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INTRODUCTION

O

ne of the greatest distinctions of the Arthurian legend
is the widespread longing that it be real. If Arthur did,
in fact, exist, he was probably the leader of the native people
of Britain, at a time when their lands were being invaded and
settled by Saxons and other Germanic groups. (These newcomers would later be called “the English.”) Sometime toward
the end of the fifth century, the Britons began to fight back.
There was a decisive battle, and then, for perhaps half a century,
the Saxons were held at bay. The memory of the chieftain
responsible for that victory would have lingered long after the
Saxons’ ultimate success. There must have been nostalgia for
a time when extraordinary valor, combined with a sense of
being in the right, had prevailed over formidable, and foreign,
opponents. Such was the stu^ of legends carried through Wales
and across the Channel into Brittany by descendants of the
Celtic Britons. Even today, there are autonomy-minded Bretons in France who evoke their lost leader, “the once and future
king.” Chroniclers did not give him a name until the ninth century, but long before that he had come to be known as Arthur.
In the early twelfth century, when King Arthur was well
established in chronicles, stories, and local traditions, Geoffrey of Monmouth wrote, in Latin, a largely imaginary History
of Britain. From this source the most familiar aspects of Arthur’s
story were to be gradually elaborated, mainly in French: his
vii
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birth, contrived by Merlin’s sorcery; the sword Excalibur,
forged in Avalon; the Round Table and the knights who had
their places at it; Gawain the loyal nephew and Mordred the
rebellious son; Kay the seneschal; Guenevere, Arthur’s queen.
To Arthur came knights from many countries, forming a company of the elite. Women, Geo^rey wrote, in a suggestion of
enormous consequence, would give their hearts only to the
brave.
Arthur, in Geo^rey’s telling, is a great monarch. He conquers Saxons, Scots, Picts, in his own island, often with great
cruelty, then makes war on Gaul, and finally attacks even
Rome. His preferred city is Carleon, where he is crowned in an
impressive ceremony attended by four kings. Arthur’s armies
are formidable, but he himself is always in the foreground,
the greatest of warriors, capable of overcoming even a monstrous giant. He attracts worthy men by his reputation for
valor, and is also celebrated for his generosity. When he ultimately falls in battle, it is only through the treachery of one of
his own, Mordred, and it is suggested that there will be a
wondrous healing of his wounds on the mythic isle of Avalon.
Geo^rey’s book, however fanciful, is in the form of a chronicle, purporting to be the translation of an ancient British
source. Geo^rey is rightly credited, however, with being the
father of Arthurian romance, fiction derived from his work as
well as other sources and no longer composed in Latin. Chrétien de Troyes, writing in French verse, developed his own
version of Arthur’s court as a setting for plots which reflected
v ii i

INT R ODU CT I ON

contemporary interest in elegance of manners, youth and
beauty, ceremonial festivities, the quest for personal glory,
and love. This is the modern vision of Camelot, although
Chrétien almost always placed the court in Carleon.
Instead of armies in which individual exploits are subordinated to the glory of the king, Chrétien gives center-stage
to the knights themselves. They leave the court in search of
adventures to test their valor, and often their quest is complicated by the rival demands of love. They work out their destinies alone, sending messages back to let Arthur know their
progress. While they pride themselves on being members of
his court, the king himself is essentially inactive.
Thanks to the Norman Conquest in 1066, Chrétien knew
France and the land beyond the Channel as a reasonably cohesive cultural entity. But King Arthur was British, the symbolic
ruler of a race that prevailed before both Normans and Saxons. His knights and vassals, on the other hand, were diverse in
origin, and often had lands of their own. Although some have
suggested a political motivation for Arthur’s diminished role
in Chrétien’s portrayal, that lesser role may simply reflect the
need to choose between the past deeds of an already powerful
monarch and the present feats of his knights. An individual,
riding out on his own, ready to confront whatever challenge
may come his way, is the characteristic figure of romance.
Geo^rey was Welsh and spun his tale, in part, from Celtic
folk stories imbued with the magic of a pagan mythology. In
his History, Arthur has two hundred philosophers who read
ix
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his future in the stars, and a cleric who can cure any illness
through prayers. Above all, Geo^rey created the prophet and
magician Merlin, centrally important to the career of King
Arthur. Still, he was chary in his relation of what the French
would call marvels. Chrétien proves more receptive. He gives
us strange fountains, mysterious maidens bearing messages,
companionable lions, hints that there exists another realm
independent of our own and more powerful. This inheritance
from lost Celtic tales is fragmentary in Chrétien’s romances,
but becomes more pervasive in the expansive French narratives that dominate vernacular romance in the early decades
of the thirteenth century.
Chrétien seems to have been reticent about what later
came to be called “courtly love,” a term invented by Gaston
Paris in the nineteenth century. There is a faint trace of it in
Geo^rey of Monmouth’s statement connecting “the brave”
and “the fair,” but it was first elaborated, from yet ill-defined
sources, by the lyric poets of southern France, the twelfthcentury troubadours. Fundamental, and revolutionary, in this
phenomenon is the belief that a man can be ennobled through
striving for a woman’s love. A corollary – assumed rather than
logically necessary – is that love is incompatible with marriage, because true love must be free of social constraint.
Erotic passion, in antiquity, was considered a disaster, a curse
from the gods, and the warriors of early medieval French epic
poems had essentially no interest in women, except as a form
of property. It was a radical transformation when, at least in
x
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literature, a knight could be regarded as lacking prestige unless
he won the love of a noble lady. He would devote himself to
performing heroic deeds, but at least as much to a discreet
courtship of his beloved, in the hope that she would consider
him worthy of her favor. Occasionally he might even be
granted a transcendent physical proof of her acceptance.
