sommer, III, i, lines 17 - 20 ) 

One sees in these r omances involving the hero and 

the fairy-mistress that the fay ' s Other-World cha racteris -

tics can all diffe r according to the author ' s needs. In 

some r el at ionsh ips between a fay and the hero , the love -

motif can be entirely omitted, and the romancer portrays 



17 

her as the hero's kindl y fairy - godmoth er. Quite often, as 

Paton : says, she rears the h ero from infancy. The most fa-

mous example of a fay i n this capacity i s no doubt the 

Lady of the Lake, Lancel ot's foster-moth er. It is she who 

literally abducts the infant Lancelot right after his mother 

has found the body of the dead King Ban. 

,8 quant ele aproche des cheuax qui 
esto i ent desus Ie lachs i vo it son 
fi l hor del bercheul tout deslije 
,8 voit une damoisele qui I e tenoit 
tout nu en giron ,8 l estraint ,8 serre 
moul t durement entre ses ma.meles. 
Et Ii baise l es iex ;$ la bouce 
menuement,8 ele nauoit mie tort •.• 

Et quant ele Ie voit [la mere] 
aprochier si se lieue a tout lenfant 
quele tenoit entre ses bras. ,8 si 
sen reuait durernent au lac. si 
ioint les pies ,8 saut ens. 

(Sommer, III, i, 14, lines 29 - LJ.1) 

This l ady, sometimes called Niniane, is obviously possessed 

of magical powers , and she has learned them, like rr.any an-

other fay, from Merlin , (Somner, III, i, 21, lines 4 - 39). 

It is Niniane who rears Lancelot: 

,8 quant ele len ot porte il ne faj.t 
pas a demander sele I e tint chier. 
Car ele I e gardoit plus doucement 
que nule autre feme ne poo it fa i re 
qui porte ne l eust en son uentre. 

(Sommer, III, i , 22 , lines 2 - ~.) 

Adh ering closely to th e fairy-godmother theme of 

the Frose 1.§.ncelot i s the tale Floriant et florete . In 

this romance it i s lVI orgain as the fay of lViongi bel who i s 
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the kindly fairy - godmother. S imilar ities between hew 

Fl oriant and Lancelot are reared by th eir r espective f os -

ter-moth ers abound, and R. S . Lo omis, who has studied 

lYIorga in' s Cel t ic background extensively, f eel s it quite 

poss ible that both Mo r ga in and Niniane evolved from the 

s ame or i g inal stere otype , although no t n ecessarily the 
28 same character. Al so , Harry F . Williams , the ed i tor of 

th e version of Floriant e-t Fl orete be i ng considered here , 

finds that th e unknown auth or of th i s work simpl y borrowed 

from well-known romances and mad.e very few personal inno-

t · 29 va ,lons. Therefore, it i s likel y that, having heard tales 

of fairy- godmothers, the r espect ive creators of Morgain of 

Mongivel and the Lady of the Lake descr i bed th eir fa ys i n 

a strikingly simil ar fashion. 

The first major s imila ri ty between Morga in the 

fairy- godmoth er of Fl oriant and heJ:' c ounterpart Niniar,e 

occurs in how each f irst enc ounters th e re spective inf ant 

h ero . Mo r ga in, like Niniane , f i nds the r.ewborn h er o in t he 

for es t. Floriant's queen-mother i s s l eep i ng , having fle d, 

like Lanc el ot' moth er, enemies who have slain her husband: 

Un poi devant l a mle nuit 
S ' en reveno i ent de deduit 
.111. fees de l a mer salee ; 
La mestresse d ' aux ert n ommee 

28 Roger Shernjan Loom i s , Arthurian Tr adition and 
Chretien d~ Troyes (New York : Columb i a University Press , 
1 9Lj'9 ), p . 48 . 

29 Harry F. Wil liams ; ec ., Fl or i ant et Fl.QEete 
(Ann Ar t ·or : Uni ve r s i ty of Mich i gan Press , 1947) , p . '"2b: 



Mor ga in, 10. suer I e r oi Artu . 
<C ompaignez, fet el e , entencez : 
Cis t enfes que vous ci veez 
Sera encer bons chevaliers 
Li plus hard i s et Ii plus fiers, 
Li plus sages, Ii mius apri s . 
Certes~ il ert de s i grant pris 
Q' en toute l'empire de Rome 
Ne trouvera on s~ preudome J 

(Floriant et Florete, lines 549 -562) 

After Niorga in has pred icted theinfarlt ' s future prowess 
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for the reader, the ~ ther fays suggest they adopt Fl oriant. 

Morga in sanz plus de demoree 
L'a pris. A itant s'en tornerent, 
Vers Mongibel s 'acheminerent, 
Quar s'es toit lor mestre chastel, 
Molt sunt lies au damoisel. 
A tant l'emportent au mous tier 
Sel font l ever et baptiser; 
Florio.nt Ie font apeler, 
Bien I e font norrir et garder. 

(Floriant, lines 566 - 574) 

Thus IVio r ga in's taking of Flor i ant resembl es Niniane ' s k id-

napp ing of the newborn Lanc elot. 

Both boys r eceive educations befitting kn ights as 

th ey grow i nto young men, and both fays stress the Christian 

r eligion in the upbringing of th eir wards. Perha ps th i s 

stress i s due to the authors ' being mindful of the Church ' s 

condemna tion of fays as demons, .and they· wi s h ed to a void 

their fays being categorized so . Mor e likely, however, 

th i s relig i ous aspect is due to th e soph i st ica ted i nfl uence 

of ideal knightly training, a sub ject th or oughl y discussed 

in Madele ine Cosman ' s bookr The g: ducati on of.: the HerQ in 

Art.hur i o.n Romance, spec ifically treating Perceval ' s ec.uca -
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t i on . Espec i a l ly i n the case of Ni n i ane i s this duty to 

re l igion emphas i zed. Ni n i ane very pious l y des cribes to 

Lancelot as he prepares to set out for A rth~r ' s court a 

kni ght ' s obligat i ons to the Church. "Ains doit plus 

douter h onteuse cose que mort a souffrir. cheualiers fu 

eE·tabl is outrement por sa i nte egl ize garandir (Sommer , III , 

i, 114, lines 12 - 13) 0" She expla i ns why a kn i ght must 

not sh i rk h i s re l igi ous dut i es : 

11 do i t estre tou t premi erement 
h ounis au s i ecle ~ apres a dame 
dieu. Car Ie i our qu i l recho it 
l or dr e d e cheuali er Ie fa i t Ii 
d euise. Qui miez I e se it deu i ser 
fait la daBe que i e nai fa i t s i 
I e fache . ~ pu i s quil est pariures 
ve~cs damedieu 'nostre -s ignor . Dont 
a i l p e rdue par droit tant donor c om 
i l a t endo i t a cU.lO ir en l a grant i oi e . 
Et au s i ec l e est il houni s tout par 
droiture. 

(Sommer, III , i, 116, l ines 17 - 23) 

By the time the fay is done with these religious stipu-

lations , th e reader should be convinced that she is a good 

force upon the hero and is n ot aligned with the Devil . 

Invariably in tales involving a fay with the hero, 

whether she is his mistress or fairy-godmother, she will 

present him with a special g ift or g ifts. Niniane is l av-

i sh in presenting Lancelot with all his knightl y accoutre-

ments : 

Car ele Ii auoit porquis grant pieche 
auoit. tout che que mes tiers e s toit 
a cheualier. hauberc blanc ~ l egier 



f fort. Et hiaume sorargente IToult 
rich e t de moult gr ant biaute. ~ 
escu tout blanc comme noif a boucle 
dargent moult bele. Et por che quele 
ne ~oloit quil ni e~s t riens qui ne 
fust blanch&. ~ si Ii ot appareillie 
vne espee qui en maint lie~ auoit este 
bien atslsaie det:,ant quil leust . Et 
puis quil lot Ie r asaia il bien. S i 
estoit grans a me sure Z trenchans a 
grant merueille Z poi pesans. Et Ii 
fu aprestes Ii gla iues a ""De hanste 
blanche qui cort e t grosse Z roide 
estoit. ~ Ii fers bl a ns ~ trenchans 
~ bien agus. Auoec tout che Ii ot 
~a dame apparellie cheual grant Z for t 
~ i snel ~ bien esproue de grant vis
teche $ de hard ement. ~ fu taus blans 
autresi comme noif n egie Z si Ii ot 
appare r;illiel a sa chE:v.alierie robe 
dun blanc samit c ote ~ mantel. 

(Sommer, III, i, 118, lines 16 - 27) 

The reader notes the importance cf the fine hors e that 

Niniane pr esents to Lancelot. According to Loomis, this 

g iving of a fine ~orse by the fay to the hera i s a very 

early a nd commonly-used motif of Ar thurian conteur s . JO 

It i s also employed by the author of Fl or iant e't Eloret~~1 

for Mo r ga in tell s the hero that on the day of his dubbing 

she will equip him richly: 

Deme.in VOUS ferai c~evalier ~ 
~2 ~ ens , a I e p l us bia~ ~estr~er 
fc.!UJ, salt el mont t seJ_ nenra],. 
Richement vous adoube rai ••.• 

( Florian~, lines 785 - 788) 

JO Roger Shel'II'.c.n Loom i.s, Wales anc_ the Artht:rian 
Le§;§,nc, (Cardi.ff : Uni.venc.i-:-.y of 1jIja l es Pr:es's',-195bJ, p . 11J. 
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The giving of such a coveted gift to th e her o by 

the fay can al s o be translated into real-world ep i so de s . 

El ements of th e fay' s caring for the h er o and gi v i ng him 

gifts have filtered into more prosaic events wh ich have 

but an echo of what might have been supernatural origin. 

This can b e detected, for example, in Owe i~ , or The Countess 

of thQFouDtai~, another of the tales in The Mabinogion. 

Owe i n , by the way, i s considered the Wel sh pred eces sor of 

G;hret i en ' s Yvain, for Yva in's experiences mirror Owein ' s.J!1. 

Both heroes are blessed wi th the friendship of a lion and 

cursed wi th a bout of madness after los i ng their respective 

l adies. In his madness Owein finally descends int o a val-

l ey after he can no l onger keep up wi th the wild animals he 

has been acc ompanying . In this valley i s a par k, ". 

the loveliest one in the world, and it was owned by a wid-

owed c ountess" (Owein, p. 209). This superl a tively beau-

t i ful park may well have been borrowed fr om Other - VlI orld 

n ot ions of marvel ous gardens a r,d valleys or may even have 

originated th ere. If this were the case, the now ve r y hu-

man countess may once also have been a fay . A vestige of 

such an ancestry remai_ns in the fact that she l ater gi ves 

the cured Owe in gifts simil ar to these of fays li}(e Morg;a i n 

and Nini ane : 

31 G. D. Wes t, An Inde2\ .2f Proper Fames 
Arthurian fros~ F:omance~ (Toronto: Univers i ty of 
Press , 1978), p . 309 . 

in French -- - ---
Toronto 



'Between me and God, I will g ive 
him a hors e and armour a s a gift, 
and he has never had a better 
horse nor better armour .. 

A handsome black Ga s cony 
horse was brought , with a 
beechen saddle, and armour 
for both man and horse .... 

(Owe in, p. 211) 

Thus , by using this story of Owe in as one example, one 

finds that some authors may wish to make Other -World char-

acters and s ituations more realistic in their stories whil e 

still retaining some of the supernatural motifs or that 

some authors ipply elements of faerie to mortal characters 

ln real-world s ituations. 

In this area of gift-giving , the fa y i s neve r lim-

ited to bestowing only hor se and armour upon th e h ero. Mor-

gain gives Floriant a ma gic sh ip to convey him to Ar thur's 

court: 

Dedens une nef enterrez 
Que je vous fera i amener, 
Mes ne VOllS estuet ri ens douter 
Vent n e tempeste n e ora ge 
Car el e est de s i bone ovrage 
Quar ele ne puet empirier, 
Verser, fendre ne despecier, 
Quar ele est t oute d ' ybenus .... 

(Flori~nt, lines 790 - 797) 

La ne f est fete en tel maniere 
Que avant , en coste et arriere , 
Ens i c om vous commanderez, 
S ' en ira l a ou vous vo irez . 

(Fl orian-t:. l ines 801 - 80l.j,) 

Morgain ' s magic sh i p i s a l so a common enot:.gh cievice of 
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Other-World lore . Marie de France used a ma gic ship in t he 

lay Guig~mar (lines 151 - 208 ). In La Mor t I e Roi Ar t u a 

s plendid barge without the benefit of crew c onveys the dead 

damoi s elle d'Escal.ot to Camelot. 32 The idea of such magic 

ships in th e romances may have originated with t he concep-

tion of the Celtic Other World being an island and t here-

fore ac~essible to departed souls only by sh i p . 

Th e generos ity of the fairy-mi s tress is al s o des 

cribed by Marie de France in Lanval.: 

Mut est Lanval bien herbergez: 
Cum plus despendra richement, 
CEJ plus a\rrat or e argent. 

(Lanva]:, lines 140 - 142) 

He is not given the s t ock wondrous s t eed by h is mi str ess 

but instead finds his own mount richly equipped: 

Qua nt del manger furent l ev~ , 
Sun cheval Ii unt amen e j 
Bien Ii ourent la sele mise j 
Mut ad trove riche s ervise . 

(Lanva)., lines 189 - 192) 

Another charac t eri s tic c ommon to f a iry-lore t hat 

lViorgain, Niniane , anc. Lanval' s mis tress shar e i s t he bevy 

of damsel s who accompany and ass i st the pr i nc i pa l fay . l an

val' s fa iry - mi stress has her damsel s bring the young kni ght 

t o her ten t . Th ese damsel s a l so ass i s t th e fay i n mak i ng 

h er grand entrance a t Lanval' s tria l. Before she her sel f 

32 La Mort I e Ro ~ Artu , ed . J ean Frappi er (G eneve : 
Libr a iri e Droz ,1 964~ para. 70 . 
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enters the judgment hall at Arthur' s court, she t wic e sends 

ins ide paj.rs of her damsels ahead of her. Their beauty 

stuns Arthur's barons and disrupts the proceedings. When 

Arthur demands his barons' decision, they reply : 

' Sire,' funt il, ' nus derart imes. 
Pur l es dames que nus veimes 
Nus n!i avum nul es gart fa it. 
Or recumencerum le plait. 

(Lanval, l ines 503 - 506) 

The grand entrance, the third one, belongs to the fay her-

self (lines 547 - 592), a sequence reminiscent of Rhiannon's 

three startling appearances on horseback in Pwyll. We have 

already seen that Morga in in Floriant et Florej;e is accom-

panied by two l esser fa ys so tha t they number the t r adi-

tiona1 threesome of fairy-lore. In the Vul gate Cycle Ni-

niane has to assist her the trusty Saraide, the most impor-

tant among the Dame Q~ Lac's. many damsels. Sara ide i s her-

sel f capable of magic and uses her powers to aid Lancelot's 

cous i ns, Lionel and Bohort, es cape the wicked Claudas: 

1\1ais neporquant del commandement sa 
damo i sele li sou i ent. s i iete son 
enchantement. $ fait resambler les 
.ij. enfans as .ij. leuri ers . ~ li 
doi leurier orent l a semblance as 
.ij. enfans. 

(Sommer, III, i, 55, lines 40 - l.j-2) 

Beyond a ll her e th er-World trappings , the fay ex~ 

i sts in a r omance, as Paton states , to demand an appar er. t l y 

imposs i ble task of the her o and therefore to estab ish his 
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knightly prowess. IV:orgain satisfies this requiremer..t in 

Floriant et Fl orete when she sends one of her ma ider..s with 

a message to Fl or i ant at Camelot. The purpose of her l et 

ter to her prot~g~ i s to tell him finally of his real par -

ents and to appoint him the task of relieving his mother 

from the s i ege of the villainous seneschal Maragoz : 

Or s i te couvient porchacier 
Com ton pere puis ses vengier 
Et delivrer pu i sses ta mere. 

(Floriant, lines 2557 - 2559) 

A remnant of the task set by the fa;,>" for the hero might be 

found in more realistic terms in Dwein. Owein is given the 

armor and the fine Gascony horse because he wants to help 

the wi dowed count ess fight h er neighbor, the earl, who 

is about to overrun her l ands . ( Owe i~, p. 211 ). 

After the hero has been involved with a fay, the 

"inevitable result", according to Paton, i s hi s being sum-

moned by her to the Other World. This is what happens to 

Lanva.l: 

Od li s ' en vait en A valun, 
Ceo nus recuntent li Bretun, 
En un isle que mut est beaus ; 
La fu ravi li dameiseaus. 

(Lanval, lines 6LI,1 - 644·) 

Lanval's summons is very simple compared to Floriant ' s. His 

comes wh en , while hunt ing , he sights a y·rhi te stag , the ani -

mal which practically always foretells Oth er -World adver"-

ture : 



En une esp es~ d'un aunoi 
Leur saut . 1. ser s qui mol t 

i ert gr ans 
Et a usi blans com v i s argens. 

(Flgr~an! , lines 818L!, - 8186) 

That the stag should l eap out from the coveri ng of an 

a l der, or el der tree, i s notewor t hy , for associated with 
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this tree were many superstitions, no doubt stemming from 

the l egend that t he Cross had been fashioned from alder 

wood and that Judas had hung himself on such a tree. The 

unfortunate tree was therefore often call ed the Judas tree. 33 

Once fl ushed, Fl oriant's stag leads him on a chase 

up a mounta in to a beautiful palace , where the animal di s -

appears. So on th e hero finds his foster - mother, Morg;a in , 

who i s expect ing him. She admi ts she had sent t he wh it e 

stag ~ 

Li cers que vous chac i ~ avez, 
pour quo i gaiens es t es entrez, 
Fu par moi de l a fors trami s . ... 

(Flori3 nt, lines 8231 - 8233 ) 

Typica l, then , of a fay she .has used a supernatural mes -

senger to bring the hero to her in th e Other Worl d : 

33 

. . . < Biaus ami s chiers g 

Certes , molt vous voi volentiers , 
J a mes de moi ne part irezJ 

(Florian~, lines 822) - 8225) 

Amis, vaus devl ez mourir 
Et de cest sieele departir . 

(Florian!, lines 8237 - 8238) 

Phrase, and f.?ble, p . 368. 
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This case , however , diff ers from Lanval' s in that Morga in 

i s Fl oriant' s fa iry - godmother, not his mi stress , and there-

fore can have no amorous des i gns i n summoni ng h i m to her in 

the Oth e r World. This fact i s emphas iz e d when , out of p ity 

for her former charge , she ha s h i s beloved Fl orete brought 

. t o the pal ace to be wi th the hero fore ver: 

< S ire, fet ele, ne p l ourez, 
Bien sa i d e quoi vous dementez. 
C'est por Fl orete, jel sai bien, 
Mes ne vous esma i ez de ri en, 
Anui t l a vous ferai avoir.) 
Lors apela par estouvoir 
.111. fees que d evant li v it o 

(Alez , f et ele, sanz respit, 
Por Fl orete si l'aportez.) 

