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This thesis deals with some of the major appear­

ances in English literature of Herlin, the British wizard,

and attempts to sho\': how changes in pol1tical conditions,

historical and quasi-historical research and literary

fashions have mod1fled the traditional fie;ure. Herlin's

first appearance in early Welsh poetry as prophet and

seer was considerably expanded by Geoffrey of J.lonmout.h I

"tho was the firs';; to associate him with the saxon and

British kings of England, particularly Arthur. The

French romancer, Robert de Boron, and his successors

completed the traditional outline of the history of the

\-lizard, which cUlminated in English ~Ilth the prose ~lerlln.

After this crystallization of the legends the wizard's

two chief attributes, his gift of prophecy and his magical

powers, were accepted and used by many later writers. His

prophe t 1c Bifts, originally the vehiclE for predictions

about the history of the naUon, continued to v.ppear in

this trad1tional context in Tudor and early Stuart ,10r);:s

in both prose and verse; sil:lultaneously purveyors of

popular almanacs and prophetic pamphlets l'fere using Merlin's

name in a \'fide variety of contexts. Contemporary polit­

ical considerations influence the ,'Iizard's activities in

the \'/orlts of l~r1ters as diverse as Ben Jonson and \Hlliam

Blackmore. The most obvious deviations from the early

leGends in l~hlch Herlln is portroYed as a diGnified, wise



--
and all-powerful magician can be seen in 17th and 18th

century drama in which he becomes on several occasions

little more than a bUffoon~ but it 1s in this period,

too, that R01'l1ey wrote a play in which tradltlonal and

nel-J material blend to produce one of the most memorable

portraits of Herlin in English literature.

The thesis discusses chronologically the material

studied from Geoffrey of l1onmouth to Fielding. The

study closes at a point at \':hlch the Arthurlan romances

and legends \~ere out of favour and the pattern \-lh10h

emerges 1s therefore one which leads up to a high polnt,

for the portrayal of Herlln, in the romances and then,

\-Jlth some exceptions ~Ihlch are noted, shows a steady

debasement of the tradlt10nal figure.
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PROM MIRDDIN TO MALOHY

·Poet17 1s always turning back on her onlr valuable

material. that whieh she does not and cannot make, that

which was bequeathed to her in the louth of our race I when

men wandered in worlds not realized, and explained them b;y

his fancles. In spite of the cry for poetry of our own

day and of our own Ufe, great poets have all turned to

traditlon for their materials. They may use tradition in

two ways ~ frankly appropriating it, never" dream.1ng that

its people were in any way other than those they know; or

clearly knowing the difference, and II8.klng the ancient

person~ mere personae, masks through whlch the new Toice

1s uttered.·1

HerUn. the child born of a demonic father, the

wizard of Arthur's court, the prophet and shape-shifter,

is one of these traditional figures or literature. He

appears and reappears 1n many forms, from the precoc1ous

chlld of Bowley's comedl to the anc1ent mag1cal grey-

beard of contemporary ch1ldren's com1c books.) In th1s

thes1s I shall attempt to show some of the ways 1n wh1ch

wr1ters as d1verse as Malory, Ben Jonson, Dryden and

F1eld1ng have used trad1t1on, and how. wh1le the trad1t1onal

elements relll9.1n easily 1dent1f1able, the function of Merl1n

changes cont1nuously. From the beg1nn1ng Merlin d1d not
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appear only as an adjunct to Arthur, as for instance

Hordred or Kay did. but had 1n the early histories I

chronicles and romances an independent existence as a

prophet and 1IlB81c1an. although his story soon became inter­

woven with that or Arthur. The 881lle dlv1s1on Is apparent

in later literature; sometimes, as in Chester's~

Kartyr,41n which Merlin's role Is subsidlary, he must

bring Uter and. Igerne together and provide for the care of

the Infant Arthurj but In other works, for instance Aaron

B1l1's pantom1ne opera Merlin In Love. 5Where Arthur and the

Round Table 8re replaced by Harlequin and Columbine, he

appears as a central, though unheroic character. In many

works, of course, MerUn Is used only In passing. but here

too it Is possible to see the traditlonal material being

transfol'lDed or IllOd1Cled as literary fashions change, or to

suit a particular political purpose.