From this we derive the homage that Western literature has
paid to passionate, adulterous, and, almost inevitably, tragic
love ever since the twelfth century.
The Arthurian romances of Chrétien de Troyes, however,
do not reflect this trend, since they most often are concerned
with finding a means to reconcile the demands of a knight’s
career with his desire for a happy marriage. The exception
among his romances is a story of Lancelot called The Knight of
the Cart, whose plot and meaning were both provided by the
poet’s patron, Marie de Champagne, granddaughter of Duke
William IX of Aquitaine, the first known troubadour, and
daughter of Eleanor of Aquitaine. It was she, presumably, who
first imagined the exemplary knight in love with King Arthur’s
wife, Guenevere. Chrétien does not relate the beginning of
Lancelot’s love for the queen but concentrates on a later
episode in their relationship: the queen has been abducted,
and Lancelot abruptly appears, already on his way to rescue
her. The abduction of the queen seems to be a Celtic motif,
and the hero’s name, Lancelot du Lac, may have had a Celtic
source as well. Chrétien writes briefly of Lancelot’s having
been raised by a fairy who gave him a magic ring, capable of
xi
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distinguishing enchantments from realities. The fairy will
come to help him whenever he is in need.
The cart mentioned in Chrétien’s title suggests the guiding
principle of the story: the true lover must be ready to sacrifice
even his honor for the sake of his beloved. In this first test of
his devotion, Lancelot can only rescue the queen if he agrees
to ride in a vehicle considered shameful because it was used
for the transport of criminals. The knight hesitates, though
only for a few seconds. When her freedom has been restored,
the queen refuses to see him, outraged by this evidence of
imperfection in his love. Later, he is given a chance to redeem
himself during a tournament. Guenevere requests that he
behave like a coward, and he does so, with no sign of distress.
The intensity of Lancelot’s love causes him almost to lose
his mind; he is so lost in adoration that he notices nothing of
the world around him; he is so determined to reach his
beloved that he can find the strength to wrench iron bars
apart; he is so moved by finding the queen’s comb, with some
of her hairs caught in it, that he venerates it like a holy relic.
The queen acknowledges her own passion only when she
believes that Lancelot has died. The tale is filled with odd and
marvelous adventures and with much that can be seen as
unsympathetic caricaturing of “courtly” love. Chrétien left it
to be finished by a colleague, whether from disapproval or
simply loss of interest is not known. But the adulterous relationship of Lancelot and Guenevere had now found a permanent place in Arthurian legend.
x ii
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The work with which we are concerned here is an anonymous series of early thirteenth-century French prose romances
collectively called the Lancelot-Grail, or Arthurian Vulgate Cycle.*
It narrates in elaborate and leisurely detail the rise and fall of
King Arthur, intertwining a chronicle of politics and warfare,
chivalry and love with the sorcery of Merlin and the quest for
the Holy Grail. It is a broadly ranging fiction, expressive of
the ideals, realities and underlying questions of its time, uncomfortably caught between a Christian imperative and the
vibrant memory of a pagan past. Of the five romances – The
History of the Holy Grail, The Story of Merlin, Lancelot, The Quest for
the Holy Grail, The Death of King Arthur – Lancelot is by far the
longest and most luxuriantly filled with character and incident. The story of Lancelot and the queen is fully developed
here and in the fifth romance, where it will reach its unhappy
end, along with the downfall of the kingdom.
Many motifs connect The Knight of the Cart with the Prose
Lancelot, among them the hero’s discovery of his eventual tomb,
and the extreme deference that he shows to the queen, but
the spirit of the prose work is entirely di^erent. Two factors
are particularly important: magic and a new understanding
of love.
The helpful fairy mentioned by Chrétien has now become
* The entire cycle, along with an early sequel, is available in English
in the five volumes of Lancelot-Grail: The Old French Arthurian Vulgate
and Post-Vulgate in Translation, Norris J. Lacy, general editor (New York
and London: Garland Publishing [now Routledge], 1992 –95).
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the Lady of the Lake. Named Niniane, or Viviane, she has a
prior history connected with that of Merlin, who attempted
to seduce her. Knowing that Merlin’s father was a devil, she
only pretended to accept him, trading illusory favors for his
knowledge of sorcery. In the end, she has learned enough to
confine the magician in an invisible tomb from which he will
never emerge. Among the gifts she has learned from Merlin is
an ability to foretell the future.
Thus it can be assumed that when the Lady of the Lake
carries o^ the infant Lancelot, to raise him in her magical
kingdom concealed by the semblance of a lake, she does so
as an agent of his fate. He grows up believing her to be his
mother, and even after he has apparently been released from
her influence and fallen in love with the queen, the Lady of
the Lake still shapes his life. In times of danger she sends him
magical weapons, she heals him when a fit of madness has
brought him close to death, and she encourages Guenevere in
her illicit love. She is not deterred by her foreknowledge that
that love will ultimately destroy the Arthurian kingdom. On
the contrary, it would seem that she has extended her hatred
of Merlin to include his protégé King Arthur, born thanks to
Merlin’s sorcery. In our retelling of the story, the final gesture
of her own magic is to slip Excalibur, which has been Arthur’s
sword, into Lancelot’s tomb.
Lancelot lives in exile from a land he has never known,
from a royal birthright he has never made an e^ort to recover.