( Florian~, lines 8257 - 8265 ) 

A garbled f a i ry- retent i on of the hero i n the Other 

World i s seen by Paton in the Vulgate Cycle episode where 

Camille finally tricks Arthur into La Roch e t o have h i m tak

en prisoner. 34 We have a lrea dy seen that La Roche i s cer 

tainly descri bed vI i th Other-World tones and that Arthur is 

blindly enamored of the sorceress : 

li r·oi s se couch en .j. moult 
bialI lit auoec samie. ,8 guerre 
hes iut auoec l a bele damo is ele 
en vn autre l it. Et g.uant li 
rois ot i eu auoec saml e vne 
grant piece ,8 fait de li sa vo~ 
l ente. si v i enent laiens cheua
plus de . x l. tot arme. $ tienent 
les espees nues . s i o(uJrent luis 
de l a cambre tot a force . 

(Sommer , III , i, 410 , lines 19 - 23 ) 

34 F' t 9r. a ,on, p. ( . 
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Another attempt at a fairy-retent i on involving 

Arthur i s in the Li vre d'Artus. Here the Other World is 

represented as a magical apple orchard surrounded by mist, 

all concepts hearkening back, n o doubt, to the idea of 

A valon as the i sland of apples. The a1..lthor of the Livre 

d'Artus says that it is " .•. le uergier que l a femme au 

roi de Danemarche auoi t ferme par nigramance de lair erltor 

ne nl auoit que une entree J! uneeissue" (Sommer, VII, 268, 

lines 40 - 41). Any place with this quality, the inability 

of one to l eave it once i nside, gives i t away, says Frey

mond, as the Land of the Dead , or the Other World. 35 In 

the Livre d'Artus, however, our Other World has paled into 

an apple orchard owned, not by a -fay, but by a very hUIT.an 

queen. One of this queen's damsels tries to ent ic e Sagre-

mor with some of the fruit, and then the reader sees all 

the Other -World undertones of the orchard : 

. • . si uint une damoisele a 
Sagremor la ou il coniois so it 
ses compa ignons ,.8 tenoit une 
pome en sa main toute uermeille 
que ele coilli u pomier tot uoiant 
luj ,.8 li dist . sire cheualiers 
tenez de ce fruit que ma dame uos 
enuoi e se en mengiez por amor de 
li que el e l e uos mande. $ Sa
grernor l a regarde Z demande a 
ses compaignons se il mengie en 
onto A il dient Qui oil. ,B lors 
lor oemande se il ont nul talent 
de hors issir ne daler en lor 

35 E. Fr eymond , " Eeitrage zur Kenntnis der alt
fran zosis ch en Ar t us ramane in Frasa ," Z e i tschri ft f1.ir f ran
zos i sch er. Spr:ach~ und Litteratur, 17 ,189S-,-1b= 17 . 



queste ne en l or pa i s . ~ il di en t 
que nenil que toz Ii d e du i z de monde 
est c e i anz que uos porr i ez penser ne 
deuiser. 

(S ommer, VII , 312, lines 31 - 37) 
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Later Sagr emor prevents Arthur fr om eating one of these 

enchanted appl es and b e ing imprj_soned i n th e orchard: 

. • • uint un damo i sel e d eua n t e l s 
~ tint une pome uermeill e en sa 
main 13 dis t au roi. sire madame 
de Danemarche u os mande que u os 
pregn_i ez ces t e pome ,8 en mengie z 
por arnor de Ii. $ Ii r o i s prist 
l a pome quil uit molt bele ~ 1 0. 
regarda tot enuiron t dest . granz 
merc i z damoisele certes e l e est 
molt bel e. sire fait e l e or en 
mengiez car molt e s t sade. S I e 
rois d i st uol entiers damc i sele. 
lors volst mordr e en l a pome 
qua nt Sagremors saut sus ~ I e 
fiert en l a ma i n 8 i durernen t que 
la p ome Ii f~it uoler 1 0. i us en 
mil e i ardin ~ dist au roi . que 
est ce s ire . uole z ceianz r ema 
noir a toz l es i or s de uostre 
uie. c ertes bien sachiez que se 
uos en meng i ez que i ama i s nauro iz 
uol ente de ceianz is s ir. 

(Sommer, VI I , 3 16 , lines 9 - 17) 

This brief sur vey of the fay i n Arthur i an r o-

mance outlines her u sual ba s ic portrayal , var iations of i t, 

and common Other-World th emes attributed to her. This sur-

v ey hel ps one better to understand how the romancers then 

dealt wi th Mor ga in' s portrayal. Wi th gener a l fairy -lore 

thus having been treated, the next step i n this discuss i on 

i s now to consider lVIorga i n la Fee ' s background and trac_i-

tions l imited to her alone. 



Chapter Two 

Morga. in ! s Background : 

The Fay of Avalon and Arthur ' s Sister 

The trac_i tion that sets lViorgain apart from all 

other fays is the cne where in, as Arthur ' s sister, she comes 

after the Battle of Salesbieres to convey the mortally woun

ded king in a boat off to Avalon for healing . Since the 

legend promises Arthur 's eventual return to l ead h i s peo

ple to victory over the invading Saxons, Morgain ' s part in 

it as the king's benefactress is special, a trust not to 

be given lightly to just aEyone. The beautiful, kindly 

fay who i s moreover kin to Arthur would naturally merit 

this trust. This same lVIorga.in, however, has a cunning, 

vindictive s ide which is the antithesis of the healing mis

tress of Aval on . Morgain's split personality i s the Gordian 

knot of any study of h er character i zat ion in the romances, 

and, before we consider her portrayal in the Vul gate, it i s 

wise to review the thecries on her two-faceted evolut i on . 

Her polar i zed portrayals in the roma nc es have 

spavme d several schools of th ought on her genes is and evo

lution . One group of schol ars firmly believes that Mor

ga in is the da ughter of everyone ' s imaginat ion. Adamantly 

opposed to them ~re the fo l kl or i sts , a gr oup designated 
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also as Celtisants by Urban T. Hol mes. 1 The Celtisants 

have traced Morgain's origins back to goddesses and fairy -

women in Celtic myth and l egend and attribute apparent i n-

consistencies in her nature to borrowings from these diverse 

divinities. These folklorist s aff irm that , when one traces 

and analyzes lVIorgain ' s Celt i c or i gins , one realize s that her 

personality has developed actually quite logica lly ra ther 

than inc ons i stently with the passage of time. Moderat i ng 

between these t wo determined camps is a third group wh i ch 

theor i zes that the fay is the product of both poetic li cense 

and poetic legend. I n this chapter we shall now cons ider 

what these three groups postulate about Morga in' s back-

ground to analyze wha t effect, if any, it had on her por -

trayal in the Vulgate Cycl e . 

Si ft i ng fact from fancy begins wi th Geoffrey of 

Monmouth , whom some credit as the inventor of the Morga in 

l egend. Geoffrey, in his Hi .§.tori:§:. Regum Britanniae., says 

merely that th e wounded Arthur is taken to Avalon to be 

h ealed after his last battle but never mentions Merga in in 

any capacity (Historia Regum Britanniae, hereafter cited 

ERE , par. 178, lines 56 - 60).2 Faral, whose editions of 

the Latin texts are being used in this study , date s the Hi s -

1 Urban T. Holmes , Chr~tien de ~royes (New York: 
Twayne Publishers , Inc., lY70), p. 20-. -

2 Edmon~ Far-al, La Le-.f;ende. Arthuriel".n e : Etudes et 
Document s : Premiere Partie : Les Plus Anciens Texte s , III 
TParis : Librairie Ancl-enne Honore Charr~)ion, -Editeur , 1 929 ). 
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toria in three different versions from 1136 to 1148 and 

Geoffrey's Vita Merlini at 1148. 3 It i s in this latter 

work that Morgain with her healing powers fir s t appears in 

r eference to Arthur and Avalon. The passage in which she 

appears i s important because, as Bogdanow states, it is the 

fay's introduction into literature, nothing defini te about 

her previous to the Vita being known. 4 In the verses wh ere 

Morgain appears . (Vita,. Me~C'lin:i, .l ines 908 - 9~'0) , the reader 

l earns that she lives with her eight sisters on the Insula 

Pomorum, or Isle of Apples, sometimes called the Fortunate 

Isles. One notes that all told the s i sters total nine, a 

number popular with legend and perhaps borrowed here from 

the nine Muses. The sisters live on a lovely, fertile is-

lar~d evocative of Avalon through its association with apples. 

Th e inllabitants of this i s land live an unusually long time , 

certainly an Other-World characteristic. Geoffrey descr ibes 

IVIorg;ain herself as a " rna thema ticam" which can mean either a 

rna thema tician or an astrologer, and all things cons idered, 

one is inclined to believe Geoffrey intended the latter de-

finition to apply. Geoffrey emphasizes Morgain ' s talents 

in the art of h ealing, a fiel d in wh ich s he i s supreme even 

to her s i s ters. Among her other tal ents are shape - sh ift ing 

and the ability to f l y. However , Geoffrey does not refer 

3 Faral, 1a Legende Arthurier:ne, III , 334 -, 335 . 
~. 

Fanni Bogdanow, " !Vio r e;ain's Role in th e Thir teenth-
Century Prcse Romances of th e Arthurian Cyc l e ," riied i urn Ae ' urn 
XXXVIII , No.2 0 96S; ) , 1 23 . --- ----, 
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to ~lorga in as being related to Arthur or associated with 

him i n any way previ ous to this episode . He describes her 

only as the one who will tend Ar thur's wounds on this pl eas -

ant i s land . 

Geoffrey does a llot Arthur a s i ster in the Hi storia . 

. Her name i s Anna ; th e ir father i s Utherpendragon, Igerne 

their mother ( H~~ , par. 138 , lines 25 - 28). About this 

Anna there i s nothing extraordinary or supernatural. Littl e 

about her i s sa id except to mention her marriage to Loth, 

King of Lo enois or Orcanie (HRB, par. 13 9, lines 10 - 14 ) . 

Much the same story of Arthur's only s i ster is recounted in 

Wace 's Brut. This would only follow, sinc e Wace i s render-

i ng Geoffrey's extremely popular -H istoria into Ol d French 

verse. 5 He narrate s the births of Arthur and Anna thus : 

La nuit ot un fil conceu 
Et au terme a un fil eu. 
Artus ot non; de sa bont~ 
A grant parole pui s est~. 
Enpr~s Artur fu Enna nee , 
Dne fille, qui fu donee 
A un preu baron et cortois 
Loth avo it n on, de Loenois. 

(Brut, lines 275 - 282) 

In desc ribing Arthur's trans l ation to Aval on, Wace adher es 

to Ge offrey's narrat ion i n the Historia and mentions nei-

ther IV:orga in nor her sisters : 

5 I . D. O. Arnold et M. M. Pelan , eds ., La Partie 
Arthuri enne du Roman de Erut (Par i s : Librairie C. Klir_ck- -
sieck , 1 962 )~-p . 18 . -- ---



Artus, se la geste n'en mant, 
Fu el cors navTez mortelmeut; 
An Avalon s ' an fist porter 
Por ses pl aies mediciner. 
Ancor i est, Br eton l' atande~t, 
Si com il dient et autandent; 
De l a vanra, ancor puet vi vre. 
Mestres Wace , qu i f i st cest livre, 
Ne vol t plus dire de sa fin 
Que fist l e profetes Mellin; 
Mell i ns dist d' Artur , s i ot dr oit, 
Que de sa mort dote feroit. 
Li profete dist verit~ ; 
Toz tans an a l' an puis dot~, 
Et dotera~ ce croi, toz dis, 
Se il est morz ou il est vis. 
Porter se fist an, Aval on, 
Por vo ir, puis l'Incarnat ion 
Ci nc cenz et quarante deus anz. 

(Brut, lines 4705 - ~'72J ) 

J5 

Therefore, thes e earliest l egends of Arthur 's demise nei-

ther establish nor clarify Morgain's r ela tionsh ip to him. 

Since so much about the fay i s left unsa id wi th 

her debut into literature through Geoffrey ' s offices, the 

first controvers ies over her origins begin . The folklorists 

believe that G~offrey's mentioning her at all indicates pre-

existing l egends about h er, Arthur, and Avalon . The oppo -

site camp interprets Geoffrey's not or i gina lly i nc luding 

h er in the Histor i a as proof tha t he inve~t ed the Rhol e 

ep i sode of lVlorga in and her s i ster s for th e Vi ta l'ilerlini. 

On the former s ide of-this argument G. S . Loomis, 

in her art icl e "Arthur and. t h e Eanshee" , p ostulates that 

th ere had been a Celtic tradition on th e Pass ing of Ar t hur 

in wh ich lVl orgain's rol e vvas crucial and that this trad i t i on 

vvas known to Geoffrey and incorpcrated by him in the Vita 



fllerl i n i. 6 In th i s art icl e , h owever, Loom i s is assuming 

NIorga i n's a lready-established capac ity as a fay and her 

bl o~rela tionsh ip to Arthur t o p r ove d i v i ne or i g i ns for 

h i m.7 This l eads into a n ent ire l y separ a t e study n ot 

pert i nent t o th is d i scuss i on . 

I n accor d with the theory that Mo r ga i n and the 

Ava l on l egend were well known before Geoffrey , there i s 

also R. S . Lo omis ' s a rticle on " Morga in l a Fee i n Or a l 
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Tr ad i t i on" . Her e R. S . Lo omi s p u ts f or th th e poss i b ility 

that much i nfor mat i on a b out Mo r gain was circula t ed by 

Fr ench-speaki ng Br e t on conteur s fr om S c otland to S icily 

b e f or e a nyone ever wr ote it all d own. He fee l s t hat t he 

diver s i ty of l egend.s about Morga i n i n the romances has r e-

8 suI ted f rom t h i s wide distribut i on of s t ory- tellers . He 

a l so be l ieves that i n these ta l es Morga i n began her career 

as a water ·d ivi n i ty. Among his sever a l proofs for this 

belief i s verse 1 124 i n the Vita Merl i nd, where Geoffrey 

refers to IV:orga i n and. her sisters as " nymphae". He cor

roborates this refer ence wi th verse 1 163 of Etienne de 

Rouen's Draco Norn~annicus where Morgain is described a s 

" n;Y1T1f,haE': ~.sennis." . 9 '1'0 this he adds thE! fact that some 

6 G. ~ . Loomis, p. 16. 

8 R. S . Loomi s , " Mo r gain la Fee in Oral Tradition ," 
~omania , LX XX , (195 9), 341. 

9 Ib iq., p. 344., 
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s cholars cons ider not only th e h er oes Owe in and Yva in as 

the same personage , as we have seen in Chapter One, but 

als o , parallel to this , believe their respective mothers , 

Mo dr on and Morgain, to be essentially the same character. 

It i s in th e Huth: Merlin that Mor gain i s th e wi fe of King 

Urien and the mother of Yva in. She also appears as Yvain's 

10 moth er in the Laj: de Tyolet. Her more purel y Celtic c oun -

terpart, Mo dr on, deri ved her name, Loomis stat~s, from the 

Cel tic goddess l'/Ia trona I' who gave h er name to the river 

11 Marne., This, then, w01.J_ld coincide with 1VI0rga i n ' s being 

a former water divinity. I n this vein we might n ow recall 

that the author of Fl oriant et Florete r efers to Morgain 

as a " fee de l a mer" (line 551). However : Fanni Bogdanow, 

one of the partisans of the imagination'--only group, entire-

l y dismiss es Loomis's Morga in-Modron link and believes there 
12 to be no connection between these two female personages . 

Still, another poss i ble link between Morga in and Drien a nd 

his son i s suggested in G. D. West ' s Pros.§. Index , in wh ich 

he says that the historical Urien was murdered by a certain 

Morcant , a man . Eetween the names IVIorcant and Morga in there 

i s a s imilarity, and West suggests that the bl ame for the 

10 G. D. We::::,t , An Index of Proper Names ln Fr ench. 
Arthurian Verse_ Komances-: - ll 5Q---= 1 )00 (Toronto : Univers i ty 
of Toronto Press , 1964 ), p . 11 9. 

11 R. ~ . Loomis , " Oral Tradition ," p . )45 . 

12 Bogdanow, footnote 36 , p. 1)2. 
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murder was transferred to Morgain and preserved in the form 

of an unsuccessful attempt in the Huth Merlin . 13 

R. S. Loomis, as another of his proofs that tradi-

t ions concerning Morga in existed long before the Vita , ey.-

pands upon her f l y i ng ability . mentioned by Geoffrey in the 

same work . He lists several sources in which she is de-

scribed as able to fly and states that the respective au-

thors of these works had to be acquainted with tradit i ons 

attributing flight i n the shape of birds to the fa.ys of 

Aval on , particularly to Morga in. 14 One of the sources that 

Loomis includes i s the Didot-Perceval. In this story we 

meet fairy-women taking the form of birds to help the knight 

Urbain, wb.om Perceval has bested in combat. Unaware that 

the birds are transformed fays, Perceval draws his sword a-

gainst them~ 

Et quant Percevaus Ie vit si en 
ot molt grant iror, et tint l'espee 
e1 puing destre et fiert un oisel 
qui plus cort Ie tenoit tres par mi 
liu del cors si qulil Ie fist salir 
Ie bouelee, et cal a 1e terre. Et 
au calr que il fi st si devint une 
feme morte, et ert de Ie plus,. bele 
faiture que il onques main veist. 
Et q~ant Percevaus Ie vit si en ot 
molt grant duel de gou que il le 
vit morte, et Ii oisel qui entor 
lui esto ient se traisent arriere 
et corurent vers Ie cors et l'em-

13 West, Prose Index, p. 298. 

14 R. S . loomis, " Oral TracE tion," p . 346 . 
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portent en air . 1~ 
(Didot-Perce~al, lines 1082 - 1089) ) 

Urba in explains to Perceval that the bird-women were his 

amie and companion fays trying to h elp him escape Perceval. 

Urba in assure s h im not to worry about the slain fay : 

Et cele que tu navras , ele fu 
suer a m ramie, ma i s el e n I avTa 
garde, car or ces eures est ele 
en Avalon. IV:a i s por Diu te vuel 
je proi erque tu mfen laisses 
aler a me demisele qui encor 
mfatent. 

(Didot - Perceval, lines 1102 - 1105) 

Urbain's bird-woman amie i n Avalon sounds curiously s imilar 

to IVIcrg-a in herself s i nce she will apparentl y be able to 

br i ng back to life her s l ain sister, a resemblance to Mor-

ga i n's tending h er wounded brother Arthur. That the s i ster 

of the s lain bird-woman i s none other than Morgain , here 

anonymous, i s what Loomis had a lready postulated from this 

episode in h i s work \i~a les and the Arthurian Legenct. 16 In 

this same study he mac.e another connection between l'i1orgain 

and b i rds, for he found in a fourteenth-century manuscript 

a reference to the Celtic war - goddess , the lVlorr i gan , app ear 

i~g at times in the form of a crow. 17 For Loomis, finally , 

15 The Didot - Perceval : According to the Manu
scripts of Modena and FarI"s----;-ed. Willia.m RoacFlCPhiladel
ph ia: University ofPennsyivania Press, 194·1) . 

16 R. S . Lo om i s , Wale~, p. 118. 

17 .l.QlQ.., p. 117. 



the imp ort of all this i s that the previous l y -mentione d 

Modr on is the int e r mediate fi gure betwe en the l egends of 

18 this Morr i gan and the my ths o f th e fa ys of Ava l on. 