But before discussing the changes in the tradition,

the beginnings of Merlin as an established literary figure,

with definite attributes and characteristics, must be

considered. I do not propose to discuss the argWllents

for the Celtic origins of Merlln or those forhls invention

by Geoffrey of Monmouth, or even the minority view that his

genesis should be sought among Oriental and early Christian

legends~ The difficult and perhaps insoluble problem of

Merlin's origin has been discussed by E. K. Cham,bers,who

saw Merlin as whollJ' a creation of Geoffrey of Monmouth's

active brain and comments -This is a hard saying for many



Celticists, who cling to a pre-Galfridian Welsh tradition."?

R. S. Loomis8 and A. O. H. Jarman,9 however, are among the

many scholars who find clear evidence of Merlin's Celtic

origins in the Welsh Myrddin, and in the parallel Irish

and Scots stories of SUibne Gelt and Lanoken. The Merlin

of Geoffrey of Monmouth'S~, it is argued, owes

much to these legends, and Jarman and J. J. Parry10 suggest

that Geoffrey must have been aware of them by the time he

wrote the ~, if not when composing the earl1er~.

Because of the difficulties involved in knowing exactly

what form the oral traditions about the prophet took, and

the probable loss of the maJority of written records from

this period, many critical arguments can only be based on

assumptions; these, however, are central to the theory of

Merl1n" s Celtic origin, for instance Jarman's "we can

maintain with confidence that a complete version of the

Myrddin legend existed in Welsh before the close of the Dark

Ages", Hand Parry's "it is not necessary for us to assume

that Geoffrey used any one of the particular stories that

we have been considering, but they point clearly to the

existence of a Celtic tradition that must have been

accessible to him in some form. "12

The main purpose of this thesis is to discuss the

use of Merl1n by lilalory and later English wr1ters, and

therefore the compl1oated questions suggested above of

influences and borrowings in the earlier period can, to a
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certaln extent. be ignored. It 1s t however, necessary to

outline the varloue characteristics and legendary activit­

les attributed to Kerlin 1n the ear17 Celtlc, Latin, English

and Continental authors, 1n order to become aware of the

kind of man he was popularly supposed to be. LegendarJ

figures such as Arthur, Trollus, Satan and Merlin galn by

a process of accretion a recognizable body or character­

istics, so that they have much the same connotative value

1n l1terature as a frequently used lmase, and evoke what

I. A. Richards would call a ·stook response", Just as a

poet may use images of roses or wolves or snow. expectlna:

a certaln kind or reaction from the reeder. because of his

earlier exposure to theSe things both 1n life and literature,

and yet enfo1"ee a !'resh reaction 1n the context of a part­

icular poem, so, too, a writer who mentions Herlin now. as

at earlier periods, expects a recognition and response ('rOID.

the reader to a cOllll:lon-place. but he. too. Jll8.1 be using the

stock symbol either routinely or with an unexpected change

that gives it new meanine; and foree. Our knowledge of

roses or snow, and our consequent assumption about a poet's

use of them, is based largely on an everyday acquaintance

with them, as well as on literary usaa:e, but in the case

of a legendary f1gure such as ~lerlin the origins of our

assumptions are entirely literary: it was the early

writers who formed the image and provided the connotations,

and these must therefore form the basis for discussion.
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The surviving Welsh poems which deal with Myrddln

are found in MSS of the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries,

notably the Black Book of Carmarthen (c 1200) and the §£!!

Book of Hergast (c 1400).1) Merlin appears as a bard and

a prophet of the sixth century, and in the traditional

role of the wild man of the woods. Although the manuscripts

are late, they appear to preserve earHer material and

represent one source for the complex figure of Merlin.

The poems Afellannau (Apple Trees),~ (Greetings)

and eyCoss! Mvrddln a Gwenddydd 81 Chwaer (The Conversation

of Myrddln and his slster Gwenddydd) are mainly pol1t1cal

prophecies, spolten by Herlin and interspersed with

legendary material. The bard appears to have gone mad as

a result of his experiences in a battle. in which his lord

wes killed, and he now lives as a fugltlve in the Caledon­

lan forest. The prophecles he utters deal with the early

hlstory of the Welsh and their later struggles against the

Normans and the English. The Myrddin of these early poems

is a pathetic figure, hunted by hls enemies, abandoned by

hls friends, an apple tree his shelter, a little pig his

companion.

Gwendydd loves me not, greets me not,

I am hated by the firmest minister of Bydderch,

I have rUined his son and his daughter.

Death takes all away, why does he not visit me?

For after Gwenddoleu no princes honour IDe;
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I am not soothed with diversion, I am not

visited by the fair;

Yet in the battle of Ardderyd golden was my

torques.