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His real homeland is the Lady’s domain, and it seems indeed
to be real in every way. But it is an otherworldly, enchanted
place, and no one who meets him in later life can fail to find
him correspondingly extra-ordinary. His exceptional beauty
is always mentioned – and beauty, in medieval times as well as
today, was regarded as a sign of a person’s moral worth. There
is a radiance about Lancelot as a child, and a physical ease, so
that everything comes naturally to him, whether it be reading
or riding fine horses or jousting. The intensity of emotion
that will characterize him as an adult is shown, in his early
years, by his response to perceived injustice. When the Lady,
for a moment, seems somewhat remote, he is ready to gallop
away in the direction of King Arthur. He does not notice that
she is in distress, having realized that her cherished ward has
reached the age when he must leave her and become a knight.
Later on, he will not always notice the grief of others.
A certain insensitivity is useful in a hero. Lancelot, when
he fights, is more a force of nature than a man. He is impersonal also in his ignorance of his past, of his lineage. The Lady,
bidding him farewell at Arthur’s court, reveals that she is not
his mother, but tells him little more about his identity. In the
white armor she had given him, he goes out alone into the
world looking for trials of his prowess. The greatest of these
is his conquest of Dolorous Guard, a victory not only over
forces that had defeated many famous knights, but also over
the supernatural. In the aftermath, he discovers not only the
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tomb where he will be buried but also learns his very name,
and that he is the son of King Ban. The discovery is to remain
his secret, however, until much later.
Perhaps this revelation seems to him merely abstract. Or
perhaps he feels unworthy of such a heritage, despite his
extraordinary accomplishments. The Prose Lancelot o^ers no
speculations. What is clear is that when he turns once again
toward King Arthur’s court, the White Knight, who might be
recognized, takes on a new persona as the Red Knight, whose
valiant performance on the battlefield will be surpassed on a
subsequent occasion by the even more impressive Black
Knight. No one imagines a connection between the Lady’s
beautiful youth dressed in white and this warrior on whom
King Arthur’s very survival has come to depend.
Before Lancelot’s return, King Arthur was challenged by
Galehaut, Lord of the Distant Isles, a realm almost as mysterious as the domain where Lancelot had spent his childhood.
Galehaut’s mother, we are told, was a giantess, and we learn,
from another thirteenth-century source, that his father imposed such cruel customs on visitors as to make his son prefer
a life of exile. Galehaut’s ambition was nothing less than conquest of the world, and so far he had known nothing but
success. By the time he sent his challenge to Arthur, he had
conquered twenty-eight kingdoms, whose rulers, recognizing
his inherent nobility, had then become his devoted allies.
Such was Galehaut’s sense of personal honor that he broke
o^ his first engagement with King Arthur, whose forces were
xvi
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so weak that he seemed an unworthy opponent. That they had
not been immediately overthrown was due solely to the presence of a stranger, identified only as the Red Knight. Arthur
was given a truce to increase the strength of his army, but the
Red Knight had disappeared. Without him, there seemed to
be no hope of defeating Galehaut. When the fighting resumed,
a year later, both armies were larger than before. Again an
unknown knight, this time in black armor, fought for Arthur,
and prevented a total rout on the first day. This time he had
the assistance of Galehaut himself.
The Lord of the Distant Isles had seen countless great warriors in battle, but in Lancelot he witnessed something completely unprecedented. Men of both armies had described
him as “winning the war all by himself.” Now the last of Lancelot’s horses had been killed under him, and he stood “like a
battle flag on the field,” surrounded by dead and wounded
knights, yet seeming himself invincible; those who would have
attacked him, alone and on foot as he was, drew back. The
sight, for Galehaut, had the force of a revelation. The whole
course of his life turned around at that moment; no kingdom,
he thought, would be worth the death of such a knight.
Lancelot, being mortal, might well have died that day, had
Galehaut not supplied him with horses and ordered his men
not to attack when the knight was on foot. We do not know
what Galehaut intended by inviting Lancelot to his camp after
the battle, but presumably it had to do with his desire to give
expression to his admiration. He might have wondered how
xvii
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closely the Black Knight was attached to King Arthur. We also
do not know the nature of Galehaut’s reaction when he discovered that the valiant helmeted warrior, once disarmed,
was also a paragon of manly beauty. What is certain, however,
is that he did not hesitate to grant Lancelot’s wish that he surrender to Arthur; moreover, he would have done so immediately, without staging a dramatic renunciation of victory only
after having proven his might in battle. But any plan desired
by Lancelot was a plan that Galehaut was prepared to execute, and Lancelot wanted King Arthur not only saved from
defeat but saved through his intervention. Henceforth, Arthur
would owe his realm to the Black Knight. And Galehaut would
have yielded all the grand ambitions of his life in exchange
for having Lancelot as his companion.
To Guenevere the young knight responded as both fearless warrior and timid lover. She, however, perceived nothing
of either. Seeing the disguised black-armored defender, she
would scarcely have remembered the youth dressed in white
whom she once dismissed with a kind but meaningless word;
and later she was more amused than impressed on learning
that, when Lancelot conquered Dolorous Guard, and then
held back the huge armies of Galehaut, the memory of that
word loomed large as his inspiration. A simple mistake! She
can hardly be faulted for being what she was: a queen, experienced in the world, perhaps disenchanted, the most beautiful
of women, of whom it was said she ennobled all who came
into her presence. If the king had loved her once, little of that
x vii i
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was left but ceremony, and now a^airs of the heart seemed to
her an inconsequential game. Thus, having accepted Lancelot’s
love in the tale’s remarkable scene of avowal, she could assign
the Lady of Malehaut to his friend, simply to make a
foursome, and to have a confidante. Fear and sorrow would
eventually change her, but, almost always, she would let herself be ruled by expediency.