Thr ough Modron , wh o woul d have appropriated traits from 
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a ll of these supernatural beings , Morgain would have i nher-

i ted many of the powers and leg ends a ss oc i ated with both 

type s of divinities. 

The Cel tic origins of this ep i sode of the b ird -

women in the Didot-Per ceval are regarded wi th more re s er -

vation by Roach , the ed i tor of thi s spec i f ic vers ion. He 

does not dismiss all claims tha t the transformati on ep i s ode 

i s of Celtic or i gin ; he mere l y says that he d oes not find 

enough evidence to substant i ate it completely .1 9 

On Morga in's Cel t ic or i g i ns, the mo s t exhaus tive 

s tudy ha s been done by Lv cy All en Paton . Sh e traces Mor-

gain ' s backgr ound dir ectl y to th e Morr i gan ' s and f e e l s tha t 

it i s the war-goddess 's tra its wh i ch influence th e cruel , 

2 0 schem i ng aspects of t he fay ' s character. On e of the hab -

i ts of t h e l\1orrigan appropriate d by t h e f ay i s shape - s hift -

ing , and Paton parall e l s Loomis ' s t h eory on t h e wa r- goddess 

as a c r ow when s h e s t a t es tha t the Mor ri gan' s favo rit e f orm 

i s that of a bird or, e spec i a lly , that of a crow or raven . 2 1 

18 H. S . Loomi s , Wa l es, 11 9 . p . 

1 9 Roach , 1) . 73 . 

20 Paton , 163 . p . 

21 
Paton , 1 4,9 . p . 
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She finds Morg:a in I s shape-shifting in the Huth l\lerl in a 

throwback to the Morri gan my th and use s thi s episode from 

the war-goddess's career as her c orrelat i on : 

The Tain B~ Reg~D~ d es cribe s a 
meeting b e t we en the Morrigan and 
Cuchulinn that should be noted in 
connection with this story of OCor 
gainrs shapeshifting. 

. • . The Morrigan is carrying 
away prop erty (a cow) that Cuchu
l inn claims as his. • • Cuchulin...n 
i s about to attack the Morrigan 
when she and the cow vanish fr om 
sight, and. she r eappears i n a 
changed f or m. . • The Morrigan 
reminds Cuchulinn that she can 
transform hersel f at h e r pleas 
ure, and threate2~ him with de -
s truction. . . • 

In the episode from the Huth Merlin which c ompares to the 

above passage, Mo r ga in, pursued by Arthur after she has 

stolen Exca libor's magic scabbard, reali zes wh il e in f light 

that her only hope of escape is to use her sorc ery on her-

self and h e r compa ny: 

22 

Lors g i eta son enchantement 
et l es fa it tous muer en pierre , 
damoi se l es et cheva liers et che 
vaus e •• Et auss i fu Mo r gue a
tornee , maj.s non mie que ell e ne 
p euust desfaire son enchantement 
t outes l es eures que e lle vaus~~t. 

(Huth MeI'lin, II , 223 ) 

Paton , pp . 23 - 24. 

23 Merlin : Roman en Fros e du XIIl e S i~cle, II, 
eds. Gaston . Parls-et-Jacob- f l rlch-(Parl s :-Libr a irle dE 
Firmin et Cle , 18 8 6 ). 



As the ~.l orrigan taunts Cuchulinn, so Mo r gain tatlr..ts her 

brother through a messenger: 

••• j ou o i pooir de rna 
maisnie muer en pierre, s i 
qulil mei smes le vito Et 
encore li po~s dire que p lus 
euusse je fait d e lui, se ne 
fust la damoisele cacheresse 
qui l'a garandi encontre moi 
que je ne li plus nuire par 
enchantement. 

(Huth ~ierlin , II, 227) 
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For Paton, then, this shape-shifting instance of Morgain's 

• 21.). 
in the Huth Merlin i s very close to early Celtic materlal. 

To this s imilarity between the careers of Mo r gain 

and th e Morr i gan she adds another s tory of the ~ay-goddess, 

the Aided Cuch~linn or The Death of Cuchulinn. She states ---- -- ----
that thi s episode conc e rning Cuchulinn and the Rar- goddess 

would have been gr afted on to the first s t ory and would 

thus have reinforc ed the l ater l egend of lVI orga in coming 

for the wounded Arthur. 

During the final battle, though 
powerless to aid Cuchulinn , in 
distress she h overs above him in 
the form of a crow , and after h e 
has received his d eath-wound , she 
perches on a stone near him. When 
his enemies advanc e and s l ay him, 
the Morri gan, see i ng that her mis 
s ion i ~ 5 ended , fli es away from the 
scene. 

24 
Paton , p. 23 . 

25 Ibid., p . 34 . 
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For the most part, then, Paton traces Mo r ga in's 

character bacl~ to the Morrigan' s . However; th e lV!orga i n who 

is the mistress of Avalon and the healer of Arthur' s wounds 

is the antithesis of the ill-humored war-goddes s . Paton 

explains this part of Morgain .' s character by the bas ic 

fairy -mistr ess story. As i n the fairy-mistress s tories 

discussed in Chapter One, a great hero i s needed, in this 

case Arthur, and a peautiful fay for his arnie, n one other 

thaE lV1orgain . Paton finds the roots of this story in the 

Celtic l egend Serglige Conchulaind~ 

Two beautiful birds alight one 
day on a l ake near wh ich the Ulto
nians are assembled, and sing a 
low melody that lulls the hearers 
to sleep. Cuchulinn ma}~es an attempt 
to s l ay them, but his efforts are in 
vain, and he go es apart from h i s com
rades, melancholy and aware that drow 
siness i s stealing upon him. Two 
strange women draw near him smiling , 
and in turn they stroke him with 
switches that they carry. When his 
strength f ail s , they lea ve him, and 
h e li es in a long tranc e , after awak
ing f rom wh ich he remains for a year 
without utt ering a word. Th en a 
stranger comes to him, and sings of 
two women who can gi ve him back his 
strength; th ey are Liban •.. who 
dwell s in the Pl a in of Delight, and 
her sister Fand , who i s filled wi th 
love for Cuchulinn . 

. • . the stranger departs. He i s 
soon followed by another messenger from 
Fand, her sister Liban. . If Cuchulinn 
will c ome ~ith her to the Pla in of De 
li gh t, and fight aga inst the enemies of 
Labraid (h er husband) his r eward shall 
be nothing les s tlan Fand ' s l ove . The 



weakness ..• need be no obstacle ..• 
for he shall be healed of his disease. 
he sails with her to the Plain of Delight . 
Here he overcomes Labraid's enemies and 
passes a month of happiness in the love 
of Fand. When he must leave her. . . for 
Ireland, they arrange a tryst •.. Emer, 
Cuchulinn's wi fe, hears of the proposed 
meeting, and hastens to the appointed 
place ... with th~ intention of killing 
Panda Cuchulinn protects Fand from E
mer's violence, but his wife's chidings 
and gr ief stir his pity, and he avows 
his loyalty to her. Fand acknowledges 
Emer's prior claims, and realizes that 
she must relinquish Cuchulinn ; but she 
declares that by h~~ desertion of her, 
he loses her love. · 

4·4 

Paton believes the basic elements of this legend to be 

very similar to that of the wounded Arthur being summoned 

to the Other World by Iv1orgain. 27 She thus believes that, 

in the original traditions before the Vita Merl i ni, Mor-

gain must haYe been Arthur's fairy-mistress. This clari-

fie s why she specifically would come for him at the end of 

his earthly sojourn . and also, if one substitutes Guenevere 

in the role of Emer, explains the enmity between 1VI0rgain 

and her sister-in-law. However, the difference between 

this fa iry-mistre ss story as it has f iltered down to La 

Mort le Roi Artu and others is that the r omance between 

Morgain and Arthur has beer. completely e liminated. Paton 

feels this is due to the unique role that Arthur played in 

the Celtic hopes of someday overthrowing their conquerors. 

26 
Paton, pp. 29 - 30. 

27 Ibid., p . 30. 
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History, myth, and roma nce mingled; Arthur' s be ing wounded , 

th e belief tha t someday he would return to lead his op -

pressed nation, and his l ove fo r a fairy-mistress combined 

i nto the Arthur -Avalon legend. Not his love for a fay but 

the cure of his wounds became the important part of the l eg-

end, and th e fay, instead of curing the wounds she hersel f 

had caused the h ero, heals those h e has received i n battle 

from hU.ma.n foe s . 2 8 B . d th .. d -'- b l . eSl es ese lnCl en~s presuma y 

borrovve d from Celtic myth, Paton also allows that 1VI0 r ga in IS 

coming for Arthur after Sales bieres i s evocative of the 

Valkyries and might be a memory of their office. 2 9 

G. S . Lo omis ' s article, previous l y discussed here, 

also cons iders the healing of Arthur ' s wounds and his even -

tual return from Avalon. G. S . Loomis acknowledges , too, 

that Arthur's wounds , the work of human enemies, differen-

tiate him from other h eroes who are wounded through l ove 

for a fay. Also l ooking back to Celtic fo l k l ore, she be -

li eves the Old Ir i s h l egend of the hero Fraech to be the 

model for Arthur. Fraech, too, has supernatura l k in, a 

water-goddes s for an aunt. Fraech ' s supernatural family 

comes to h i s aid after he has been wounded battling a wa -

ter monster . Wa iling fa i ry-women convey him to the fa iry 

mound of Cr uachan. The next morning he returns complete l y 

28 Paton , p. JJ . 

29 Ibid., pp. JJ - 34 . 
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healed to human k i nd. JO Thus Fraech and Arthur are simi": 

lar in that both are seriously wounded, but not through 

the agency of a fairy-mistress. Fraech returns cured from 

the fairy-world, as it is promised that Arthur will some 

day. Fraech's water-goddess aunt recalls R. S . Loomis's 

equating Morgain with lVlodron and tracing her back to Ma-

trona. If Fraech were a model for Arthur, perhaps his 

superna tural atmt also foretells Mor ga in r s appearance in 

the Avalon l egend. 

Pa ton discerns the remnants of the original Fanc.

Cuchulinn/Mor ga in-·Arthur fairy-retentions . in the Huth Mer

lin in the Acca10n episode. With typical supernatural 

undertones, IVIorga in' s arni AccaJ.on, her htlSbaY' .. d Urien, and 

her brother Arthur pursue in the course of a hunt a 

" .. ciers .•• fors et leg i ers •.• (II, 174) " and leave 

th e ir c ompanions far behind . The stag leads them a good 

chase, but they manage to dispatch the beast at a river-

bank. There a gorgeous ship, a symbol of faerie, glides 

unto the scene. Aboard are "douze c1amoisieles (IT, 176)", 

another indication of th e supernatural. The twelve maidens 

treat the knights to a repast so sumptuous that". . di-

soient que ceste trop grant l argueche lour sambloit faire 

outrage (II, 177) " . After t he meal, the three knights 

th en s l eep soundl y after a hard day's h unting . However, 

th e reader suspects , upon learning where each hunter awak-

JO G ~ L . . ~. oomls, pp . 19 - 21. 
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ens the next morning , that their s l eep has been induced by 

enchantment . 

Le rois Uriiens se trouva a 
Camalaoth c ouchi e entre l es 
bras Morg;a in sa feme . Li rois 
se trouva en une chambre os cure 
et noire dalles un palais •. 
Accal on se trouva "en un pra iel 
p l e in d ' erbes et d'envo i seure s 

. .. d ' ft· t ., S l pres une on a1nne q u 1~ 

n:avoit pas un p iet entre lui 
et l a fontainne •.•• 

(Huth Mer~~n, II, 178) 

Paton detects in this entire ep i sode the core of the or i g -

ina l fa iry-induct i on of Arthur by his supernatura l mistress , 

Morga in. She allows that th e episode ha s be en greatly dis-

torted from the orig i nal form and states that the a uth or, 

taking great liber t ies with his material, divid ed one basic 

adventure i nto three se~arate cnes for three separate heroes. 

Unfortunately, even after all their strife , at the end of 

the tal e none of the three knights i s actually borne away 

to th e love cf the orig ina l fay.3 1 

Paton marks the emphas i s on the descr i pt i on of the 

s ilken hanginss on the ship i n the Huth Merlin : " une 

nef couverte d e drap de so i e auss i vermeil c oume une escre -

l a te (II, 175 )" . Apparentl y the author cannot say enough 

about the sh ip' s hangings , for he returns to the sub j ect a 

bit l ater: " ... s i bi e l e et 8 i c ointe et s i paree de drap 

de s~ i ~ qu lil ne v irent onque8 si biel lieu ne s i envo i s i e 

'<1 
J Paton , pp . 17 - 18. 



que c il l our sambl e (II , 176) ". Pat on be l ieves that a 

s i mil ar stress on th e hangi ngs of t he magic s h ip i n Fl o-

r iant et Fl o~~j;~ (lines 8 L!,2 - 921) i ndi ca tes that both 

a uthor s wer e us i ng materia l f r om the ori gi nal Morga ~.n 

Arthur t r ad i t i ons . 32 An example of these lines reads as 

f oll ows : 

Mes or vail dire , a mon avi s , 
Com l a nef i ert encor t i nee 
D'une c ortine ; a u mius ovree 
Ne fu, par l a mi en es ci ent . 

(Fl oriant , lines 842 - 845) 

I n regard t o these passages , one mus t a l so remember t hat 
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l avi sh des cr i pti ons were a c ommon enough techn ique , espe -

c i a l ly of verse roma ncers , and the attent i on given to the 

shi ps ' ha ngi ngs in bo th of th ese wor ks could der i ve qui te 

easil y from authors' wh i m. 

It i s evident that Paton and other fo l kl or i sts 

have done much useful work i n r el a tion to Morga i n ' s back-

ground, even though mu ch of i t might be h :Y""pothet ical, and 

much of the valuabl e i nformat i on t h ese s cholars contr i bute 

would cl ar i fy many aspects of h er behavior . However , to 

th os e scholars aclh ering to the irnagina t i on- only theory , 

to o much of th e fo lkl ori sts ' credo i s s upp os ition . Fanni 

Bogdanow, for example, h olds that there i s no concrete 

evidence to prove that Morga in ec;.ua l s the Morr i gan and that 

without any wr i tten text r epresenting Borga in as Ar thur ' s 

32 Pa t on , pp . 17 - 18 . 



fairy-mistress, too mu ch of Paton ' s theory is based on 

assumption. 13ogdanow categorically states that Mo r ga in' s 

character developed with each romance and was determined 

by the content of each one . 33 J. D. Bruce ac~eres to 

this viewpoint, also, stating that Paton 's hyp oth es is is 

bas ed on the error of assuming that the romancers always 

used popular legends about l'I1org;ain. He minimizes the in-

fluence of Celtic folklore and believes that th e r omancers 

tl th " "" t" "t ~ 34 mos y used elr lmaglna lons lns eall. Another pro-

ponent of this theory is Edmond Faral, who emphatically 

dismisses all arguments which, without the aid of a writ-

ten source anterior to the Vita, attempt to prove the 

existence of a ~!l orgain-Arthur-A valon legend. before Geof

frey's endeavor,J5 Faral gives any l abor ious working out 

of resemblances betweer. the Morrigan' sand Morgain I s names 

short shrift and believes that the names of all nine n:Yinphs 

inhabiting Avalon were invented by Ge offrey beca use of the 

p oe tic arrangement to their names . These names t - he states, 

Gan be arranged into three gr oups of thr ee , each group ca-

tegorized by th e syllable be ginn ing each member name : 

Morgen , Moronoe , Mazoe , 
Gl i ten , Glitonea, Gli ton , 

33 Bogdanow , p . 124 . 

34 James Douglas Bruc e , Th e Evolution of 
Romance from the E.§girnlings dovm to th ~ Year: 130Q 
ter, Mass .: Peter Smith, 1958) , p . 80 . 

35 Faral , Legende Arthurier~e , II , 301 . 

Arthur i an 
TGlouces-
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Thiten, Tyronoe, Thiten. 36 

After considering this apparent predilection of Geoffrey! s 

for i nvent ing names, Faral is tempted to believe that he 

did likewi se even for the name of Avalon. 37 

After all the discussions about lV1orgain 1 s very 

nature, th e next thorny problem is how she came to be 

Arthur is sister. As we have seen, Geoffrey names only 

Anna as Arthur's kin. How, then, did Morgain comEO! to be 

his s ister, too? We have already n oted that G. S. Loomis 

believes that Arthur and Morgain hac_ been related in Cel-

tic legend long before Geoffrey!s time. Paton feels that 

their kinship is simply the result of confusion between 

Anna's name and l\lorgain !s, leading to the fay's appro

priating the legitimate place of Anna in the royal family.38 

Confusion between the names could have arisen due to vari-

ants and case changes in Morga in' s name in different works. 

Among these variants, for example, occur " Morgant", "Mor 

gan.s", " lVIorganz ", and " lVlorguain", to name only a few. 39 

Another contributing factor to a mix-up could have been the 

name " Morc (h) ades", or HMo r gades ", and their variations. 

In his Ven-;e Index WE!st names Morchades as the daughter of 

~6 
) Edmond Faral, "L I l I e d I A vall on et la Fee lVIor-

~a in," in Mela.nse( ~fl{isti9.ue.?_ et de 1i ttera ture offerts 
a Al fred Jeanroy Geneve: Slatk ine Reprints, 19721 , p. 251. 

37 Ibid. , p. 252 . 

]8 Paton , p. 14,4 . 

39 ltJ es t , Verse IndeE, p . 11 9 . 
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~,o 
Uterpendragon and Igerne. He a l so states that in s ome 

texts she appears as the mother of Mordred and wi fe of 

Lot. 41 In the Er ut , as we shall di s cuss later i n Chapter 

Thr ee , Mo rdred ' s parent s are not named , but the important 

po int here is that Morchad~s has stol en away the husband 

of Anna, or Enna, in the Br ut . Even tuall y , i n th i s round-

about fashion , Mor ga in, becaus~ of the re sembl ance of her 

na me to that of Morc(h)ades , might have herself become 

Arthur' s sister. 

Faral, i n a long study on Gl astonbury, part of La 

Legende brthuri eJ:lne , prop oses author ' s wh im as be ing r e -

spons ibl e for Mor ga i n ' s k insh ip to Arthur. It all star ted, 

Faral says , becav.se the mor.ks of Gl astonbury sought to pro-

t ect th eir abbey and its holdings from being depleted by 

t h . W 42 e conquer lng l'iormans . For this purpose, they tried 

to make a sort of shr ine cut of the abbey by ass oc i at i ng 

Ar thur with i t. William of lVla lmesbury, i n h i s De Ant i qui-

ta te Gl astonie[l§ i s Ecc l esiae , da ted at approxim2.te l y 11 35 , 

associates Gl astonbury through loca l l egend Vi i th Avalon 

and t h erefore Ar thur' s burial - pl ace . Faral devotes sev

eral pages to this text . 43 He f i nds one fatal f law refut -

lng Itl illiam ' s proofs for cla iming the a bbey to be Avalon . 