Though I am now despised by her who 1s of the

colour of swans •

••• Ten years and forty, as the toy of lawless

ones,

Have I been wandering in gloom and among sprites.

After wealth in abundance and entertaining

minstrels,

I have been here 50 long that it 1s useless for

gloom and sprites to lead me

astray.14

I have quaffed wlne from a bright glass

With the lords of fierce war;

My name 1s Myrdln, son of Morvryn. 15

Listen, 0 little pigl a trembling plg1

Thin 1s my covering, for me there 1s no repose,

Since the battle of Ardderyd 1t w111 not concern

'"
Though the sky were to fall, and sea to overflow. 16

In these poems there 1s no suggestion that Myrddln is a

magician; he 1s a seer and a bard and there are suggestions

of a noble origin.
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Geoffrey of Monmouth's Merl1n in the Vita MerHnt

(c 1150) shares some of the characteristics of Myrddln but

the Merlin of the Hlstorla Regum Brltannlae (c 11)6) has

a very different history, and Geoffrey went to some trouble

in the Vita to combine the two, The Merlin of the

Hlstoria appears to have his origins in Nennlus' Hlstorla

Brlttonum (early ninth century) and perhaps in Talmudic

and Apocryphal legend, 17and much may be ascribed to

Geoffrey's own inventiveness. In Nennlus' chronicle

Arthur and his victories are mentioned by name "Tunc Arthur

pugnabat contra 11108 in 11Us dlebus cum reglbus Brlttonum,

sed ipse dux erat bellorum ••• Duodeclmum rult bellum 1n

Monte Badonis in Q.uo corruerunt 1n uno d1e nongentl sex~

aglnta vir! de uno lmpetu Arthur,rt18 but there 1s no

mention of Merl1n. There 1s however the story (whose

relevance to Merl1n becomes apparent when Geoffrey's treat­

ment of h1s story 1s cons1dered) of the marvellous chlld,

Alllbros1us. 19 Vort1gern, the Saxon k1ng. attempts to

bulld a tower, but 1a unable to ra1ae 1t above the found­

at10nsj follow1ng the a1v1ce of h1s seers a chlld w1thout

a father 1s found and brought to h1m. The chl1d reveals

that beneath the tower 1s a pond and two vases wh1ch enclose

a folded tent conta1n1ng two sleep1ng dragons, one wh1te

and one red. Upon excavat10n the dragons are aroused and

f1ght, and the red 19 v1ctor1ous. The boy expla1ns that
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the pool represents the worldj the tent, Br1taln~ and the

whlte and red dragons the Saxons and British respectlvel1.

The king asks the chlld I s name and he repl1es -1 am

Ambrosius·. Nennlus interprets. -that 1s he lIleant that he

was Eabrels the supreme prince," The king then enQ.uired

of hi s ancestry and he repl1ed. -My father 1s one of the

consuls of the Boman race. II Glldas (c 450) had already

recorded how Ambrosius Aurel1anus led the Britons against

the Saxon InTaders after the wlthdrawl of the Ro!lW1s, and

it appears that Nennius 1s equating. or perhaps confusing,

the marvellous ohild with the historic ruler.

Geoffrey's treatment of Merlin needs careful

consideration, as it 1s upon his characterization of

KerHn that a great lIlBI1J' of the later l1terarr traditions

are based. In the Hlstorla BegUlll Brittan!!e we find

Nennlus' AlIlbroslus agaln, but nOlf he ls called Merlln and

hls story ls expanded to cover events from the collapse of

Vortlgern's tower to the conceptlon of Arthur. 20 Geoffrey

lntroduces an explanatlon of the boy' 5 strange powers

when hls mother, the daughter of a klng of Demetla, goes

to the kll1& wlth an account of Kerlln's blrth. He ls, she

says, the son of an lncubus. Here we see that Geoffrey

has del1berahlY abandoned the noble but hllmn origlns of

Ambrosius as suggested by Nennlus, ln favour of a demonlc

blrth, whlch ls conslstent with Geoffrey's attrlbutlon of

wlde maglcal powers to Kerl1n, whereas Ambroslus' powers
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are only those of a seer, The flrst delllOnstratlon of

Merlin's gifts 19 the removal of the great clrcle of stones

from Kildare to Stonehenge, which, Merl1n advises Aurel1us,

would be a CHUng monument to the victims of the Saxon

Henglst's treaehery. His role as a seer 1s developed

when he interprets for Uther the comet which appears before

Uther's battle with Pascentlus. the son of Vortlgern, and

Gl11omanlus, King of Ireland; the comet he says, portends

the death of Aurelius (who 1s subsequently poisoned) and

the rule of Uther's own descendants. Geoffrey seems to

have been the first writer to connect Merlin with Arthur.

when Merlin aids the entr, of Uther to Igerna, the nre of

the Duke of Cornwall, with whom Uther has fallen in love.