If King Arthur could be said to do the same, it was in his
instinctive refusal to perceive Lancelot as a threat to his marriage. No doubt he relied on Lancelot too much: Lancelot the
greatest warrior in the world, Lancelot who made the peace
with Galehaut, Lancelot who could defend his realm from
endless threats of invasion. Arthur only thought to draw him
closer to his court, to keep him there as a knight of the Round
Table. One could say that he was credulous, or, convinced of
his own greatness, could not imagine a rival for the queen’s
love. He himself, however, was easily and frequently seduced.
He was also given to hasty, and damaging, decisions. When he
had a last chance to save his kingdom, he lost it out of pride,
or perhaps out of dignity. There was dignity, at least, in his
final moments, and ambiguity as well. Whether the king has
foreseen it or not, the hand that rises from the lake to seize
his sword Excalibur will place it in Lancelot’s grave, suggesting that the weapon always identified with Arthur more truly
belongs to the younger warrior. Arthur himself is borne away
by his half-sister Morgan. Her appearance at this point is
darkly disturbing, for she has been, throughout the romance,
xix
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an agent of evil, attempting to use Lancelot in order to
destroy the queen. Now she takes possession of Arthur, who
goes with her willingly; his mortal wounds will perhaps be
healed in Avalon. Whatever we may think of this alliance, it
could hardly surprise the Lady of the Lake. For her it can only
be a final justification of her enmity.
The trajectory of the fictional King Arthur reproduces
that of the early Britons when the chaos of Saxon invasions
gave way to a time of peace and confidence, only to be reduced
to chaos again, and finally defeat. When Uther Pendragon,
Arthur’s father, died, his son was too young to dominate the
kingdom. The barons fought for the kingship, and there was
no safety for anyone, anywhere. With Merlin’s help, Arthur
prevailed. The kingdom was powerful, its borders secure, and
King Arthur’s court became a source of reliable justice.
At the time of our story, this is no longer true. Lancelot
provides a kind of last hope, a vision of a knight as knights
were imagined to be. But he alone cannot defend the realm
against an enemy as powerful as Galehaut. And Galehaut,
deflected from his conquest by his love of Lancelot, then
spurred by that very love to satisfy Lancelot’s yearning for the
queen, makes possible the adultery that will eventually destroy
the court of Arthur from within.
After King Arthur, as the Lady of Malehaut says in the end
to Guenevere, the kingdom is even worse o^ than it was
when Uther died, since Arthur leaves neither son nor heir.
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Excalibur lies magically in the grave with Lancelot, the grave
he shares with Galehaut, and of all the participants in the
drama, only one, the Lady of the Lake, remains undiminished.

l The story of Lancelot and Guenevere has, since the twelfth
century, been part of every significant account of King Arthur.
The second, overlapping, love story related in the Prose Lancelot,
in which Galehaut, Lord of the Distant Isles, sacrificed his
power, his happiness, and ultimately his life for the sake of
Lancelot, has been wholly forgotten.
Lancelot is the book that Paolo and Francesca have been
reading in the fifth canto of the Inferno when they yield to their
love. Dante mentions Galehaut in passing as the intermediary
between Lancelot and the queen, and Boccaccio, moved by
the great lord’s generosity, uses his name as the subtitle of
his Decameron (“Il Principe Galeotto”). But in later imaginings
of the Arthurian saga itself, Galehaut, for all his prominence
in the original narrative, was rapidly marginalized and even
eclipsed. The greatest retelling in English, the fifteenth-century
work of Thomas Malory, reduced the character to one of no
significance, leaving Guenevere without a rival for Lancelot’s
a^ections, and subsequent novels, plays, poems – now films
as well – have accepted that simplification of the tale. Indeed,
so obscure has Galehaut become that modern readers sometimes take the name to be a mere variant of Galahad – a gross
mistake. Galahad is the “pure,” the “chosen,” knight who
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achieves the quest for the Holy Grail in a part of the Arthurian
legend quite distinct from the story that concerns us here.
There is no connection between the two figures.
What accounts for the fate of Galehaut since the Middle
Ages is not at all clear, though one may certainly suspect political embarrassment: the character is, after all, King Arthur’s
outstanding adversary and would have defeated him easily, had
he not fallen in love with Lancelot. Moral disapproval may also
explain it, since the Old French text is wholly sympathetic to
the homoerotic relationship. Certainly, in the case of Malory,
various factors may be adduced, including the writer’s general
inclination to concentrate on tales of chivalry rather than
love, treating love with a prudish aversion not characteristic
of the French romance; and his readiness to draw from several sources – not only the Prose Lancelot – with a consequent
de-centering of Lancelot by the inceasingly salient figure of
Tristan. Moreover, Malory was surely aware of the need for
caution in handling conflicts and alliances that might too
readily be taken to reflect, perhaps with dangerous partiality,
the troubled state of Britain in the latter half of the fifteenth
century. Galehaut, powerful and ambitious, taking aim at
Arthur’s England from a region readily perceived as Wales,
would too strongly have suggested contemporary tensions
between the Crown and its Welsh adversaries for the writer
not to fear charges of supporting the wrong side. Nor could
Malory ignore the perils of seeing his narrative interpreted in
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the light of the ongoing dynastic struggles between Lancastrians and Yorkists, the so-called Wars of the Roses.