40 Wes t, Verse Inde.~ , 118 . --- p . 

41 I bid. , 11 9 . p . 

~·2 Faral , Legende ~rthusi enne , 403 . II , 

43 Ibid . , pp . 421 ~-2 9 . -
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Faral believes that the name Avalon itself i s derivec from 

"l'ile ~Avallo" and that Avall o had been some kind of per-

sonage, perhaps a former Celtic d i vinity. Ee says , though, 

that the monks ' mistake was to give the name of the so -

called island a very personal interpretation , "l'ile 

d' Avallonie", or "l'ile des Pommes " . Thi s latter appella-

tion refers, Fara]. says, to the creps produced in thE area 

. 4~· 
around the abbey and thus gives the monks' invention away. 

For Faral, this definite fabrication also renders spurious 

the passage in Giraldus Cambrensis ' s De prinsjpio instruc-

tione in which he refers to Morga i n, a "nobilis matrona " , 

as the kinswoman of Arthur who brings him after the Battle 

to Glas t onbury to be tended. For t he same reasons he re-

jects a similar passage in Giraldus's SpeculuTI} eccl~siae, 

4c: 
a later work. J One must note, however, that other schol -

ars, such as Bruce, will di sagree with the bas is of Faral's 

arg,"'ument that "Avalon" i s derived from the name of a Celtic 

divinity.46 However, Paton accepts that there was a myth 

associating Ar thur and Morga in with Glastonbury, or at 

l east its vic inity, but that, for the sake of propriety 

Morgain the fairy-maiden was rationalized by the monk into 

. 47 a dignified klnswoman. On th e same tack, R. S. Loomis 

4~· Faral, L~gende , II, 430. 

45 Ibid., pp. 439 - l.jl.j·o. 

46 
Bruce, p. 81. 

47 Paton , pp . 35 - 36. 
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use~, these 82m e texts written by ll illiam of N~a lme~bury and 

3 5raldus Cambrensis to verify that ora l tradition about 

Morgain and P_r tht:T be ing related existed long before the 

romancers ever mentioned it. 48 Delbcuille feels that 

Giraldus borroweci the idea of iViorgain being related to 

Arth'ur frOIn Etienne ce E ouer~ r S Draco N ormannict:..~, .49 E e - - - -

da tes this work between 1167 - 1170. 5 0 The spec ific 

verses ths,t he cJaims eE;tablish Morgain's kinship with 

Arthu~ are 11 61 - 116~ and re fer to Ar thur1s being 

wounded after that battle ~ith Mordred and the~ being tended 

by l'v1 orgain. 51 Delbouille, too, believes that this legend 

had long beer. in existence but that Morga in's function as 

the healer of the king's wounds was downplayed by the monks 

of Glastonbury in an effort to give ~ole P:~'I-, ···eminEmce to 

the abbey as Arthur ' s resting-place. 52 

Madeleine Blaess contributes a very practical ex

planation as to how l'v1orgain came: to be i>.rthv.r' s sister . 

She says that in the early sources, the most important 

characters were the king and his warriors and that little 

~8 R. S. Loomi;:; I ; , Oral Tradition, II pp. 3Ll1 - 34·2. 

~· 9 [VIa urice Del houille, II Le Draco ~i orn)?pnicu£ , 
Source d ' Erec et E~iQQ, II ir- Me1anE§§ gg Langu.§:. §t g.§. Li tt e 
r ature Medievales offerts a Pierre 1e Gentil (Paris : 
S.r.-D~-E~ S ., 1973), p. 197 . 

50 Lbid, .• p. 186 . 

51 Ib' , 18 r
(' . ~- ., p . 



tt t · ·d t ~ ·1 53 a . en lon was pal 0 ~ aml y. With time, more impor-

tance was given to characters other than warriors . Many 

of these personages, simply by long associati o~ with 

Arthur's saga, were absorbed into the royal family, and 

Bl f 1 th t th O • h t h d t M . 54 . aess ee s a lS lS W a appene 0 .org;aln. 

Now that the views of both the folklore and 

imagination camps regarding Morgain's background, both a s 

a fay and as Arthu!'s sister, have been cons idered r we 

will summarize the position of the moderates with the 

forthright statement of Eugene Vinaver that lV10rgain is 

. 1 th 1 ' f t d . t . d· t . 55 . Slmp y e resu ~ 0 ra Ll l on an lnven lone ThlS 

moderate viewpoint, since it takes into account that 

tradi tion and imagination can overlap a r'.d very subtly at 

times, seems the most terJ.a ble of the three and is the one 

to which we shall give the most weight as we now consider 

lVlorgain's actual p ortrayal in the Vul gate Cycle. 

53 Ma del e ine Blaess , "Arthv.r' s S i st er ," BBSIA , 
8 , (1 956) ,69. 

54 Bl a ess , p. 74. 
55 Eugene Vina ver, " Fr om ]\loti ve t o Ornament, " 

Medt~val Li ter a t ure a nd Fol~lore St ori es , ed s. J er ome 
Mand el a n d Bruce A. Rosenber g Thew Brunsw ick , New Jersey : 
Rutger s Univers ity Pr ess , 1970 ) , p . 148 . 



Chapter Three 

Morgain 1a Fee·in the VUlgate Cycle 

TracU tion and invention are constantly woven to 

gether, somE':tim E~f; awkwardl y, sometimes seam1ef:sly, by thE' 

romancers as Morga in of Avalon more and more evolves in 

the Vulgate into a mE':c ieval lady still possessec of enough 

supernatural powers to retah, }'] CT fay f s mystique. 2uch an 

81/olution would seGm ·::c coincide r.a tura lly with the increas ed 

soph istica tion of both rcmancers and reac.ers. Neither would 

actual ly wish to strike such a ch8racter e~tirely from the 

pages of romance ; for a be&utiful fay or ever. sorceress, 

n o m8.tter how :::'.h crn of her pcwers , always r emaim:· a fas

cinatint per sonage. IV!orga i n ' s personality would appeal to 

storytel lers even in an age when most of the fairy belief 

would have d i sappeared. Her basic story i s a type of folk 

tale, and, according to the principle set by Northrop Frye, 

one finds the very el ementary storytell ing tectniques i n 

fo l k tales. The basic characteri zations found in folk 

ta l es arE, difficult, if not imposs5 ~)J (J ~ to eradicate from 

literature . ThE: storytell e:.r I ~ c. ckd.ler.ge i s to render thE! 

folk tale more sophisticated wh ile preserving i ts es sen-

tis l charm and beauty a nd to adapt more primitive charac-

5) 
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In l\lo r g;a in e s case, the r omancer s have made m"L~ ch Gf 

the 1lc.s ic l eger.d. She ever.tua11y appears in h er most fa-

mous rol e harking back to Geoffrey as the mistress of Av-

alon, but in the meantime the r omancers have recounted 

her biography for us , from her sojourn at Court as a l ady-

i n-waiting, through several love affairs, and through her 

schemes (Df vengeance a ga inst Lanc elot and GuerJ.evere. Sinc e 

ther e is not a hint of a~y of this history in the Vita , one 

a ssumes that the romancers, us ing traditional fairy-lore a s 

their base, gradually i nvented and enlarged up on this net -

work of tales concE:rning Mo r gain. Wais's s tatement that 

Morgain r S role a s the fay of Avalon i s her ori ginal guis e 

and that all other repre s er.-~a tions of her in the Vulgate 

evolved l ater se ems entirely plausible. 2 How and why 

thes e ep i sodes would have developed around Morga i n from 

such scant detail in the Vita i s s imply explained by Vina-

ver as a techniqu e of adding interest to the story. He 

ad::nowl edges that what probably bothers mos t modern read -

ers of the romanc es i s that they detect h ow l'v1orga in' s in-

trigues , whil e never really i nfluencing th e outcome of th e 

1 Northrop Fr ye , Fabl es 0:( Ident ~.:tY: : .s tudi~s In 
Poet ic MYtho~ (New Yorlc : Harcourt , Brace,8 World , Inc., 
19~ p . 27. 

2 Kurt Wais , " iY:orga in Ama nte cltAccalon et Rivale 
de Guenievre ," BPSIA , 18 , (1 966), 137 . 
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stor y , outgr ow their relationship to i t . 3 One l earns to 

overlook this a nnoyanc e , Vinaver says , if one remembers 

that concepts of writing technique s have always d iffered 

from age to a ge and tha t the ideal of br evi ty i n litera-

ture 
h 

i s modern . . The s ame scholar r eminds the r eader that 

to th e medieval r omancer, expliq u.er and amDl~fier may have 

been synon;ymous but th e ir meaning was not necessarily 

"ren dre p lu§. cla i !::". The s e terms actually s i gnified th e 

r oman c er's method of making a story more i nteresting. 5 

Apparently this i s wha t happens t o Mo r ga in through -

out the Vulga t e . A colorful character in herself, she 

makes a story more i nteresting, but th e enrichment of her 

saga J_ S not completely hapl1a~zard . Al)ar-t from l1er ultimate 

rol e a s the fay who c ome s to transport Arthur to Avalon, 

another branch of her story, r epl ete wi th carefully inter -

lock ing th emes, has been accumulated by the various roman-

c ers. In thi s outgrowth of her l egend, her plots and in-

trigues are calculated to d emonstr ate Lancelot' s fidelity 

to Guenevere. Her hatred for Gu enevere, h er affa i rs with 

knights , h er bespelling of the Val Sanz R§tor are all 

planned and e l aborated upon to prove this one point. This 

i s an aspect of Morga in' s characterization ent irely remote 

3 Vi naver, " Mot ive -Co Or nament, " pp. 151 - 152 . 

4 Ibid., pp. 147 - 148. 

5 Eug ene Vina ver, II La Fee lYl orgain et les A ventur es 
de ~re~a~?le, II in M~la ::,,[es~ ~e l_~ngue et de Li tt erature , of ·
fer ~ 6 a Jean Frappler (Geneve : Librairie Droz, 197 0 ), II , 
1083. 
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from Geoffrey's original fay, and we shall now consider 

how the romancers most likely accomplished it. 

First should be noted the chronology of the romances 

ln the Vulgate that are pertinent to this study , for cer-

tain aspects of lVlorga in' s character were emphasized or 

even deleted with the passage of time. Frappier dates ths 

Prose Lancelot as after 1220 up to 1230 a~:.d puts La lI-'lort 

Ie B..9i Artu between 12.30 - 1235. 6 Bruce est imates the 

Lestoire de Merlin to have been created afterwards.? Even 

after .the Lestojre. de lVIerlil1 comes the LivY:E d ' ArtuE_' th e 
8 most recent work in the chain, according to Freymond. 

In the Vulgate romanoes Morgain begins her career 

at Court. Physically she can be beautiful or ugl y, but 

the romancers always stress her na ti ve cleverness, an im--

portant asset for a powerful sorceress. The author of the 

Frase Lancelot version of her introduction to the reader ------

dismisses her looks very briefly: ". elle fu laide J3 

cha'l.lde de l uxure" (IV, ii, 124, lines 25 - 26 ; hereafter 

cited as Char from Le Conte de la Charrette). Perhaps 

feeling that to describe ugliness is a waste of time, he 

tells US nothing more of her appearance. In this brief 

phrase, however, we see the mention of her lasciviousness, 

6 Jean Frappier , Etude su~ l~ Mor~ Ie Roi Artu 
(G eneve : Licrairie Dr oz, 19m, p. 20 . 

? Bruce , p. 68. 
8 FreY1l1ond, p. 6 . 
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a major component of her reputation throughout the Vulgate . 

In spite of this frank appraisa l of her unattrac·-

tiveness, the author of the Lestoire de !'{Ierlin decides to 

be k i nder to Morga in and depicts her as comely: 

Icele margain i ert i ouene damoisele 
Z gaie durement,.8 moult enuoisie. 
mai s moult estoit brune de vis j3 
dune roonde charneure ne trop 
mai gre ne trop crase. ma i s moult; 
esto i t aperte ~ auenans de cors ~ 
menbres si esto i t droite ~ pl i sans 
a merueilles ,.8 bien chantans. 

(II, 338, lines 5 - 9) 

He does not forget, howeve:', that demesure works a ga inst 

Margain and continues the tradition of her scandalous 

na ture already noted by his predecessor: " lVla j. s ele estoi t 

la plus cha'ude feme de toute l a grantbertaigne ,8 la plus 

luxurieuse" (II, 338, lines 9 - 10). This demesure prob-

ably . influences the entire ma.levolent side cf her charac-

ter: "Mais quant ele se courech oi t enuers a'V.cun homme 

noiant estoit del acorder" (II, 338, lines 21 - 22). 

Here, then, i s the author preparing the grcundwork for her 

l ater desire for vengeance against Lancelot and Guenevere , 

on e of the prime motives of all her actions . When this 

side of h er nature i s not aroused, Mor ga in i s probably a 

pleasant enough person, for in h er favor are all the gra ces 

of a well-bred, ccurtly lad.y: " Car ele auoit vne loquense 

douche Z souef. ,.8 parlant bien t atrait ,.8 debo i naire es -

toit elle sor toute rier. com el e estoit en sen boin Bens " 
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(II, J38 , line::::. 19 - 21). ':!'h is physical and emotional 

de ::::.c r ipt ion of lVlorgain corre::::.ponds rather cl02 e l ;y to that 

~ sanz faille Mo r ganz fu une des plus 
chaudes ~2mes qui fust en toute la 
Grant Bretaigne. mes ele estoit brune 
en uis ~ un poi uermeillete. ~ auoit 
molt biau chief $ blonde ~ l a char 
soauete come l arz. mes blanche es
toi t des 0[1):] z ses draz a grc:mt mer
ueille •. J3 granz. f3 l ongue en son es·
tanto ~ aperte de cors sor tote rien. 
,8 de tel charneure que ele ne8'~oi t ne 
trop grasse r"e tr op m2.igre. ,8 cest 
une cIlarnet;,re que len d.i t OE gerlz 
alise. 

(VI I; 135, lines 2 - 7) 

These incons istencies in the Vulgate as to r,lorgain ' s ugli-

ness or attractiveness do not trouble Paton, who attributes 

them to th8 r omancers ' whims. 9 Bogdanow point out that 

in later texts romancers attempt to reconcile there de -

scriptions by stating thc,t Morgain at first was bea'utiful 

but that, thr' ()u gh her practice of sorcery, in other wordS, 

1 0 
consort ing wi th the Dev'il, she becamE: ugl~!. - PE~rlw.ps 

these reconciliations, therefo:cc , clemonstraiethe dilemma 

of the Vulgate rom2.ncers ; was l\:orgain, ori.ginc.J.ly a love l y 

fay, to rema in beautiful, or ~as she to become ugly , as 

one who pract ic es black magic? 

In the Vul gate Moreain begins her career n ot as 

9 P .l- 6") a "c,n , p. ~' • 

10 Bogdanow , p. 1 )0 . 
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a f2,Y or even a sorceress , but as a lady-in-wa i t i ng i n 

Ar t hur's court, a marvelous example of rationalization 

on the part of th e romancers. It i s t he author of th e 

Merlin who describes Mor ga in' s arrival at Court wi th her ... 
s i ster, remaining anony~ous throughou t this episode , and 

an entoura ge of nephews and other re l at i ves . The occa -

s i on is that Gawa in, his broth~rs, c ousins, and assorted 

friends have c ome to Court to be dubbed by Arthur . Ar-

thur, impressed by the young would-be knights , i s willing 

to dub them immediately . but , not knoYr ing who they are, 

as ks Gawa i n their names. Gawa in replies: " ... on 

mapele par mon droit non Gauaine s i fui fie x au r oy l oth 

d e l oenos ~ dorcanie" (II, 252, l ines 27 - 28) . Gawai.n 

i nforms Arthur that he and h i s brothers are the king' s 

n ephews : " Et nostr e mere nous a enformeE, ~ fait enten -

dant quele est suer Ie r oy artu de par sa mere " (I I , 252 , 

lines 30 - 31) . 

Hi s mother mi ght be Morchade:o:. , Lot ' s wi fe i n some 

texts as mE:ntioned a lready in Chapter Two , or she mi ght 

be Anna , as she i s i n Wace ' s Brut where Gawain is men-

tioned as her son and Loth' s when Ar thur i s distr ibu t i ng 

fiefs to his bar ons : 

A Loth, qui avoit sa seror 
Et t enue il avoit maint j or , 
Rand i li r ois tot Loeno i s 
Et dona a utres f i ez an cro i s . 
Ancor esto i t Galveins , ses f i z , 



Juesnes dameisaus et pet i z. 
(Brut , lines 1095 - 1100 ) 
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Already quote~ in Chapter Two, lines 279 - 282 of the 

Brut i nd i ca te Anna to be Lot's wife. Gawain :·s mcther, ... 
whoever she may be here, i s Arthur' s half-sister, as the 

phrase "Q§:!: sa !.r@re" (lines 30 - 31) indica tes. This dif-

terentiation of kinsh i p a l so crops up with Urien ' s sons, 

both named Yva in, who are also present to be dubbe~ : 

~ cis a utres i ouenes bachelers 
si est fi~z au roy urien. ~ a anon 
yuones. ~ cis autres damoisiaus 
que yuoniaus tient si est son frere 
de par son pere si a anon yuones 
ausi. 

(II, 252, lines 34 - 36) 

This is the Ur i en whom , as we have seen in Chapter Two, 

Morga i n marries in the Euth Merlin. Throughout the Vul-

gate, however, she remains unattached , and Urien1s wife 

or wives, whoever th ey may be, do not concern us in this 

study. 

How relatives could come and go according to au-

thors ' whims or perhaps to the i r inability to straighten 

out the r elationsh i ps can a ].so be deduced from the Brut . 

Wace speaks of a certain Eoel who , as Ar t hur' s nephew , 

becomes a sor t of right-hand man for the King : 

Artus de ' ce se c onsella 
Que ~ar Hoel anvoiera t 

Son Deveu , fil de sa ser or, 
Roi de Br etagne la menor j 
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La sont si par~~t! s i eosin, 
Et 10. mellor ger.t de [ ' () E lin. 

(Brut, l ines 599 - 6o~) 

Pelan and Arnold belie~e thi s nephew cannot be the s on cf 

Amla r loth ' s wife , for they point out that Hoel in Geof -

frey's Historia B~gun~ Bri tann i a e i s mentionec: as " . . . fi -

l i ns sorori s Arturi ex Eudicio, re ge Armor i canorum Britonum 

ger.eratus", and Armori ca i s dE,fined as somE':wh a t equival er.t 

to Brittany. l 1 Loth Es ~ ingdom of Loencis i s said to h~ve 

been situated in the south of Scotland . 1 2 Or canie has 

b een identified as the Orkeny I s les to the north of Sc ot-
1~ 

l and . j Geography thvs el iminates Anna as HoeJ's mother. 

Hoel hims elf e ither disapp ears in the Vulgate or survives, 

a s has been suggested, under t he name of Lionel, not to be 

14 confused with Lancelot's couEin of the same name. Appar -

ently another unackr.owlee ged s iste:;::' (;:" J'- r tl'n;rf s c onceal s 

hE:rself in thE: Br uJ:., for Arnold and Pelan n ote tha t \lii or -

dree i s a l so mentioned as hj. s nephew by a sister. They 

bel iev e ·c.r:at chronology elimina te s Anna as !.VI ordree' s moth -

1~ er e ~ 

Perb.2.ps wh oever p enned th E) Merl in f el t tho. t m8.tters 

11 Arr ol d e t Pelan, p . 59 

13 I b i cl · , p. 238 . 
14· 

Ibjd ', ' 1 S~· 1 (l r; pp o - / _/ . 
15 ArLold e t Pel an , p . 51. 



would be l ess confusing if Gawain's mother remained a~ony-

mous meeting Arthur. Besides, it is her s i ster OCorgain 

whom he intends to figure prominently later in the story. 