Whatever the cause of Galehaut’s fading, it was obvious to
us that the character deserved to be rescued from oblivion –
or, for some, from the opprobrium attached, wrongly, to his
action in bringing Lancelot and Guenevere together. Ours has
been a work of restoration. The masses of detail and the
labyrinthine complications of the original obscure, for modern readers, the great double love-story which we have tried
to bring to light. To the best of our knowledge, in all the broad
corpus of modern fiction derived from the Arthurian legend
no such attempt has hitherto been made. Isolating the major
strands of Lancelot and, to a lesser extent, The Death of King
Arthur, we have rewoven them into a spare recounting for our
time. Such treatment has the further advantage of making
apparent the central irony of the plot: Lancelot proved indispensable to King Arthur but also became the instrument by
which the Arthurian kingdom was destroyed. Without Galehaut’s solicitude, the fateful adultery would not have occurred.
Like the original, our retelling concentrates on character
and incident, with little concern for the explicit depiction of
milieu common in modern novels. Description of persons
and places remains minimal and suggestive, just as the flow of
time is noted without consistent precision. In the same spirit,
we have often presented dialogue bare of comment or, as happens frequently in the medieval text, in fragments emerging
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directly from the narrator’s prose. We have, of course, preserved the supernatural elements as integral parts of the tale
and so inherent to its universe that they appear continuous
with the natural. In our retelling, as in its source, there are thus
crucially important otherworldly beings and dwellings, enchantments and magical events, and fabulous enhancements
of reality. These may even be said to shape the story.
We have preserved, as well, characteristic modes of behavior that may be unfamiliar to modern readers, whose understanding of chivalry tends to emphasize its idealistic aspects.
When people today think of the strong protecting the weak,
or the transformation of warfare by the imposition of rules –
such as the obligation to show mercy to an opponent who
surrenders, or the equation of true nobility with generosity
and refinement of manners – they tend to forget that knights
live as warriors in a context of violence. Knights are always in
a state of readiness for battle, and scarcely know what to do in
a time of peace; thus Galehaut’s men regret the imposition of
a truce, and Lancelot, on Galehaut’s isolated island, complains
that they are wasting their time. In the intensity of warfare
they find their truest way of being, and it leads to a kind of
forthrightness in the expression of emotion. Warriors in epic
poems, as well as in the literature of romance, readily shed
tears, and even faint. But modern athletes, too, may have tears
in their eyes, whether at moments of victory or defeat.
Another aspect of epic poetry preserved in chivalric
romance is the theme of male companionship. Like Achilles
x x iv
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and Patroclus in the Iliad, Roland and Oliver in The Song of
Roland know nothing of the courtly idea that a man can be
ennobled by devotion to a woman. Galehaut and Lancelot
would have been just like them, had it not been for Guenevere. Indeed, an important aspect of our story is its playing
out of the conflict between that ancient warrior tradition and
the emergence of a new, competing ethos. It should be noted
in passing that, whatever else in the narrative may give evidence of homoeroticism in the relationship of Lancelot and
Galehaut, the sharing of a bed does not by itself point in that
direction, for such sharing, by men or by women, seems to
have been common enough in the Middle Ages as an expression of friendship (or practicality) with no erotic overtones.
It may be useful to point out as well a central trait of the
feudal society depicted in our book: it was a polity held
together by bonds of reciprocal obligation. Lancelot’s first
adventure after becoming a knight o^ers an example. If the
Lady of Nohaut calls upon King Arthur for protection, it is
because he is her “liege lord.” She, as his “vassal,” “holds” her
“fief ” from him, meaning either that he gave her title to her
land in return for economic and/or military service, or that
she pledged such service from her estate in return for royal
protection. In either case, if her own people cannot defend
Nohaut against invaders, it is the king’s duty to provide the
defense – which here takes the form of Lancelot’s engagement
as her champion. It will be in essence a trial by combat, and it
will be but the first in Lancelot’s career.
xxv
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In such confrontations, it is understood that, however uneven the contending forces may be, God will guide the right
side to victory. This was an integral part of the medieval judicial system, a way of resolving disputes when an accused person had no clear proof of innocence. The practice was not
infrequently used to settle even disputes concerning Church
property, although it was periodically condemned by conservative clerics. A well-ordered appeal to divine judgment
clearly marked an advance over undisciplined violence or the
arbitrary imposition of seigniorial power. Trials presided over
by a disinterested human judge and subject to the deliberations of a jury were not yet the norm at the time of our story.
And the possible contradiction between an apparently Godsanctioned combat and a Christian doctrine opposed to fighting seems not to have troubled too many people. In literary
works, a trial by combat frequently entails such an imbalance
of contending forces that the protagonist’s victory will appear
inexplicable if not for the beneficent will of God. In the trial
at Nohaut, Lancelot is young and inexperienced, his opponent
a formidable warrior. Later on, when he fights for Guenevere,
Lancelot will insist on facing three opponents at once.

l Unlike our Old French source, we have stripped the legend of everything not closely related to the development of
Lancelot’s a^ective life and the role of Galehaut in that evolution. Thus, various subplots and missions involving one or
another knight of the Round Table have been omitted, includxxvi
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ing some exciting magical adventures and, most notably, all
traces of the quest for the Holy Grail (an episode that occurs
after Galehaut’s death). We have eliminated a host of characters, reduced the presence of others, and even reshaped the
trajectories of a few.