This i s how he introduces the women: 

Quant Ii rois artus entra en la 
cyte si Ii uint sa seur al en
contre l a mere Gauaine si uint 
auoec lui morgain que sa suer 
estoit qui moult estoit boine 
clergesse . 

(II, 253, lines 18 - 20) 

Here we see the author stress ing Morgain's apt itude for 

learning and c leverness , the talents for wh ich Geoffrey 

praises her in the Vita and wh ich differentiate her from 

her s i ster and most other female personages in the romances. 

This passage, h owever, does not clarify l\1orga in r s exact kin-

ship to Arthur. Conceivably, from the wording of the sen-

tence, Morga in need not be a blood relation to him at a ll, 

but one assumes that she is his half-sister, also. Blaess 

notes in her artic l e that Arthur has no full sisters at 

16 all in the Vulgate romances. 

'The meeting between tlH; fami ly mE':mbers is very 

amicable, ~ith a ll parties on mutua~good terms: 

~ quant Ii ro i s les connut si lor 
fist tres grant i oie se sentre 
conioirent moult car piecha ne 
sestoient entreueu. si baisa Ii 
vns l'autre comme frere ~ seror. 

(II, 253, lines 20 - 22) 
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In the first episodes concerning Morga in on through to 

the end, one notes that there i s never any hostility be -

tween brother and sister. Certainly the author here 

stresses that they are on very frie~dly terms . ... 
Up to now Morgain seems a courtly enough per -

sonage, but, s inc e the essence of her character is that 

of a sorceress, the romancer must find some reason to 

install her in a more Other-World abode. The reason in-

vented for her depar t ure from Court is the queen's inter-

ference in Morgain's love-affair with a young knight, 

cousin to Guenevere. Not entirely invent ion, though, 

says Paton, who finds in these circumstances a '~riation 

of the Morga i n/Arthur fairy retention. Sinc e Morgain and 

Arthur are now Siblings, another kni ght, usually Guiomar, 

i s substituted for the king. Guenevere still interferes 

in the roma.nce, no l onger as a jealous wife but as a pro-

17 tective cousin of the knight. Whether the romancers in 

any way employed this scena.rio a s ccnsc iously borrowed 

from fairy-lore tradition is difficult to prove , but the 

plcy works splendidl y for them. The angry lV~orga in spl i ts 

with the Court to become th e resident sorceress of the 

Arthurian world and frem then on intrigues against the 

queen and any knight she mi gh t love. The story i s suc-

cinctl y summarized in the Lanc~lot : 

17 Paton, p . 6'-i·. 



s i ama vn cheua1ier par amors si es
toit cous ins a 1a r oyne genieure . Et 
l a royne en cast i oit souuent et l un J3 
l autre Et il le notoient ambes .ij. 
Tant ca \~ ior l ez prist proues 1; 
elle dist a son cousin quil sen a1ast 
ou elle l e f eroit des truire. Et cil 
li cria merci 13 li crea nta que i ama i s 
en eel fo rfait ne kerroit. Quant 
morg'ue ui t que il i ot 1aissie . si en 
ot tel doel que elle senfui . et em
porta tant de richois e comme ell e pot 
auoir Et tant ch eualcha amont et aual 
quele troua merlin que elle amoit par 
amor s . Et i1 li moustra quanque ell e 
sauoit d ~ricantement. Et de l a mu t l a 
grant hay'ne que ell e ot tout iors 
enuers l a royne . 

(Char, 124, lines 25 - 35) 
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Morgain!s l earning sorcery fr om f[er1in .as indicated in the 

above passage i s, Lot says, rationali zation on th e part of 
18 th e romancer du e to simpl e fear of the supernatural. 

Wi th th i s gambit he attempts to keep lV1orga i n ' s oharacter 

as real i s tic as possibl e wi thout sacrif icing any of her 

myst ique. 

An important point in this incident i s t hat Ar thur 

apparentl y remains i gnor ant of wh.at has transpired between 

hi s wi fe and sister. He has had no hand i n Mor ga i n's spli t 

with Cour t ; she has no reason to hate h im. Indeed i t seems 

no one ever tells h i m vlha t has happened to her, and this 

situat ion fol l ows through up to th E~ s cene of the Cha mbre, 

This s ituat i on i s t h e 

oppos it e of that i n the Huth ~Ierlin, where lVlorga i n seems 

18 ~ ,' L E 
l' erulnand ·ot I tude s ur 1 e Lancel ot en Fros e 

(Paris : Li brairie Anc ienne Eonor'(rChanpioYl ,-1 9f 8j, p~2i3 . 



to have been born wi th a hatred for her brother : 

Morg"ue . • • haoi t Ie ro i Artu[s] 
son frere r et] seur tous houmes , non 
mie pour chou qu'il Ii euust de riens 
mesfa i t , ma is pour chou qu'il est us 
et cous tume que les de s l oi aus gens et 
l es mauvaises heent toutdis l es preu 
domes et ont vers eus rancune qui tous 
jours dure. 

(HM , II, pp. 188 - 189) 

It i s this hatred that leads Morga in I n th e Euth !Vierlin 

to attempt to murd.er her brother. , 
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To return to Mo r ga in' s ill-fated affa ir at Court, 

one finds i t also in the LivTe d ' Ar tus , a later work than 

the LaTtcelot. Time and th e author elaborate upon the 

story and even name the faint-hearted ami Guion1ar., How 

he i s drawn into the drama i s sugges ted by Freymond as 

due t o the verses from Chr~tien' s Erec wherein the herovs 

weedi ng fea st i s descri bed. One of Erec ' S g1).ests i s a 

certain Guingamor : 

De l 'Isle d ' Avalon fu s ire; 
De cestu i avons oI dire 
Qu'il fu amis l\1orga in l a fee, 
Et ce fu veritez provee. 

(Erec, lines 1955 - 2958) 

Freymond believes that Gu iomar i s actually this Guinga

mor transpl anted by the r omancer into Arthur's cour t. 19 

As in the Lancelot vers ion, Guenevere discovers th e l overs 

and threatens Gu i omar that she will tell Arthur if h e does 

19 Freymonc. , pp . 17 - 18. 



not s t op seeing l\lo r ga in. This the frightened yOl'.ng m2.n 

promises to do , to l\lorgain' s di smay : 

,8 quant Nio r gar:z. uit qu e la r oine li 
ot tolu son ami si en fu tant dolente 
que plus ne pot. [;i [sen] uint le 
soir me ismes san z plus de r espit. s i 
prist cofrea que cle auoit iusque a 
dis que . v . somiers portoient quant 
ele ch euauchoit en auc~n leu. si 
les empli de uais selemerlt ,8 de ioiav.s 
~ de deniers $ dor ,8 dargent. $ sen 
ala par nuit os cure tant loing come 
el e pot que onques ne pri s t congie a 
home ne a femme nt-~l e . ,8 erra tant 
que ele uint en la gr ant forest de 
Sarpenic. ilec se remest ,8 pria 
nos tre segnor quil li enuoiast M.er
lin s i se conseillo pr oit a luj. 

(VI I , 135, lines 23 - 29_ 

Aga in when sh e departs in th r vers ion Ar thur i s i gnorant 
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of t he wh ole affaj.r. However, the author of this vers ion 

has embellished his predecessor ' s attempt with a fe~ extra 

t OlJ.ches.. He inserts superna tura l undertones into the s to-

r y simpl y by ha.vi ng Morga in ha lt in the for es t of Sarpenic, 

a nd deep, da r k fores t s , as noted in the first chapter , are 

fa vor i te haunts of a v8.r'ic:ty of superna tLJral beings . An-

other interesting po int i s t hat Morga i n , i n need of syrr. -

pathy a s \~el1 ac 8 teacher of sorcery , the l atter for the 

author' s purposes, PTc'YS to " nostre ,.?_e.sror" to send l\'!e r -

lin to her . In a n age when pagani s m 'v'/as believed to ha ve 

t een 8radicated, perhaps the author c oul d not surrHn~er his 

villainess completely to the old ways. Thus e~en the 

powerful Me rlin i s m~nipulated by the Christian deity, for 



he comes to Morgain in answer to her prayer : 

$ e l e en fist molt grant ioie $ de
mora 0 luj l onc tans. j!, u secor 
que il fist auec luj il aprist tant 
de ce que ele Ii demanda quil nes
toit femme nee que plus en seust, 
nei s Niniane samie ne sot gaireE. 
plus. 

(VII, 135, lines 30 - 33) 

Therefore, Morga in's pre-eminence as a sorCEress i s estab-

lished as equaled only by the Lady of the Lake's power. 

This Guiomar episode is partially treated in the 

Merlin. Although the author promises to do so, he never 

completes it. Where this version differs in what does ap-

pear in the romance is that lVio:r:gain already caE l ay claim 

to being a sorCerel::iS of sorts even before her se l f -imposed 

exile from Court in that she has already learned some of 

Merlin's art from him. This harkens back to the time when 

Morgain, her s i ster, Gawain, etc. , first arrive at Court 

for Gawain I s dubbing: " • • sacointa morgain de merlin 

qui moult estoit boine clerg e s se ~ ele Ii fu s i priuee ~ 

tant Ii ala anuiron quele sot quil fu. ~ que maintes 

merueilles Ii aprinst dastrenomie ~ dingrema nce ~ ele les 

detint moult bi en" (II, 254, line s 21 - 2~. ). When the au-

thor treats Morgain later in the Guiomar episod e , he a gain 

emphasizes h er cleverness and talents and stres ses how 

well sh e has absorbe d Merlin's l ess ons: 

••. s i estoit a meru e ill es boine 
cl eri ess e. ~ da s tr e nomie s auoi t el e 



a s ses car merlins l en auoit aprinse. 
~ puis len aprinst asses si comme le 
contes vous d eu i ser a cha auant ~ ele 
i mist moult sa cure. ~ tant aprinst 
qui puis fu ele d es gens del pais ~ 
de la terre appe lee morgain la fee l a 
seror le roy qrtu por les merueilles 
que ele fist puis el pais. ~ ouuriere 
fu ele des ma ins l a milloure que on 
seust en nule terr e . 

( II , 338 , lines 10 - 16) 

This astronomy wh ich she has so well learned from Merlin 

is most likely today's astrology, and her skills in this 

pseudo-science which earn her the epithet " fa y" from the 
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country f ol k i s another example of r at i onalization on the 

author' s part. In the above passage , this author also 

refer s quite specifically to Morga in' s skill at needl e -

work, which could 1:::e a natural b l ess i ng or aga i n a craft 

which she enhances by sorcery. The author d oes not elab-

orate upon this, but the allus i on i s tempting. Morgain 

is busy at her needlework when Gui omar i s fir s t attracted 

to her and stays to speak with her" ••• er. vne garde 

roebe desous l e pala i s ou ele d eswidoit f il dor car ele 

uoloit fa ire vne coefp. por s a seror l e feme l e roy l oth" 

(I I, 338 , l ines 4 - 5). Th e needl ework serves a s a s tart -

i ng point for s ma ll t a lk ' betwe en the young people:" .• 

il en uint u e r s li ~ s a s i s t dale s lui ~ ccmmencha le fil 

d or a ma noier que el e Itanoia. ~ il li d ema nda quel e 

uoloit ouure r " (II , 338 , lines 28 - 30). S inc e n eedl e -

work was a ma j or pa s t ime of me di eva l n obl ewomen , i n c or -

por at ing it in this s c en e a s a specia l sk ill of Mor gain ' s 



might just be a realistic touch of the author's. S till, 

if one keeps in mind t he inf luence of Latin legends on 

the Celtic fays, one should recall that the goddess Mi-

n erva was renowned for her emtroidery expertise and that 

the Parcae were weavers. Faral notes that the s e Latin 

deities had an influence on Old French verse in that fays 

and sorceresses were often depicted as skilled needlework 

artists. 20 At any rate, Morgain and Guiomar fall in love, 

but since the author interrupts the episod e before Guen-

evere ever finds th em out and never returns to it, we d o 

not know with what other changes or additions he might 

have treated the inc~dent. 

In the Vulgate romances, th erefore, it i s always 

Merlin to whom M:orga in owes her knowledge of sorcery. In 

the Pros~. lVierlin , however, in a parallel passage describ-

ing hcw ]\IIorgain earn e d her epithet of "fay", Merlin is 

net credited at all as being her instructor in the art: 

Les noeces du roi e d'Igraine furent 
au .xiij .sime j our qu 'il avoit ge~ a Ii 
en sa chambre. E de l a fille qu'il dona 
l e roi Loth i ss i Mordr~s e misire Gawains 
e Gueriers e Gaheri~s. E rois Neutres 
de Garot out l' autre fille bastarde que 
avoit nom Morgue . Par le conseil de tuz 
les amis ensemble li fist li rois a 
prendre l etres en une maison de religion. 
E eele aprist tant e si bien qu'ele 
aprist de s ars e si s~yl merve illes d'une 
art que home apella astronomie e ele en 
honora mult tuz jours e sout mult de 
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fi8i~e e ra r (por?) cele clergie fu 
ele apell e Morgue la ?ce . 

(Cambridge Add. Ms . 7071 f 195a 
passage Ine.d.e avail able through 

c ourtesy of G. D. West.) 

Also in t his passage one sees aga in occur rir.g the con-

fusion as t o Mor ga in's e:>:act ger.eal ocJ , for i t i s unclear 

from the ~ording a s to who was her father. This uncer-

tainty i s COmpGlui.d.ec. by the fact that one e ther text 

claims IgerLe to have hE.d t wo husbands, with children by 

bO"':'r 'l - th . t U 'l-- d 21 . el ): em, prevlous ,0 '"Cllerp er. 'ragen. 

However, to return to Morgain t s education, I n t he 

E1.;.th ~Ierlin it i s a ga in the sorcert~r who teaches· h i s art 

t o her . In this weT};: I though! t h e author portrays IVior -

gain as compl etel y r uthl ess and. conniving. Everything 

she does i s s lant ed towards some wicke d ul ter i or motive, 

which appears in the author' s des crip t i on::: e,f h er anc, 

her a ctions . Wi th her wiles she overwhel ms a compl etel y 

outmatched Merlin, who s uccumbs to hE!r bea'lJ,ty, anc. she 

~hee dl es the less ons out of him: 

Se Ii aprist tant en poi de terme, a 
ch ou que elle estoit soutive et en
gingnous e et curioLtsf~ c1 1 aprer.dre , 
que e11e so t grant partie de c~ou 
que el l e desirroi t, et I"<)ul t li 
plot l a sc i enche d ' ingrom~nchie 
et I' al~J,; . 

( HlVl , I, 2 66 ) 

In th i s warl\: , once 10rga in has learnec. al l she can 

21 \'1 t 
V'~ e~· J' 



from the sorcerer, she drives him away: 

••. elle cacha d ' entour lui Merlin , 
pour chou que elle s'aperchut bien 
que il l'amoit de fole amour, et il 
dist que elle e feroit honn ir se 
repairoit plus entour lie 

(HlVi , I, 2 6 6 ) 

From these passages one sees that the concept i on of Mor-
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gain as a fay had all but di sappeared for these romancers . 

In the Vul gate Cycle, once lVIorgain does split 

from Court, the romancers must find her a suitable home. 

The author of the Livre d'Artus establ i shes her, as we 

have seen, in the forest of Sarpenic. With the sorcery 

she has learned from lVierlin , Morgain, like other fays, 

can acquire unlimited wealth to lavish on her home. Her 

methods of acquiring riches are entirely supernatural, it 

seems: ",3 riche estoi t ele trap car il nestoi t nt:.s s i 

granz auoirs souz ciel que ele ne feist aporter deuant 

lui en un seul soir" (VII , 135, lines 37 - 39)'- Hcwever, 

the supernatural mixes with reality as she has her luxu-

rious residence built by the l abor of workers : 

. . ele fist faire sales par ester 
l es plus beles du monde en maint leus. 
~ quant eles estoient assou i es t li 
ourier sen esto i ent ale si gitoit 
(ele] son enchantement itel que iamais 
nu~') tant i eust este as[s]ener ni 
p ooit ne n~le nen ueist. 

(VII, 135, lines 39 - ~ ·2) 

Her rendering this abode invisible recall s the Lady of the 



Lake ' s s i milar enchantment of her castl e , built i n the 

middle of an illusor y l ake that she hersel f had created : 

S i es toit chis herbergeITens s i 
chel es que nus ne I e feust t r ouer. 
Car l a sambl anche del l ac I e cou 
r oi t . s i que veusne poo i t estre . 

(III , i, 22 , lines 20 - 22) 
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The s i mila ri ty of the s pells on the respe c t i ve castl es i n -

di cates t ha t Morgai,n 's magic i s not un ique l y he r own . Both 

Morga i n a n d Ni n i ane have l ear ned t h e ir a r t from Me rlin , and 

the ir pOVier s would under s t a ndabl y overl ap. Th i s R . S . Loomi s 

po i nts out , carefully stipul at i ng , h owever , t hat t h e two 

fays a re qui te di s tinct per sonalities in that Morgain i s 

always r epr esented as be i ng supreme above a ll other fays i n 

the knowl edge of curat i ve h er bs wh il e Ni niane rare l y i s i f 

at a ll . 22 

Adding to the supernatural color of Morga i n ' s new 

life - styl e i s the beaut i fu l vall ey she f i nds nearby and 

claims as her own : 

a i nz dist que w,organz sen a l a en 
un grant ual parfont en l or eille 
de la forest de Sarpenic por ce 
que estoit Ii plus delitables 
leus qui fust en toute la con 
tree dil ec entor. 

(VII , 136, lines 1 - 3) 

In the middle cf this Oth er-World atmosphere, th e sor-

ceress , act ing l i ke a devout medieval lady, makes another 

22 - S L . A th . T ~'t ' 179 ~ . . ooml S , ~~.rlan _ra.::.:.l:~.2.D , p . . 
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concession to the Church and ha s a chap el built f or h er 

valley. She attends the chapel fa i thfully , but hints of 

th e old r eligion - linger s ubtly even in the chapel's loca-

t i on : 

. . . ~ ele ui t I e pa i s si bel E s i 
deli tabl e. si fi s t faire une chapele 
sor l es chemins, u quarrefor des uoiees 
a lentree du ual. il ec oi chascun i or 
Ie seruise de nostre segnor ~ i fi s t 
f a ire deus huis un par deuers Ie ual 
~ autre par deuers Ie t ertre. 