All changes have been made in the interest of tightening
the story without distorting the fundamentals of the original
narrative. In any case, it was our intention, not to prepare
either a translation or an abridgment of the Old French source,
but to retell the central love-drama in such a way as to restore
its complexity and emotional depth for the modern reader.
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B E F O R E T H E B I RT H O F K I N G A RT H U R,
M E R L I N T H E S O RC E R E R M A D E
T H I S P R O P H E C Y:
From the Distant Isles will come a wondrous dragon. Flying
left and right over many lands, he will constantly grow in
power as he subdues them. When he reaches the kingdom of
Logres, his shadow will be so vast that it will darken the
whole realm. The dragon will have thirty heads all made of
gold. Logres will not fall, because a magnificent leopard
will hold the invader back and put him at the mercy of the
ruler that the dragon was on the very point of defeating.
Later there will be such love between the dragon and the
leopard that they will feel they are one being, each unable to
live without the other. But a golden-headed serpent will steal
the leopard away and corrupt his heart. And that is how the
great dragon will die. e Then the kingdom he spared will
be lost, and the king, who had brought it forth from chaos,
will leave it to chaos again. The dragon, that great lord
who saved what it found most worthy in the world,
at the cost of everything it most desired,
will never reappear, except
in stories.
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B

E S I D E A LA K E S O VA S T I T E XT E N D E D

beyond the horizon, the exhausted travelers stopped
for the night. Anxious as they were, sleep seemed impossible, but the sound of the water lapping against
the shore gradually calmed them, while fatigue overcame the
hardness of the ground. At dawn King Ban mounted his still
weary horse and rode to the top of a nearby hill for one more
sight of Trebe. This was the last of all his castles, and would
remain to him only as long as it could hold out against the
besiegers. With the queen, their infant son, and just one squire,
he had followed a hidden path through the marshes that kept
out invaders from the south. Trebe would be in the care of his
seneschal while Ban traveled by land and sea to King Arthur’s
court. One after another, his allies had fallen to King Claudas;
appeals to Arthur, busy with wars at home, had remained
unanswered. The seneschal had urged Ban to go to Camelot
himself, the better to make Arthur understand his dire need
for help. Now Ban, barely on his way, could see in the distance
the great walls of Trebe with the early light upon them, and the
high tower. Would he succeed, he wondered, in saving this
final vestige of his kingdom?
What looked like a patch of mist suddenly became a dense
cloud of black in which the tower disappeared and, even as he
watched, the castle was enveloped in smoke and flame. Then
5
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there was fire everywhere, making torches of lofty halls and
turning the sky blood red; and all the land around reflected
the hideous brightness.
King Ban knew that he had lost all hope on earth, that he
would never regain his kingdom, for he was old and powerless and his son was far too young to help him. He and his
lovely highborn wife would live henceforth in exile, dependent on charity, condemned to poverty and sorrow, although
he had been a mighty king. In the shock of this understanding,
he fell unconscious from his horse, hitting his head so hard
that the blood rushed from his ears and nose. He lay senseless
on the ground. After a time, he half-opened his eyes, conscious enough to ask God’s forgiveness for his sins, “and I beg
you, Lord, to watch over my wife, Elaine, who, by her lineage,
belongs to the House of David, but who now lacks all protection in the world. I commend to you the life of my infant son,
knowing that the most defenseless orphan has a true father in
you, and no one is so weak that you cannot give him power.”
With his last strength he plucked three blades of grass, a sign
of the Holy Trinity.
King Ban’s stallion, frightened by his master’s fall, had galloped down to the lake, where the other horses were standing.
Alarmed, the queen called to the squire, who caught the stallion and rode in the growing light to the top of the hill. He
found the king lying dead. The queen heard the young man’s
loud cry, put the baby down, and, holding up her skirts, ran
through the thick brush to where the squire was weeping
6
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beside his lord’s body. She fainted at the sight, regaining her
senses only to fill the air with lamentation for her valiant husband, the noble king, now lost to her forever in this life. She
was pleading with God to let her die with him, when the
thought of her baby suddenly broke in on her grief. She could
almost see the helpless child under the hooves of the horses!
Half mad with terror, she began running back down the hill,
crying for help, stumbling, overwhelmed by the thought that
he might have been trampled. Branches tore at her hair, drew
blood from her face. By the time she reached the shore of the
lake, it was broad daylight. The queen saw her baby, untouched
by the horses, lying naked in the lap of a young woman who
was smiling at him, caressing him, lifting him up to hold him
tight against her breast, kissing his eyes and mouth, and no
wonder! for the beauty of the child was truly astonishing.
Queen Elaine cried, “My child! Please, dear sweet lady, for
God’s sake, give me the child! He’ll have su^ering enough,
for his father has just died, and now he is alone in the world,
robbed of the many lands which should have been his.” The
stranger made no reply, seemed not even to have heard. But
when the queen drew closer, she stood up, still holding the
child, and went quickly to the water’s edge. Then, without so
much as a glance at the queen, she put her feet together and
jumped in.
Elaine would have followed her, had the squire not arrived
in time to hold her back. The infant and the unknown woman
had disappeared, leaving not even a ripple on the surface of
7
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the lake. The queen had lost all she loved in the world, and
her grief was beyond telling. Husband and king now dead, her
only child drowned or abducted to some spellbound watery
depth, her past and her future were both stripped away.
On the road by the shore, an abbess was passing by with a
few nuns and her chaplain. At the sound of Elaine’s piteous
laments, she stopped to see if she could be of help. “May God
grant you comfort,” she said.