(VII, 136, lines 6 - 9) 

Th e crossroads, the hillock, and the valley c ombi ned seem .· 

t o indicate an extremely obvi ous l anonark, not easily over-

l ooked because of this position an~ terra in., Its supersti-

ti ous aura is i ncreas ed when lYl ergain erec ts a cross of 

stone on the hillock: " . • . il ec dE:%ora IVl organt molt lon

guement ~ puis mist UYle croi z. u t er t r e amont" (VII, 136, 

lines 20 - 21) • II • • An interesting note can be gl eaned 

f rom Julian Harr i s ' s i ntroduction to Andre Mary's trans -

l at ion of Le Qhev.§:11~.£ a u Lion and applied t o Mor ga in! s 

chapel . Ha rri s s tates tha t the Chri s tian church, i n order 

t o combat the old pagan s uper s ti t ions , c1..,~s t omarily ha d 

shri nes built a t th e s i tes wher e fagan ri tes had been 

formerly practis ed. 23 Maury mor e speci f i cally menti ons 

23 
J ulian Ha rri s , 11 I ntrod1..,~c ti on , " irL Yvain , ou 

Le Chevali er a u Lion, ed. Germa i ne Br ee (New York : Dell 
publi shingC-ompany~--1 963 ), p . 33 . 



in CroEXlce. et Legendes ~~ ~l oyeIl ~ crosses as being 

'd t h 't 24 Th f d erec~e on ese Sl eSt ere ore~ even surroun ed by 

these Christ ian EYInbols, Morgain, whether inter.tionally 

or not, does not appear rem ote from the shrines of the 

old belief. 

l[er reason for erecting this cross i n explained 

after she enchants the vall ey out of a desire for venge-

ance and begins her eternal feud with the queen irl ear -

neE,t : 

un ior Be porpensa l\1organz que ele 
corroceroit la roine Z la Table 
Roonde ~ feroit tant quele rauroit 
son an:i Guiom8.r en sa baillie tout 
mau gre suen. t- sil auoi t che-c.alier 
nul en l a cort que ele amast ele li 
toudroit en tel maniere que iamais 
nu reuerroit. 

(VII, 135, lines 42 - 45 ) 

In enchanting this valley she establishes for herself a 
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purely Other-World abode, a version of her islanc. of Ava -

lon: 

24 

• • si gita Morganz son enchanto
ment res a re.s des murs de la chapele 
u ual grant ~ merueilleus que ot tel 
force que tui t le Chel)z.J.ier ,.8 toutes 
les damE':s qui. e"C-ssent fausse en : or 
amors cest a dire qui bone foi ne se 
fussient pOf<e de tox cha rnals couines. 
ne sen issent i ames sil i entrassent 
tant que cil i uenist qui. onqueG nul 
i or neust fausse en amort mai s se il 
aueni st chose que pucele ou dame eu 
damoisele eu ec.~ n:iers ou che1.J.aliers 

~au~YI pp. 13 - 14 . 



qu i onques neus s ent arne [i uen i s s ent] . 
al er ~ entr er ~ e i s s ir sen peus s ent 
del i ur emEmt ma i s por ce nes t oi ent mi e 
Ii aut re deliur e car il couenoi t que 
arne euss i ent cil qu i u ual dem oroient 
pu i s que il eussent de l or amor t 

( VII ~ 136 , lines 13 - 20) 
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Th e vall ey ' s s i mila ri ty to th e appl e - orchard of t he QlJ.e er: 

of Danemarch e , a l so in the Livre d' A rtu~, i ndica t e s t hat 

i t , t oo , i s i n reality a Land of the Dead . R. S . Loomi s , 

n ot ing t h ese s imilari t i es between t he t wo Ot her-World 

a bodes, beli eves that t h e Queen of Danemarche i s actua 11y 

. . M . 2') a dls gulsed orga ln. ~ 

The cros s of . s t ones wh i ch !VI or gain has er ected on 

t he hill oc k bear s i n go l d l etter s th e mes s a ge for a ll 

err ant kn i ghts search ing adventurE~ tha t th ey may ch oose 

whichever of the r oa ds befor e th em they pl ea s e : 

s e tu uel s les f or z auen t ures esch i uer 
si ua a destre car le ch emins a destre 
t e merra en S orel oi s ~ l i rno i teins a 
l a Dolereuse Tor ~ cil a s enestre u 
Ua l Sans Re tor dont nut:, f a us a man z ne 
r etorne pu i s que i l a it en amor faus se 
ne tant n e quan ti 

(VII , 136 , lines 23 - 26 ) 

Thc.t th E: r oad to th e Va l Sans Re.!or shoul d be th e one to 

t he l eft i s perhaps notewor thy i n t hat t he l eft i n ~ estern 

cul tures has us ua l l y deno t ed bad l uck , a belief traced as 

far- ba ck as t h e anci ent Greek aUE-l..lr s . 26 

2') R ~ L . 
~ . ,-,. oom:l. s , 

26 PhS?-..§..g and Fabl~ , p . 1005 . 
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Morg;a in I S vall ey with all its a ttra c t ions and 

pi tfalls is a very prominent episode in the Lancelot, for 

Lancelot's adventures there are intended to demons trate 

to the reader his virtue: and valor. In the La.D.Q~lo~ l'iior -

gain creates the valley through jealousy of an unfaithful 

l over ', appaI'er..tly not GuiomClr a s in the Livre 9' Artu§. . 

Since this romancer does treat her affair with Gu i omc.r 

(p. 124) as we have already seen , one wonders if perhaps 

the knight in this il l -fa ted rom8.nCE:~ was originci,lly i n-

t ended to be Guiomar. Ei ther the author cf th e Lan.fel.Qt 

has split the original story of Morgain ' s affair with 

Cuioma:c' c; nO. her creat i on of the valley i nto t wo sepa.ra te 

episodes or the author of the Li vrs d ' ArtuE'. has condensed 

two unconnected incidents int o one . As i t stands in the 

Lancelot, the GuicmcLr episode i s the cause for N:or gain IS 

hatr ed of Guenevere and the unfaithful anonymous lover 

th E! reason for Morgain's creation cf the Va l §ans, Retor : 

Et ele amoit vn cheualier tant que 
flUS ne le pot arneI'. ma i s li cheua 
liers smoii: vne autre damoisele de 
moul t grant biaute. 

(Char, 11'$, lines 40 - '42) 

Mer ga in surprises the loyer s in a valley: 

Tant l es ga ita et nuit ,.6 iour . 
que elle l ez trouua ens an[b]le 
g i sant en vTl val. . . Et pour 
l e grant duel quele en ot . si 
dest ina au val sa destinee. 

(Cha.r~ , 117, lines 2 - ~, ) 



79 

Kurt Wa is, rEviewing reasons for l'(o r ga in I S flie::'ht from 

Court, stateE· that Mor gain , in creating the Val Sans - - ---

Retor or the V~l de~ f8~x -~mants out of jealousy over 

a lover, exhibits very definite traits of the Morri gan , 
'"' 

. 27 whom he consldErs to be her .predecessor. 

The supernatural el~ments of the Valley are pre-

sented to the reader as the kni ght Galeschin rides into 

it, encounters the adventures devised by Morga.in , and 

ultimately fails in the ques t, for the breaking.cf l'iicr -

gain 1s spell over the VaJ.ley is to be achieved eventually 

only by Lancelot. Galeschin encounter s a mix of super -

ns. tural traps tho_t Morga.in may well have borrowed from 

other magicians; repertoires. This is nct pilfering but 

na.tural evolution, says Paton, for once Morgain came to 

be identified as a fay or sorceress , all the activities 

of the type would be attributed to her by the r omancers. 28 

The fir s t characteristic of the Valley that 

GaleEchin nctes as he rides into i t i s that air completel y 

enc l oses it: "Quar l e vals nestoit enclos se de lair non" 

(Char~ , 116, lines 37 - 38). Eespelling by air is a typ ical 

Celtic device, one a l so used by Niniarle to imprison Merlin . 

In this incident, Gawain, the last person who ever speaks 

to Merl i n , comes upon the magician's prison in the forest 

of Broceliande. He hears a voice wh ich he later recog-

27 Wa i s, p . 139. 

28 Faton , p. 147. 



nizes as Merl i n ' s but cannet see him: 

si oy v~e uois v~ po i loing de lu j 
~ il torne cele part au il ot oie 
cele uois. si regarde sus ~ ius 
mais riens nL. uoi t for s vne fume e 
tout autressi comme air. ne outre 
ne pooit pusser. 

(II, 461, lines 6 - 8) 

This, therefore, is another example of the ms.gic of the 

two fays overlapping. 

The Valley i s beautiful but h8.s the major draw-

back of its facsimile in the Livre g' Ar-~us: ". • . a nul 
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ior nen isteroit sez amis ne cheualiers qui y entrast aussi. 

par tant quil eust vers amon-; fausse" (Char: , 117, lines 5 -

6). In this version, therefore, the true love stipulation 

affects only knights: " mais autre gent y pooient bien er, 

trer t. i ssir a lor plaisir. fust ualles au dame au damc,i -

s el e" (Chc.r., 117, lines 13 - 15). Life there for the 

knights, although deprived of th eir liberty to leave the 

Valley, does not appear unpleasant: 

Et de tel s y auoit qui y orent . 
lor amies par amars auee euls ~ 
lor ualles qui de lor terres lor 
aportoier.t lor relies ~ l or reube s 
~ lor cis i aus ~ qui lor atornoient 
lor viandes . Et neporquant il auoient 
quant que a cars domme puet apartenir. 

(Char , 117, lines 16 - 19) 

Therefor e , the knighi:s I imprisonmer.t is far f :r -om a harsh 

one , for eyer. the ir amieE_' who are fr e e to comE~ and go 
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from the Valley as they please, choose to accompany them. 

Morgain's Valley seems to be a carbon copy of Avalon, and 

the presence of the arrg.es wi th their knights certainly is 

evocat i ve of the Celt ic ~aidenland traditi on. R. S . 

Loomis suggests that such a.n association of Morgain wii~h 

nothing less than an earthly Faradis e derives from Gerrra.n 

traditions. German story-tellers, he states, spreaC', the 

l egend that the Grail was an eternal preservative of youth 

and a source also of "paradisal abundance". Morgain for 

them camt~ to be ass ocia ted with the Grail through her 

office of tending Arthur in Avalon. Loomis then finds it 

i nE:vi ta ble that she would also be associated with any cor--

1· Pd· t' 29 re spona1ng ara [lse my ns. The statement is m2.de i n the 

text that Morgainis Vall ey had been in existence by now 

for twenty years (Char, 117, line 7), but the author does 

not elaborate if the people in this little soc iety have 

remained physically the same or if they ha vE-: aged at a ll . 

In the midst of this descriptj.on of an earthly 

garden of delights , one notes that a ga in thE~ author does 

not surrender his characters completely to a pagan con-

cE!ption of Par2.dise . Morgain has a l s o seer: to the spiri t-

ua l need :::· of the Valley ' s occupants : " ;5 moult y auo it de 

bel es mesons t cape l es a gr ant plente au il oo ient m8:::se 

chascunior (eha!:, 117, lines 1 9 - 20). It seems , 

therefore, that even a villainess can have r eligion. 

29 R. S . Loomi s , " Oral Tra dition ," p . 355 . 
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The Vall ey its el f is attract i ve ; however, Galeschin 

encounters unpleas8.nt ·'o e ings and s i ghts as he wends his way 

i nto the adventure. His fai lure at the test wh ich deprives 

him of his liberty to leave th e Valley i s a typical Other-

World scenario : 

Atant se vint Ie dus (Galesh in ~ tout 
droit a "\Ille planche quil voit deuant 
lui. et la planche estoit sorvne 
aigue grande J!. parfonde. et de lautrE 
part auoit .ij. cheualiers .•• Et 10. 
planche nauoit pas vn pie de Ie . 

(Char , 11 8 , lines 5 - 9) 

This motif of the narrow bridge spanning hazardou:::: waters 

is a typical component of the Celtic Other-World crossing. 

Gal eschin fails at this test , 1s OVer(;OmE~ by Niorg:a in j s . 

knigh tE: , ano. becomes a prisoner in the Valley_ Ach i eving 

this trial and the others in the Vall ey i s on l y for Lan-

celot, true in hi s love for Guenevere. · Since this is what 

finally happens and v\'ha t has been the intention of the ro-

mancer a ll along , one s·ees then :tow everyth i ng in Marga in' s 

story from her split with Court to her bespelling of the 

Valley has beeT, carefully plotted to c"L~lmina. te tht;.s . In 

add ition, Lancelot's success at breaking th e spell now 

gives Morgain a reason to hate him as well as the qt~ee·n 

ano. suppl i es more fue l for the romClncer in l ater Episodes. 

Angry that Lancelot ha s destroyed her Vall ey , Mor -

gain curses him and. h i s lady : 

_ han~i s sa i t Ii he~re et Ii 



iors que onques s i grant l oi autes 
fu en vous mise. Et vou s so i es 
mc.l eois qUO-nt vous onques en cest 
pa i s uenistes . Et honni e so i t l a 
dame des l oiaus qui de vous est 
t ant amee . ~ s i l oi aument. 

( Cha~ , 122 , lines 30 - 32) 
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To make the br ~aking of the spell official, one of ~cr -

gain is mE!ssengers ther: enters the scer:e and anncunces 

t hat thE~ kni ghts ha.ve been rel eased and. ar e f r ee to come 

and go as they pl ease . Even Morga i n ' s fa i thl ess ami j oy 

ful l y appears t o greet and pr a i se Lancel ot (Char:, 123 , 

lines 2 c: .) 
- .J • 

Even though her Valley i s gone , Morga. i n i s rel ent -

less, and Lancel ot ' s l oyal ty to th e que en i s still to be 

t ested. Thcct night Mor gain dr ugs Lancel ot as he sleeps 

and carts him off i n a litter to her castl e in the forest. 

Et quand ce vi nt endroit Je premier 
somme 8i sen v i nt morg;ue au l it 
lancelot entre li et ses menistres 
si I e conroient tel quil n ot p ooir 
de soi leuer. S i I e f a it tan tost 
morgue l euer en vne li t i ere .. 

(Cha r, 123, lirlE':s 29 - 31) 

. Et morga i n enmainE! l ancelot er: 
prison en vne prcfonde l anc1e €n l a 
forest au elle conuerssoit souuent . 

(C ha-I' , 1 2L~ " lines J - ~. ) 

The fay ha s the h er o in her power ln an Other-World 

sett i ng , a l though IVIo r ga in' s method s , what with drugs and 

li tters , are ffior0 conventionally under - handed than glam-

orously supernatur_l . 
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The episode that follow s i s again calculated to 

show Lancelot's fidelity to Guenevere and al so to indicate 

to what l engths the vengeful Morgain will go to reveal 

t he ir illicit affair t o- Arthur . After arousing Lancelot, 

Morga in inforrr! ~; him that he · wil l not be freed until he 

relin~uishes tc her his r i ng, a gift g i ven him by th e 

queE:n . This Lancelot adamantl y refuses to do (Char , 12 4 , 

lines 5 - 15) . S~eing that cajolery and threats are fu-

tile, lVIo r ga in aga i n drugs h i m 2.nd exchanges his · ring for 

a similar one cf hers wh ich had a lso been a g ift from the 

queen (Char, 140, : lines 1 - 9). ShE": sends this ring to 

Court in the care of one cf her damsels who , after ac -

cusing the l overs in the presence of Arthur, Guenevere, 

and a ll assembled, f lings the tattle-tale ring into Guen-

e v ere's lap _ The ~ueen very cleverly manages to talk her 

way out of t he pred icament by praising Lancelot who had 

not only nobly served her but also the glory of Arthur. 

The queen's speech sa tisfies Arthur, who categorically 

announces tha t h e does n ot believe the dams el's ac cusa-

ti ons (Char , 141 - 1Lj,2 ). 

Un daunted by the failure of th i s ruse , Marga in 

tries to induc e Lancelot to beli eve t hat the queen i s 

d ece i v i ng him. She employs a n other drug endowed with 

keen psycholog ical. effects : 

Une nuit li dona t~nt a b o i ure ~ 
teu chose ~uil perdi tut son escient 
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,8 I e trobl a Ii cerueaus s i se~dormi 
t antost ~ c omenca fort a songer $ 
li fu i a u i s quil i~l'ouo i t l a r oine 
sa dame en .j. pauillon en .i. be l e 
praerie. ~ oue~ues Ii g i so i t uns 
cheualiers ~ cor oit a .i. espee qui 
a l estache dEll paleill on esto i t pen
due s i uoloit oc i rre 1 0 cheualer. 
~ l a ro i ne Ii disoit . Que est ic o 
l ancelo t que uul ez fer e . uus ne 
soez s i hardiz, que uus iames ueingno i z 
en l eu ou i o so i e. q ue a mo i ne p l est 
uostr e compa ingni e des a r e mE: S . 

. Ensint son ge cE:le nl~ i t lancel ot . 
J5 lVJorgain out s i gete son enchc.nte 
ment quil se troua 8.1 matin e1 pauil
l on t uit .i . lit tel cum il auoit 
songe ~ troua 1espee en sa mc.in. ~ 
l or s quida il ben ~ cre i que co fu 
uo i rs. 

(Ch~r, 151, lines 24 - 36) 

Here , of cour se , the cruel and clever W~orgain is preying 

on Lancelot ' s grea tect fear , that the queen might no longer 

l ove him. Due to the apparent reality of the queen 1s decep-

tion , Lancelot f i nally accepts Morga in I S cffer that she wil] 

release h i m if he promises not to return to Court before 

Christmas (Char, 152 , lines 6 _. 10). He mCl.kes a courtly 

promise that he will do so, and NIorg:a in reciprocates in 

the bargain by free i ng h i m and prec;enting him, as many 

another Athurian fay does for the hero, with a h or se and 

armfi : " si 'prist de lui 10 serem8.nt ,8 I i fist auoir 

che1.:.o.l ,8 armes s i l en 1 es.sa a1er" (Cl!9:£ ' 152! lines 12 - 1 J) . 

To this impri sonnwn t of Lance l ot one might apply 

Paton 's theory of the fairy-retention of th e hero by Mor -

ga in , with Lancelot subst i tued fo r Ar thur . Again it is 
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Guenevere ~ho comes between the fay and t he h ero, even i f 

only ir_ sp iri i . Th e fay must relinquish the h ere, anc. 

Lancel c~:. J Eaves the Other-\f\Jerld, lV! orgain's prison in the 

forest. One might eyen take this fairy-retention theme 

furth er and apply it to t he i mpr j.sonment of lVlo r gain' s 

nameless ami in the Val Sans Retor. 
~- ----

IN i th Laneelot: s cle ~; ention, however , Morga in has 

accomplished noth ing. She :r~as neither betrayed the l overs 

to Arth-cT nor she.ken Lanc elot r s fidelity t o Guenevo·e. 

Lancelot's adamc.nt r e j ection of lVlorga in n-::c.al l s an in-

teres ting point made by Joan Ferrarte i n her work, Woman 

says that the sorceres s of Arthl1.:r.:1.8.n rom8.nce ca n onl y 

work her wiles on sus cept ible or moral l y weak kni ght s, 

but never on such raragons of virtue as Lancelot. JO 

Th e same themes evident in this ep1sode occur in 

two l ater retentions of Lancel ot by Morgain. So Tf:Clny el e-

ments overlap in these three retenti ons that one wonders 

i f one ba s ic story has been split three ways. Ind eed , 

Lot s tates that these three impri sonment s are repetitious 

a nd cou l d easily have been pared down to a maximum o ~ 

two. J1 Lancel ot ' s s econd ~e t ent i on is br ief, another mix 

30 J·oan M. Ferrante , Woman ?-§. Jma.IT 1.n ~led ieval 
1.1 t.e.ra t~r e : fI cm !he. Twelfth C eDtu.D'~ .t..9. Dante (N eViYo::k : 
Cclumbia University Press , 1 975 ), p. 121. 
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of the supernatural an~ th e rational. Lancel ot and 

Lionel stop in the course of t heir traveling to rest. 

Lionel , not really tired, soon gallops off on an adyen -

ture and leaves his fa t igued cousin s lumbering und.er an 

apple tree. S i n ce Lancelot- is very soon to be impri soned 

by thre e sorcer-esses, might the apple tree be all that 

r- emains in this stor-y of the Other-Wor-ld locat.i on , Aval on , 

the island of apples? 

Se se colcherent sor lerbe deso[u]z 
lumbr- e d"L~n p ommier . Et l ancelot 
nauoit onques dormi la nui t de"L:ant . • 
Si Ii auint ensi quil sendor-mi. 

(V, iii, 88, lines 9 - 11; 
h ereafter citec. !if;. from Agrayain) 

Mo r-gain and two of her cohorts r Sebile and t.he Queen_ of 

Sorestan, together m8king up the tra cL i tional threesome 

popular with fays, discover the s leeping kni ght. Of Mor-

gain and Sebile th e author s t at.E_s : " . • ce estoient l es 

• l J. fernmt;s del monde qui plus sauoier.t dencha-ntemens sans 

l a dame del l ac " (6£" 91 , l in es 32 - 33). Thus they are 

not fays but again in r eality mer-Ely medieval l a di es who 

are skill ed in Leer-orne_ncy , and. any real supernatural mys-

tery abou_t them is effectivel y del eted by the author from 

thE) stor-y. tv:orga in I S companion Sebile i s ver y possibly 

the direct descendant of the proph etes.s of Ap oll o . :)1 
If 

not h€:rself this prophetess so r enowned in ant iqui ty , 

31 
Phr§~e an~ f.§:11e, p . 999 ; [- . 1054 . 
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this Sebile has at leas t borrowed her name and with i t 

some of her predecessor's aura . R. S . Loomis has t r aced 

Morga in' s associat i on wi th the Sibyl i n literature and. 

finds Mc.rga in somE!t im ee- depicted as the ora.cle ' s successor , 

sometimes as her doublet, arid somet im es , as in this ep i-

d h . t 32 so e,- as er aSSOCla .e . 

Th ese three l ad i es squabble over who is the most 

suitable to be this handsome knight's amie . Only l ater 

i s the r E,8.. cter lnform[-;cl that Morga i n doeE, not recogn i z.e 

LancE,lot beCal).se of his recently cut hair (~, 93 , lines. 

28 - 29). Fr om the bickering about who i s of n obl er 

b i rth and who i s younger and prett i er and therefore a 

better choice for the fortunate knight , i t i s obvi ous 

that, unlike eternally beaut i fu l fays, these ladies are 

subject to the wh i ms of age and apparentl y cannot even 

use their magic to enhance trH~ ir looks (~, 92 I lines 

1 - 10 ) . They dec ide to convey Lancelot i n a litter to 

the " ch~s t§J: Q.§; 1.§. ~tare.:t~ " wll ere he can ch oose among 

them (!lg , 92 , lines 10 - 13). The kni ghts in their en-

tourage make up a litter for lancelot wh il e the l ad ies 

enchant him: " Et l es ctam (~s s i orent tos t l ancel ot s i 

encrlc.nte quil na pooir de s.oi l euer" (b.,g , 92 , lines 15 -

1 6 ). 'I'his ma.Deuver so f a r repeats Morga i n ' s tactics 

from Lanc elot ' s f i rst impri Sonnwr.t and. is one of thE~ 

deta il s l ead i ng one t o wo~~er if th e t wo r e tenti onE . 

32 R C' 1 ~ " 0 r ] T d . t . " 3 42 ":< 5 /' . '-' . oomJ.s , r a. ra ,} ,l on , pp . - J o . 



could not have been combined. 

The next day th e thre e ladies in all their finery 

accos t Lancelot a nd i nform him that , as soon as he choos es 

one of them , he will b ~ release~ . Ever t ru e to Gue~evere , 

h e leaves nc doubt that he will have ~one of them : 

la di eus ne Inc.i t fet il, se i ou 
ne seroie eincois en pr i s?n t?US 
l ez. iors de rna. vie. que l OU l a 
de nulle de vous troi s feisse 
maEie. quar trop ser oi e abaissies. 

(~, 93, lines 18 - 20) 

Havi ng been so unequ i voca lly rejected, the three sorce-

r esses stor~ out of the chamber and bitterly promi se that 

he will n e"ver leave th e i r pr i son (A g : 93, lines 26 - 28). 

He ver y soon does escape , h owever , with the aid of one of 

Morga i n's damsels who has been looking after him i n prison . 

Lancelot promises to hel p her escape ma rriage t o the 

Queen of Sores tan r s brother and to r e trieve the l ands 

stol en from h er in r e turn for his freedom. Thus , i n an-

ot her f amiliar sceD8.rio , she helps him e s cape: 

• . el l e l er.mcd.ne en vne autr e cambre 
de l a i en s qui es toit deles .j. u er g i er 
et I e fa i~ ma ngi er .j. p etit. pu i s Ii 
ba ilIe bon es arm e~; )5 bon cheual. 

(~ , 95 , lines 21 - 2J ) 

The motif of a (" a msel hE!lpi.ng th e h er o , wh oever h (~ migh t 

be , escape from Mor ga i n ' s clutch es i s a n other t r a di tion , 

says R. S . Loomi s , who has found th i. s i dea r epeated Dot 



only in variations throughout th e Lan~ el~t but a l so in 

other Arthurian works where lVIor gain appears. 33 
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Th e third time that Lancelot fall s into NIo r ga i n ' s 

p ower i s a pivotal epi s..ode, for it. s consequences are felt 

i n La Mort Ie Hoi Artu. This t ime iVIor ga in i s active l y 

seeking out Lanc elot to set into motion a granc. s cherae 

for vengean ce and has sent out th e traditional number of 

twelve of her damsels to bring him to her by decep t i on. 

One of these damsels meets Lancelot and, upon learning 

who h e is, informs him tha t she knows of an adventure at 

which only he can succe,ed (~, 215, lines 3 - 21). He 

thus agrees to follow her to the castle vlhich, of course 

unknovm to him, Mor ga in has e:::-;pecially buil t to impri son 

him: 

•• l a damoisel e I e trai. s e len
mena en l a prison morga i n qui ses 
toit h erber gie en l a fore s t. et y 
auoit fa it faire Ie plus f ort manoir 
del monde. quar elle y qui doit b i en 
l a n cel ot tenir a tous iors. 

(~, 215, lines 15 - 18) 

Once the unsuspecting Lancelot i s ensconced for 

the n i ght i n the castle, Mcrgain rE'S-orts to what seems 

her favor i te trick and ha.s the damsel drug him. As he 

s l eeps soundly undeT the effect of the drug, 1VI0rg-a i n then 

enters his chamber to use a spec ial powder here described 

quite fully by the author : 

33 R. S . Loomi s , " Oral Tradi tion f" p . 350 . 



Lors vient morgue a l a cambre eu 
l ancelot estoit couchi es . et 
prent vne boiste pla i ne de poudre . 
que ell e auoit fai te pour lanc el ot . 
S i vint a lui l a au il se g i soit 
si endorm i s que a pa i nes I e peust 
on esueilli e~. Et ell e emple de 
I e poudre qui estoit en l a boi ste 
t out plain VTl tuiel dargent s i Ie 
met el nes l ancelot ~ Ii souffle 
el ceruel. 

(6...g, 216, lin es 16 - 20) 

Morga in, he.ving used a s i milarl y potent drug on Lancelo t 

i n his first imprisonment, s eems to spec i alize 'in theE,e 

rec i pes wh ich attack t he bra i n . Her adro itness i n th i s 

peculiar bra.nch of pharmacy, so to speak , l end.s her an 
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air more sini ster t han that of any ordinary magi cian. In 

this case , r eality has a subtle advantage over the s,uper -

natural, anc. the r cm8.ncer, undoubtedly sens i ng thi s , pl ays 

i t to thE'~ hil t. He has Nforga in e)~p1a in the effect of this 

potent powder to her ace omplice" tht~ damsel: 

Et qtant morgue ot tout ce f ait 
Si dist a cele qui aURC Ii es 
toit que are sest ell e b i en uen
g i e de lui. Car i ou croi fait 
elle quil ne r euenra ia mes en 
son droit sens tant c omme Ii 
poudre Ii soit el ceruel .... 

(6...g , 216 , linN:, 26 - 28) 

In reply to the damsel ' s question as to what the point 

of all this is , l\florga in expla i ns t hat it i s part of her 

whcle scheme for vengeance : 

11 N:,t voirE: que c;,uant Ii compai gnon 



de la table roonde r..e sat.:uJront 
noueles de lancelot que il Ie 
querront par toutes terres. Et 
il a . i j. cousins germ2. ins moul t 
boins chevaliers dont Ii vns a 
anon lyonCiau]s et Ii autres 
bohors. ~ i ~u les he tant pour 
lamor de lui que sil veno ient 
chi par auenture iou men uengeroie 
a m& uolente. Et pour chou estuie 
iou ceste poudre. 

(6.g, 216, lines 31 - 35) 

Morga in's desire for revenge has th erefore become an ob-
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session. She has built a castle specifically to imprison 

Lancelot and now is waiting with the trap set for his kin 

like a spider for so many flies. 

From September until after Christmas, Lancelot 

rema.ins in !VIorga in I s prison. See ing from his wi ndow a 

man painting scenes of AE:'l')(!as' s adventures, LancE:lot asks 

him for colours and begins to paint important events of 

his life on the walls of his room. ~orgain discovers 

these pa i ntings when she comes to hi s room at [tight whil e 

he sleeps, whicl} she does every night, for she now loves 

the hero, a necessary component of practically every 

fairy-retention: 

A mi enui t vini wor g;ue laiens c ommE, 
chele qui toute lez nuis y uenoit. 
si to s t corr@8 il estoit endor~is. 
Car elle lam oit tant comme f emme 
pooit plus amer homme . pour la 
grant biaute de lui. Si estoit 
moult dolente de ce quil ne Ie 
uoloit amEr par amor s . qua r elle 
len a uoi t ma.inte f oi s pr oiet. ma i s 
il n e l en voloit air. 

(6.g , 2 18 , lines 10 - 1 Lj, ) 



Witt these paintings, Mo rg:ain tells the d2.m~;e l, slle will 

eventually be able to obta in complete revenge: 

Car iou sa i bien quil y pa indera 
toutes le z oeures de lui ~ de la 
rcyne. Et se il auo i t tout paint. 
l ors si fer o i e i ou tant que li 
roys artus y uendroit. et puis s i 
li feroie connoistre l ez fa i s ~ l a 
uerite de l ancel ot ~ de la royne. 

(~ , 21 8 , lines 27 - 30) 

Lancelot r ema i ns in l\lorga in I s prison two winters 

and one summer. Finally, the delicate coloring of a rose 

in the garden beneath his window remind.s him enough of 

Guenevere to suppl y him with the superhuman strength 

needed to break the iron bars _caging off his window. He 

escapes, prccur i ng the be~t h orse and arITS he can find. 

Before gall op i ng off, he first leaves a menacing message 

for r(org-ain with her porter: 

Et bien sa c e ell e que se che ne 
fust pour lamour del roy artu. 
i ou feisse de lui ce que on doit 
faire de femme desloial ~ traitre. 

(~, 223, lines 23 - 25) 

Lancelot ' s sudden appearance had start l e d thj.s porter for 

the simple r~ason that he was a knight : 

Quant lancelot 'lint a la porte si 
trouua celui qui moul t sesmeruella 
de lui quant il le uit u emir corrme 
cil s qui ne ~uid oit pas quil eust 
lai ens nul cheualier. 

(~, 223 , lin es 14 - 16) 



With this detail and a l so with the prominence afforded 

lVIorgain t S dam:=;els in the castle: one guesses that, except 

for those i n menial jobs like this porter, no men liv ed 

in lVIorgain I s castle , a .. fact remini s cent of the lVIaidE:!nland 

myth. 

Lancel ot 's paintings are lVIorgain ' s trump card, 

which she pl ays In L~ Mort. l ~ Roi Ar tu in the scene of 

the Ch.ii1!l"pre au~ ImageE. In this episode lViorg:a i n Las a 

dual role, that of revealing the accusing pa intings to 

Arthur and a l so that of forewarning the reader of the 

king's eventual translation to Ava l on . Fr appier finds 

she has been in any other of her episodes. He describes 

her here as a real character, psychologically and humanly 

portrayed by the author. 34 Any ma gi c she uses is pre 

sented very subtl y, even inconspicuously, by t he author. 35 

Lotts opinion on Morga in1 s r Fpres entation coinc ides with 

Frapp i er's. He, too, find s tha t Mor ga in is not here a 

ca rbon copy of th e typ ica l fay but a pers onag e developed 

. t"l- , . . t' 36 strIctly by au ~lor s Imag l na .l on. Concess ions mad e to 

th e super na t ur a l a re mer el y hin t s embellish i ng the ba ck -

gr ound t o a ll ow t h e fo cus t o be th e s tudy of t h e charac-

34 6 Fr app i er , p . 8 . 

35 

36 

Ibid . . , p . ?P·9 . 

Lot , p . 203. 
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ters themselves. 

One sudl concession, for example, i s Morgain ; s 

castle, the same one in wh ich Lancelot had previously 

been imprisoned. Its situation in a forest thick and 

cark enough for Arthur and his knights to lose their 

bearings in~icates Other-World terrain: 

• . si forvoieren-~ -[;ant qu t il 
perdirent lor droit chemin del 
tout en tout ; en tel m~niere 
alerent tant que l a nuiz vint 
oscure. 

(La Mor~ I e Ro~ Artu, par. 48, lines 
14 - 17; hereafter cited as Morj::.) 

Sagramor, unaware whose castle i t is that they stumble 

upon in the forest, asks the ~orter, n o doubt the same 

fellow whom Lancelot startled out of h i s wits a wh ile 

back, i f their entourage can stay the r.i ght . The por-

ter's respons e that he must speak to his lady surpris es 

Sagramor. " C onment, fet Sagremors, n I i a il point dE:, 

seigneur? - - N enD . f fet cil" (M.ort, par. 48, lines 49 -

51) • 

Up on l earr;ing wh o thes e unexpectec guests are , 

the joyful Mar ga in r eali zes that thi s i s her l ong-

awa i ted chance to betra y the lovers to Arthur. Wily and 

prudent, she decides to butter t he king up first befor e 

she reveal s her id ent ity to him 2nd makes any accusations . 

Therefor e ; i n what is probabl y a hint fr om th e s u thor that 

thE' hostess i s empl oy i ng her s orcery , tlH~ k i ng and tis 



entourage find thE! castle magnificently prepared for them 

as they enter : 

si entrerent enz et voient l e 
le~ si bel et s i delitable et 
s i riche et sl bien herbergi e 
que il nior ent onques ve~ en 
l eur aage si bel ostel ne si 
bien seant .•.• 

(Mar..! , par. 48 , lines 71 - 74) 

Many a fay uses her powers to a 'C:Q UTLU 18 -1:e weal th, and lYIc,r -

gain has lavishly furn ished hf:r castle, no doubt through 

sorcery, with s ilken hangings and illuminated it with 

candles: 

Et il avoit leanz si grant plente 
de cierges, dont li luminair'E:f: es
toit si granz, que il se merveil
lierent tuit que ce paoit estre, 
ne il n'avoit leanz ne mur ne pa
rait qui touz ne fust couverz de 
dras de so ie. 

(Mort, par. 48, lines 75 - 79) 

Upon entering , the guests also note that the people cf 

Morgainis household , women a.nd. knights , are richly 

cloth ed : 

• . quant il entrerent en la grant 
sale , si enccntrerent Mo r ga in et avec 
lui bien cent que dames que chevaliers 
qui Ie feE.oient compaignie, et estoient 
tuit et toutes vestues s i rich ement que 
onques a fe ste qu lil eust tenue jour de 
sa vie n ' avo it li rois Artus ve~s gens 
s i richement acesm~s come il estoient 
c ommtlr!al emEm t par l a sal e • 

(Mort , pa.r. 4,8 , lines 89 - 96) 



Morgain ' s retainerf' ther. treat the royal corr~par<\l to a 

sumptuousness they have never befoy·e enjoyed : 

Et lors commencierent damo i seles a 
apor t er mes , comme s 'il fussen t bien 
porve~ de l a venue l e r oi et d e touz 
ses compaingnonf~ t;.ll mo i s devant, ne 
li rois nravo it onq'j.8s ,.-e1.;, en E'.a vie 
nule table se p l entel ve de rich0 
vessel ment e d'or et d targent c omme 
cele e[, t.c i t. 

(Mort., pa r. 49 , lines 5 - 10) 

Loomi::: l"lo tes that, a ll things considered, th e women in 

JYlorga i n! s household seem to be in greo.. t e r evidence than 

the knights, a fact first brcught to our attent ion w·hen 

h er porter was startl ed by the escap ing Lancel ot, ane 

b elieves this to i nd. i cate Morgain's residence is a t~::l"le 

Cast l e of OCaidens. 37 

Another part of Morgaj.n' s magic, says Frappier, 

i s the exqui site mw:, ic p l ayec. while the king dines : 

••• Ii roi s eS·C01.Jt.e et ot er. une 
cha mbre qu i estoi t encoste e.e lui 
touz les divers estrumenz dont il 
e~st onques ol parler en sa vi e ; 
s i sono i ent tout ensambl e J.i un 
avec l es a utres s i tre s doucement 
qu'il n ' cl.vo i t onques ole mel odie 
qu i .. tant li f ust douce ll(: plesanz 
a oir. 

(Mort , par . 50 , l ines 2 - 7) 

97 

Frappier notes that this l ovel y mus ic would render Arthur 

more sens itive t o the cruel revelat ion his sister, 

37 . R . S . Lo oml.s, Arth"l riaD Tra·,'Li-;-jon , p . 11 3 . 



the me.ster psychologi st , has in store for him. 38 

After the meal, two lovely damsels come to the 

king aEd. very courteously a sk him if he i s tired : ". 

car il est grant piece ude la n~it alee et vos avez tant 

chevauchie que vost estes moult traveilli e? ~ s i com nos 

cuidone " (Mcrt, par. 50, lineE. l L - 16). Their concern 

for t h e poor tired king becomes a bit thin when they put 

Arthur up in the same room where Lancelot's paintings 

still adorn the walls. As Frappier notes, this extreme 

hospi tali ty of Morga in augments the cruE!l ty of her plan 

as i t unfolds. 39 

Morga in i s in a dilemma, in sp i te of the golden 

opportunity fo r vengeance that h&s just been tossed into 
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her lap. No doubt remembering Lancelot's part i ng message 

to her as he escaped her prison, she also fears for her 

life: 

•.. d'autre part ele se doute que, 
s'ele Ii de Ecuevre la verite et Lan
cel os en ot parler que Ii r ois l' ait 
seu par Ii, touz Ii mo!).z ne la garan
tiroit que il ne l'oceist. 