“Indeed, good mother, there is no one who needs it more
than I do.”
The abbess saw how beautiful she was, despite her grief,
and said, “Tell me who you are.”
“I am a woman who has lived too long.”
But the chaplain told the abbess that she was a queen, the
wife of King Ban.
“No, I am only the queen of sorrows,” said Elaine. “If you
really wish to help me, I beg you to make me a nun. There is
nothing in the world I care about now, and the world can do
without me easily enough. Otherwise, I will wander in the
forest until I die.”
“My lady, if it is truly your desire to be a nun, we thank
God that so worthy a queen will join our company. You shall
have the place of honor among us, as is fitting, since your husband’s forebears established and built our abbey. But please
tell us what has happened to you.”
The queen related how her lord had lost his kingdom, how
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they had left Trebe in a desperate e^ort to seek King Arthur’s
help, how he had met his end there on the hill, and how a
demon disguised as a woman had stolen her son away, “leaving me bereft of all I loved.”
When her long golden hair had been shorn, she took the
veil. The squire, moved by the event, renounced the world as
his lady had done, there on the shore of the lake. The king’s
body was carried to the abbey and buried with solemn ceremony. Every day after mass, the queen would go to the lake
where her son had disappeared, to remember him, to weep
for her loss, and to pray.

l Lancelot was too young to remember anything of his life
before he was carried o^ by the Lady of the Lake, an enchantress named Viviane who had learned her arts from Merlin. The
great wizard had lost both heart and judgment to her great
beauty, and Viviane had used all her wiles to delude him,
knowing that his father was a devil who had seduced a mortal
woman. She also knew by what magical and illicit impersonation he had brought about the birth of King Arthur. In exchange for promises of love, she had persuaded him to teach
her sorcery and had soon learned what she needed to imprison
him, alive but sleeping, in a secret cave in a forest. Merlin was
never seen again.
Lancelot grew up in the kingdom Viviane had established
beneath what appeared to be an ordinary lake. In that magical
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place, she had fine houses, great forests full of game, even rivers
and brooks. Many knights and noble ladies lived there with
her. Only the mother who had borne him could have loved
Lancelot more than the Lady of the Lake. Never did he imagine
he was not her son. She gave him the most tender care, finding
a lovely young woman to nurse him and, after he was weaned,
an understanding tutor, suitable for a young boy. When he was
three years old, he looked as if he were five. No one had ever
seen a more beautiful child, and his beauty only increased as
he grew older.
The Lady alone was aware of Lancelot’s true identity. While
the people of her household referred to him as “the child,” the
Lady liked to call him “my prince,” and would tell him how
hard it was to be worthy of a crown, but she seemed to be only
teasing. When he asked about his father, she would only say he
had been a very great man. He imagined someone taller and
stronger than anyone around him, some warrior even more
valiant than the heroes of whom poets sang, a man to whom
he could give his admiration and his love.
The Lady taught him all that makes a noble life, and provided him with companions of his own age, including, after
a while, his cousins Lionel and Bors. He learned to ride fine
horses and to hunt. In little time, he acquired the rudiments
of jousting and soon surpassed his mentors. He liked playing
checkers and chess, and read with pleasure. He sang wonderfully well, though he did so rarely. In form he was both grace-
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ful and powerful, everything about him perfectly proportioned,
although his chest was unusually large. In later years, Queen
Guenevere would say that God had made him so to accommodate the great size of his heart.
Even as a young child he had exquisite manners, delighted
more in giving than in receiving, and was kind and gentle to
everyone. But injustice of any kind aroused in him such fury
that his bright and joyful eyes turned black as coals, his cheeks
became blood red, his voice rang out like a trumpet, and it was
di~cult to calm him down. He believed that he was strong
enough to accomplish whatever it was in his heart to do.

l One day, when Lancelot was eighteen, he went hunting in
the forest, where he never failed to bring down some worthy
prey. This time, however, his quarry was exceptional – a stag
of immense size, which he killed with a single arrow. He sent
it as a gift to the Lady. He himself rested for a while through
the heat of the afternoon, and then rode home. The Lady saw
him arrive, sitting his horse with the grace of a born rider. He
was dressed all in green, with a garland on his head, like
springtime itself, she thought, or the promise of fruit not yet
ripe, and her eyes filled with tears. When the youth came to
greet her, she turned aside, weeping. He asked what was wrong,
but she didn’t reply. At last she uttered a few words, ordering
him to go away. Confused and upset, he rushed back to the
courtyard where he had left his horse. He had just mounted
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again when she reappeared, seized the bridle, and told him to
dismount. When they were alone in her room, she asked
where he had intended to go.
“Since you were angry with me, and wouldn’t tell me why,
I thought I would go to King Arthur and ask to be made a
knight.”
She laughed at him, saying that he had no idea how courageous a knight had to be, how ready to risk his life for anyone
who might need his help. What made him think, she asked,
that he was capable of valor? “Your valor has never been tested.”
In truth, she knew very well that he was by nature proof
against fear and would freely sacrifice a life of comfort for the
opportunity of winning the highest rewards of honor, but she
still had to ask the question. Though heartsick at the thought
of giving him up, the Lady realized that it was time. She
embraced him, weeping with regret, and promised she would
take him to King Arthur. She told him this about knighthood:
“In the sight of God, all human beings are equal. There came
a time, however, many years ago, when the strong began to
take advantage of the weak; then other men, skilled in warfare and empowered by a sense of justice, became the defenders of those unable to defend themselves. Thus there arose an
order of Knighthood. Knights live in the service of all who
need protection, especially widows and orphans, and the Holy
Church, which relies on them as a mother relies on her sons.