(Mort , par. 50, lines 30 - 33) 

Her fears her e r eveal her as esser.tially hum2.n, certa inly 

not a n omnipotent fay or powerful sorcer ess whose power s 

Protect her j~rom a ll da n J:·er. Rea ll· Z]· ng howe\'e r th~ t t:.> - . , , 0. , 

38 Frapp i er , p . 318 . 

39 
QQ . ci,l · 



she ma y never again be so blessed by f a te, sh6 takes the 

plunge: " .. ele nlen vendra j am~s en si ben point 

c ommE~ ele est orendroit de dire lui" ( IVtor~ , par . 50 , 

lines .36 - .38). A'-', \, daybreak sh e goes to Arthur's r eom 
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to speak vvi th him. To ga in his confidence, she disguises 

her int.ent ions with s isterly affection: 

<Sire, fet ele, vosestes en la meson 
del siecle ou lIen vos desirroit plus 
a veoir ; et sachiez que i1 n'a feme 
el monde qui plus vos aint que ge 
fa z e .. je su i vostre plus charnel 
amie et si a i non Marga in et sui 
vastr e suer. . . • 

(Mort , par. 50, lines 52 - 59) 

Clearly Marga i n has avo "ded h ~r family since fleeing 

Court, for Artl rur has th ought his sister to be dE':ad a nd 

never recogni zes her until this announcement~ "Car ge 

vos di, bele suer , f et Ii rois , que ge cuidoie que vos 

fus s i e7, rr.orte et trespass ee de cest s i ecle" (MoI.t , par. 

50, lines 64 - 66). Poor Arthur i s apparentl y 

i gnorant of iV1orgain ' s career since s h e has left hi s 

court and does not seem aware of Gu erevere l s hand in his 

s i ster' s departure. He invites her to retur~ to Court 

wi th him : 

. • j e vos enmenra i avec mo i a 
Kam8.a1ot . . . et feroiz compai gni e 
a 1a re ~ ne Guen i evre rna feme ; et ge 
sei moult bien qu'ele en avr8 muult 
grant j oie et moult en sera 1iee , 
quant e1e savra 1a verit~ de vas. 

( Mc~t , par . 50 , lines 68 - 73) 
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That Arthur would make such an overture to f/iorgain indi -

cates that t her e i s no hostility between them . Any 

schemes of hers from previ ous episodes have not affected 

h i m d_ i rectly . As for l'lI orga i n , one senses that she is 

l ukewarm towards Arthur . She eoes not l ove him , for she 

does not care how he will be hurt upon learni ng of his 

wife ' s i nf i del i ty wi th Lancel ot , but ne i ther does she 

hate him. He i s s i mply a tool i n her quest fo r venge -

a n c e, 

Of th e emrd.ty between t h e s i s t er s- i n-law , however , 

the rea der i s fully aware , a nd. one notes how Morga i n di p -

l om2.t i cally maneuvelS out of the i nvi tat i on to Cour t . 

Frapp i er pra i ses how t he a uthor cl everl y weaves the Cel -

t i c legend into Mcrga i n ' s response : 

Biaus frere, f e t el e, de ce ne me 
req~erez mi e ; qu e ge vos creant 
l oiaumEmt qu_e james n f i ra i a cort , 
mes sanz faille, quant ge me par 
tira de ci, ge i rai en l'il l e d ' Ava ~ 
l on ou les dames conversent qui 
sevent toz les ench2.ntHl,f:; n z de l 
siecle.) 

(Mort , par. 5C, lines 73 - 78) 

Frappier states that with this senten c e the author justi-

fies Morga in' s presence on t h e mys terious sh i p t hat 

comes for Ar thur afte r t he battle of Sal esbieres. 40 

Th i s bl ending of faer ie into r eali ty serves the author 

s pl end idly , but Lot a l so sees i t s i gni fy i ng an important 

40 F · 1 rappler , p . 72. 



task ahead for Morgain. She has to learT even more 

about her art to save a very precious life , namely 

Ar thur I S . 41 

Her excuse satis fies Arthur , who registers no 

surpr i se at his s i ster1 s vocation of sorceress. He 

switches the conversation to chit-chat and asks Mo r-

gain how she has been. In accord wi th her shifty na-

ture, Morga in It • .. • . lIen dist part ie et partie lIen 

ceile" (Mort, par. 50, line 82). 

Ivlo r gain ·;bides !her ,time and makes no accusa tioEs 

of her own until the daylight streaming into the cham-

ber reveals Lancel otls paintings to Arthur. When the 

king i s finally able to make out what th e paintings 

signify, he demands of his sister that she tell him 

all she knows about them. Before she does , th ough , 

she extracts the promise from Arthur that he will never 

reveal hE!r as being th e source of this inform8.t ion. 

Th~s assured tha t Lancelot would never be able to trace 

the accusa tion back to her, she relates to Arthur h er 

vers i on of t:rH~ lovers ' story (M ort, pars . 52 - 53). 

Frapp i er remcLrks that, as the reader woul d not i ce ~ ffJ or-

1 01 

ga i n ' s ver s ion is condensed and s implifi pd but that she 

i s not strivi ng f or a ccura cy, only to arouse Ar thur 's 

41 Lot , 20 1, p. '-i- . 
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LL2 
wrath. Dissembling her desire for perso~al ve~geance 

beneath a pretense of concern for her brothe:;:" L honor, 

ShE; presses the king to pl:,nish the l ove::::'; : " . • . car il 

n'est pas rois ne hom qui tel honte suefre que l' en Ii 

face" (Mort, par. 53, lines 67 - 62.). 

No doubt sh~ken by the revelati o~, Arthur rem~ins 

hunting at Morga in t s castl e fen ' a week before returning 

to Camalot. At every opportunity d~ring his stay , the 

relentless lVIortain goads him on to vengeance: 

• • • ele haoit Lancelot plus que 
nul h ome por ce q'Ll ' ele savo i t que 
1a reIne l 'amoit. S i ne fina on
ques tant com Ii rois fu avec l u i 
de Ii amonester qu!il venchast sa 
honte quant il vendro i t a Kamaal ot, 
se i1 n GO ':L-f· , TCY: ; ¥" er.!. l eu. 

1" ' ''(l\;;~t~ par. 54, lineE, 2 - 7) 

One might interpret Arthvr ' s extended stay at Ni orgain's 

cas tl e quite simpl y as his reluctance to face Camalot 

and. his disloyal wife and best frif !nci . Frappier , however, 

taking a psychol ogical tack, feels that Arthur , by spending 

all of his time hunting , i s preparing himself for a blood

bath of vengeance at Cama l ot. 43 His s i ster , fo:c her par t , 

has throughout this episode e-r.t irely s ll e c: her aura ccs a 

fay and. al so m'Llch of her mystique a s c, sorceress. An ob-

sessed, devious WOm2.. L; f:he re sorts to humc.n s ubterfuge 

42 Frappier, p . 29. 

l.j-:3 
Ibiq., p . 301.;, . 
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i nstead of magic l n her schemes and inc i tes a mortal , her 

brother , to obtain vengeanc e fo r her. The author has 

pa i nted in so much realism and psych ol ogy in the Cha-mbf-e 

a u x II!1§:ge~ t hat he has .. a l most compl e t el y b l ott e d out any 

supernatural atmosphere i n it. 

It i s at the e~d of this remance that we find the 

or i g i nal fay of Aval on as Nio r g;a i n does a compl ete about-

face and r ever ts to her uncontami nated personal ity. The 

a u thor of thi s romance , i n sp i te of h i s realisti c bent, 

coul d not de l ete the l egendary Morga i n of Aval on from 

Arthur ' s story. In portrayi ng the k i ng after Salesbi eres , 

t he a u thor f aced a d i ff i cu l t t echni cal task i n the scene, 

that of believably blending faer i e into real i sm a nd perhaps 

even scept i c i sm. He succeeds admirabl y , fo~ the ep i sode 

where i n Arthur awaits h i s end on the shore i s beautifully 

simpl e and poweiful . One accepts the author's ren d i tion 

of the l ege~d, although some confus i on arises as both 

poetry and reality merge. 

Arthur ins t i nctively senses h i s end is near , wh i ch 

is why h e has Girflet ca s t Excalibor into the l ake. Thi s 

done, Girf l et returns to- th e k i ng ' s s ide and recounts how 

th e ha nd emerged from the l ake and drew the sword back 

down i nto the wa ters wi th it . Arthur r -ecogni zes i n this 

an unnistakable portent : 

( Par Dieu , fet le roi s , ce pen 
so i e ge b i e~ que rna fins aprou-



choit durement . Lors commence a 
penser, et en ce pensp. li v i ennent 
l es lerme as euz ; et quant il a 
este grant piece en ce pe~se, si 
dist a Girflet: (1 1 vos en couvient 
aler de c i et partir de moi a tel 
etlr que , j am(s que vos v i vo i z , ne 
me verro iz,. 

(Mort, par . 193, lines 7 - 13) 

10~, 

Arthrir does not explain to Gi rflet what i s about to pass 

but obviously knows himself what to expect. After order -

ing the unwilling Girflet to l eave him, Arthur goes a lone 

down to the shore. Girflet complies but watches the drama. 

unfol d from an overl ooking hill. In the space of a few 

lines. Arthur is whisked out of sight of the sorrowing 

knight and away from all mortal s' eyes: 

. . . et quant il (Girflet) fu 
venuz au tertre , il s'arresta 
des ouz un arbre tant que la pluie 
fu passee et commer.c;:a a regarder 
cele part ou il avoit l ess ie Ie 
roi l si v it venir parmi la mer 
une nef qui estoit toute p l einne 
de dames; et quant l a nef vint a 
la rive iloec endroit ou li roi s 
estoit, si vindrent au bord de la 
nef ; et l a dame d ' eles tenoit Mor 
ga in, 1a sereur le roi Artu , par 
la mai.n et commenga a apeler le 
roi qulil entrast en la nef ; et 
li rcis, si tost comme il vit 
Marga in sa sereur , se leva erran
ment en estant de la terre eu il 
se seoit, et entra en la nef, et 
trest son cheval apres lui, et 
prist ses ar~es. Quant Girflet , 
qui estoit e l tertre , ot tout ce 
regard ~ , il retorna arrieres quan 
qu 'il pot del cheval trere , et 
tant fet qu'il vient a l a rive ; 
et quant il i fu venuz , il voit 
le roi Artu entre les dames et 
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connoist bie~ MorRain la fee, car 
meintes foiz l'av~it ve1.;.e j et l a 
nef se fu eslongniee de l a rive 
en pOu d ' eure pl us qu'une arba
l este ne po i st trere a uit fo i z i 
et quant Girflet vcit qulil a 
e i ns i perdu le roi, il descent 
se1.:.r la rive, et fet Ie gre i gneur 
duel del monde, et demore illuec 
tout le jor et toute la nuit que 
onques ne but ne ne menja, ne 
nlavoit fet Ie j our devant. 

( M 0 r t, pa J::' ,. :1 93, 1 in e s 35 - 58) 

Al l the necessary Other-Wcr-ld touches are present ; the 

storm t the magic sh ip, and aboard it the supernatural 

women, including Mor-gain, who, however, is apparentl y 

not the grand l ady of the group. This " dame d ' eles " -- ------- , 
whoever she i s, rema i ns anony~ous. 

If one recalls the scer.e of the Chambr'.Q §.ux 

Im2.ges, one rememberf~ that Arthur did not recognize his 

sister at first and in fact had beli eved her dead. Yet 

here he tells Girflet that he knows his end is i mminent 

and a pparently ant icipates the sh i p , a l though we never 

know if he is actually expecting Morga i n to be aboard. 

Whether Arthur i s surprised by his s ister l s presence on 

the ship or if he had foreseen it remains a mystery. In 

addition , neither Girflet nor the reader is ever told in 

this scene exactly where Arthur i s going when the heart-

broken knight asks his king: "Et quel part cuidie z vas 

aler, biaus sire? - - Ce ne vas dirai ge mie~ fet Ii 

rci s " (Mort , par . 193 , lines 28 - 30). Perhaps the author 
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assumes that the r eader will make the connection with Ava-

Ion by remembering the conversation in the ChE.JIllJre.. aux 

Images where Morgain told her brother th2.t s he was going 

to the island soon. The ambiguity of this author i s con-

tras tec with the more forthright Passage of Arthur in the 

BruJ;. where , although Niorga in is not mentioned , Arth1J-I' is 

definitely taken to Avalon: 

Artus, se la geste n'en mant, 
Fu el cors navrez mortelmantj 
An Avalon s I an fist porter 
Por ses plaies medeciner. 
Ancor i est, Breton l'atandent, 
Si com il dient et antandent; 
De la vanra, ancor puet vivre. 

(Brut, lines 4705 - 4711) 

An intermediate conception of Arthur's Passage is f ound 

in the Didot-Pe£.Q.§vaJ., although its manuscripts are es-

tim8.ted to be of a later date than the lYl e:.!".!. The ~, or 

Modena, manuscript is judge d to be of the sec ond. hal f of 

the thirteenth century44j the gv or Paris, at 1301.45 

Since both versions are fairly similar, we will only quote 

h ere fr om the E ma nuscrip t : 

Et Artus lor dist : <Laiss ie s 
ester I e duel, car je ne mor
rai pas. J e me fera j. porter 
en Aval on por ~es pl a i es m~
ciner a lYIorgha in, me serer.) 

(Didot-Perc eval, lines 2644 - 2646) 

4LI· Reach , 2 . p. 

45 Ibid . , p. 5. 



This rendering, says Roach, i s merely an imitation of 

Geoffrey's conception. 46 Still, in it one sees the 
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transition from the Erut with its extreme simplicity to 

the more soph isticatedwversion in the Mort . Here in the 

Didot-Percev'?-l Arthur knows that he must not simply go 

to Avalon; he realizes that it i s his sister he must 

find there, too. In the Mort , the final phas e, i t i s 

Morgain herself who physically comes to transport Arthur 

to the Other World. 

Different schol ars have felt that the ambiguity 

about Arthur 's destination in the text of the Mort i s 

due to the Christian religion influencing the Celtic 

legend and obliging the author to l ay the king to rest 

in hallowed ground. To be sure , three days after the 

episode on the shore, Girflet finds Arthur 's tomb at 

the N oir.§. Qb:9-J2eJ.,..§.. The tomb's ins cription r eads : " CI 

GIST L1 R01S AR1'US QUI PAR SA VALEUR lV-1ST EN SA SUBJECTION 

. XII. R01AUlVIES" (Mort, pa r. 194-, linE':E- 23 - 24). The 

grief-strick.en Girflet aska the resident J2Teud0!Il~ if 

this is really Arthur ' s tomb: 

46 

( Sire, es t il voirs gue ci gi s t 
Ii r oi s Artus ? - - Oil, biax amis, 
il i g i s t voirement, ci l'aporterent 
ne s a i quex dames.) Et Girflet 
s ' apense meintenant que ce sont celes 
qui Ie mistrent en la nef; si dist, 
pu i s que ses sires est partiz de ces t 

Roach, p. 72 . 



siecl e, il n'i demorra plus .•.. 
(Mer!, par. 19~', lines 31 - 36) 

How the romO.ncer handles Arthur ' s end troubles 

some scholar~: . Bruce, ... for E~xample , finds this mix of 

faerie and r eality a wkward . -Lj'7 Lot believes th8.tthe 

r omancer flinched from whole-heartedl y empl oyi ng the 

superratural by having Ar thur finally buried in the 

Noire Chapele. He points out, too, that since Arthur 
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does receive a Christian burial, then th e fairy- ship and 

women have no real purpose in the story .48 A bit milder 

is Frappier's appraisal, stating that the author i s doing 

his best to compromise Celtic legend with Christianity by 
40 

i nterring Arthur in hall owed ground. / Also less critical 

of the author i s Paton, who feels that he attempts to i n-

corporate Giraldus Cambre~sis's version of Arthur ' s burial 

c:o 
at Glastonbury into the legend.~ 

In spite of the mixed feelings about this author's 

trea tment of Arthur's end, at least we 'know where Arthur 

rests. Cf Nor ga i n's fate the romancer tells us nothing, 

and she ex its from Arthurian romance as mysteriously as 

she enters it. 

47 Br u ce , p. 43 i. 

Lj·8 Lot, 2 73. p . 

49 Fr app i er, p. 181. 

50 Pa t on , p . 3 8 . 



CONCLUSTO~ 

By the tim8 Mor ga in comes for Arthur after the 

Las t Battl e , it i s difficult to speak of her as a true 

fay , for the author of La ~ort 1~ Boi Artu has c omple tel y 

hum2.niz ed her. Thi s i s not entirely his hand i work ; th e 

process begins with previous r omancer s on the day when 

N;orga in first sets foot i n Arthur' s cour t as a l ady-in

wa iting . To explain any i ncongrui ties i n lVlorgain ' s na 

ture between this prosaic position and her more gl amorous 

office as mistress of Avalon, a complex biography i s in

vented. In this are el ements-often difficult to pin

p oint. There are aspects of her cr.aracterization in the 

Vul ga te ths.t can be traced back to the Vita Merl i n i.: for 

example, her cl everness, always ment i one d by th e romancers ; 

her knowl edge of curative herbs up on which, of c our se, 

hi.nges her i mporta;.rlce to Arthur and wh ich h2.s a ls o beET! 

twisted in the Vul ga te sometimes for n;a l evol ent purposes, 

as in Lancelot ' s impri sl(j)nment s ; anc. r.er parac1isal home , 

Avalon . 

To portray lV10rga in more fully, th e romancers add 

t o the information i n the Vita Merl in~ and as often as 

not borreM el ements frem general fairy -lore to apply them 

to her. Thus we see ]-; er involved in r omanc(~[.; v; i th several 

knights , f or ,all fays choose f:8.ndsome kr.i ghts to be th e ir 

10 9 
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ami. More specifically, we see ter in the Vulgate three 

time s impr i soning the best of aJl knights, l ·ancelot, in 

what are commonly interpretec. as Other - vvorld reter:tions, 

certainly ploys not unique to I110rgain. The folklorists, 

ad.hering to eel tic l egends , see Morgain as the descendant 

of the Me.rr i gan because of t he lasc i v ious aspects of beth 

personage:::.' natures and their terrible thirst for venge

ance if angered, among other things. Also, the Val Sans 

RetQ£. that Morgain creates is prcbably a verSion of hE~r 

own Avalon but in the Vul ga te borroVis from the earthly 

paradises of other fays. 

Finally, the r eader rr;ust always keep in mind that 

the authors them::=:el ves contribute much to Morga i n is story. 

Often with incred ibl e f inesse , they polish up the l egen(:::. 

into littl e jewelS of sophisticated r ealism , as the auther 

of La ~lgrt l e Roi Artu does so well. These rome_ncers, 

while rationalizing tLe supernatural and therefor e the 

fay, a l so choose which humc.n qua lities they wil l emphasize 

in Morga in, and mor e often them not th ey treat their imag

inations to portraying her shrewi sh qualities. ThE~ir 

r~lsons for this choice are difficult for us today to 

prove. One can only €:,lJes.s that thE!y saw a gOod s t.ory in 

such a chc.racter , and that i s probably why their Morga in 

bears so lit t le resembla~ce to the original fay . 

Fortunately for lV:orgain t the or i ginal fay i s as 

str ong and perSistent a s the l ater evolution , anc. at the 
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end of La. l\lort 1 e goi A r~~ , the al.lthGr wi sel y empl oys some 

of this mY2T.E::l 'y by l eaving Morg:ain ' s dest iny tc the reader' s 

imagination . 
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