To be a true knight is not a privilege of birth. It is granted only
to the great of heart, and to those whose deeds demonstrate
12
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their worth. A knight’s true identity comes from the life he
lives. A knight must achieve for himself an illustrious name.
And so it will be with you.”

l The journey that King Ban had undertaken was completed now by his son, although Lancelot had never heard his
own name or his father’s. That spring, not long after Whitsuntide, the Lady of the Lake, her hopeful ward, and a great retinue set out on the lengthy journey to the coast of Gaul. From
there, they went by boat to Great Britain and then started on
the road to King Arthur’s court. It was a magnificent procession that rode across fields and through the forest toward
Camelot, the horses and their riders all in white, silver, and
ivory, silk and brocade. A squire carried a fine silver helmet,
another a pure white shield, another a spear, another a ceremonial robe for Lancelot to wear when he was knighted.
Then came the Lady in white samite, her cloak lined with
ermine, riding an exquisite snow-white mare that moved as
softly as a cloud. The boy who rode beside her on a tall and
spirited hunter could not have been more wonderful to
behold, princely in his bearing, with innocence and energy
shining from his whole being. They were attended by Bors
and Lionel, his young cousins, who would perhaps return this
way themselves one day. No eyes could look elsewhere when
the procession at last crossed the bridge into King Arthur’s
high city.
The king was quick to agree that so promising a youth
13
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should become a knight. The Lady, however, insisted that he
must be knighted in his own arms and attire. To this the king
objected. He was accustomed to making his knights a gift of
their armor, so that they would be known to belong to his
household. When the Lady would not yield, Sir Yvain and Sir
Gawain, both knights of the Round Table, convinced the king
that an exception should be made.
So the Lady of the Lake succeeded in her mission. As she
was taking leave of Lancelot, she told him for the first time
that she was not his mother, although she loved him fully as
much as if she were. His father was one of the noblest knights
in the world, she said, and his mother one of the loveliest and
most worthy ladies who ever lived. More than that, she told
him, he would learn before long, but not from her. She commended him to God and kissed him and, just before leaving,
said, “My prince, you will find that the more great and perilous deeds you undertake, the more you will be ready to do
others. Should there be any that prove beyond your powers,
be assured that no other knight on earth could accomplish
them, either. So go your way with confidence, my beautiful,
noble child. Your quality is such that men will always aspire
to win your friendship, and women will love you above all
others.” Too choked with sorrow to say anything more, she
embraced him once again and turned away. The boy was
deeply moved, and his eyes filled with tears. Wordlessly, he
kissed his cousins to bid them farewell.
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l Queen Guenevere heard that the young man dressed in
dazzling white who had come to court with the Lady of the
Lake would be made a knight the very next morning. It was the
Feast of Saint John, which some people still called Midsummer Eve. Such haste surprised her, but when the king and the
two greatest knights of the realm assured her that the candidate was worthy of such an honor, she was eager to see him.
Sir Gawain had promptly taken charge of the stranger, inviting him to rest and refresh himself in the comfort of his lodgings. In this welcome the young man found a reassuring
promise of friendship, a kindness never to be forgotten. Radiant with expectation, he rode with Gawain through streets
thronged with the curious, all of them gazing at the youth in
admiration. The king received him in the great hall. The
queen was at his side, and it was the queen alone whom the
newcomer saw on entering. He could scarcely believe there
was such beauty in the world – even the Lady of the Lake
could not be compared with her. And in this he was right, for
the queen was beauty itself, and her goodness was held to be
even more perfect than her beauty. It was said of her that she
ennobled all who came into her presence.
When she took his hand, he jumped at her touch as if she
had awakened him from sleep. She asked his name and where
he came from, but he was too abashed to utter a word. The ten
years of age separating them made her too remote, too intimidating. When she asked him again, very gently, he murmured
that he did not know. Realizing that she herself must be the
15
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cause of his embarrassment, and not wanting to add to his
discomfort, the queen said nothing further. After a while she
rose and went to her rooms.

l That night the young man kept vigil in the church of
Saint Stephen, wondering how his life would now be changed
and praying for guidance. Yet always foremost in his mind was
his memory of the queen. The next morning, in full armor, he
knelt before the king, who touched his shoulders with the
sword Excalibur. It was a jeweled and gleaming weapon, a
marvel forged, it was said, by hands that were more than
human, extracted by the sorcerer Merlin from an enchanted
lake and entrusted to King Arthur for the duration of his life.
With this sword, the king granted the young man knighthood.
He gave him no sword of his own, planning to complete the
ceremony later. Truth to tell, Arthur saw in this radiant youth
the promise of a new and glowing presence at his Round
Table. The manner of his arrival, his tie to the Lady of the Lake,
his extraordinary beauty – everything suggested an exceptional destiny. The king wished to devise some special rite to
mark his passage into knighthood.
The interruption pleased the youth, for he secretly hoped
that the sword of knighthood would come to him from someone else. He went to take leave of the queen. Kneeling in front
of her, he said, “My lady, if it please you, wherever I go in the
world, and whatever I may do, it shall be as your knight.”
“Thank you,” she said, “that would please me very much.”
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“With your permission, I will leave tomorrow morning.”
“Farewell, then, and God protect you, dear friend.”
And he answered silently, “My lady, I thank you with all
my heart for granting me that name.”
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