Uther appears. through a Illaglcal transformation brought

about b7 Merlin, to be Gorlois, the Duke, and 1s accepted

by Igerna as her husband, As a result of their unlon

Arthur 1s concelved.

It was Geoffrey who first developed Merlin's

character as a prophet, The Prophetlae Merlin1 fol'lllS Book

VII of the Hhtor1a but was also c1rculated 1ndependentl,

before the complet10n of the H1stor1a. Geoffrey orig1n­

ally intended to deal w1th the prophecies after he had

completed. the Hlstor1a, but when stor1es about Merlin began

to circulate he was urged, particularly by Alexander,

Bishop of L1ncoln, to publish the prophec1es first. This

suggests that the idea of Merlin as a prophet was already
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firmly fixed in the popular imagination, The prophecies

which Geoffrey ascribes to Merlin appear to be a mlxture

of traditional materials and Geoffrey's own inventions. 21

The first prophecies concern events about which, as they

happened before 1135, Geoffrey is able to make Merlin

utter definite, 1f cryptic, prophecies; the latter part

of the book, however, deals with disturbances in nature

and uses animal symbol1sm to suggest unnatural horrors to

come. The Prophetlae adds little to the character and

history of Merl1n himself. this we must look for 1n the

rest of the Hiatoria and the !.U..!!, but it does play an

important role in the literary history of the figure of

Merlin. for it forms the basis for a long Une of poll tical

prophecies. all of which gained popular credence merely by

being attributed to the famous prophet. The Prophetiae

marks clearly the beginning of the dual function of Merl1n

in later l1terature: he is to be both a character in his

own right, who will appear in many guises, and also a

faceless mouthpiece for innUlllerable prophecies. Paul

ZUlIlthor comments on the two simultaneous traditions which

grew up around Merlin; he distinguishes between "la fable

de Merlin" and "Ie theme du Prophete" -- "la fable de

Merlin: c'est a dire ltensemble des traits descrlptlfs par

lesquels sont desslnes Ie personnage et son action" and

"Ie theme du Prophete: ••• un simple motif litteralre que

se paasant de l'un a l'autre les historiographes et les

polemistes, et dont Ie contenu, on ne peut plus vague, se
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ramene a cec!: 11 eXiste des prophetles Ii objet pollt1que,

attrlbuSes 8. un certain Merlin; propheties dont Ie

catalogue n'est pas etable avec tent de certitude qU10n ne

pUlsse sons cesse en fabriquer de nouvelles at les lui

attrlbuer a leur tour... Z2

The prophecies which form Book VII of the~

are uttered by Merlin during the reign of Vorllgern and

form part of Geoffrey's development of MerUn from the

Ambrosius of Nennlu$ into a much more fully del1neated

prophet and magician. However in the Vita Merlin! we find

a d1fferent Merl1n, the '1l'11d man of the woods of Celtic

tradition, who is , however, identified by Geoffrey with the

Merlin of the Hlstorla. Parry suggestsZJthat Geoffrey

origlnally gave his prophet the name Merl1nus, the latin­

lzed form of Myrddln, because he was aware of Celtlc

tradlt10ns surroundlng Myrddln the poet and seer, and. that

when, later, he learned more about the Welsh Myrddln, he

trled to convlnce readers of the .:l.!.t.! that he had known

the full story of Merl1n all the tlme and that hls Merlin

and the Welsh Myrddln are the same. There ls perhaps a

hlnt ln the openlng lines of the~ that Geoffrey dld

not take these storles of the wlld poet entlrely seriously:

Fatidlc1 vat1s rablem musam que locasam

Merl1nl cantare paro. (1-2)

He describes the battle in which Merlin, fighting with his

lord Rydderch and Peredur. King of North Wales against



...
12

Gwenddoleu, king of Scotland, becomes inconsolably grlef­

stricken and flees to the woods:

Fit Silvester homo quasi sllvls dedltus esset'-(8ol

He 1s portrayed as a wild, unstable but strangely

gifted man. Although music soothes him and restores him

to sanity. it takes only the crowds at the King's court to

drive him mad again and make him attempt to return to his

sanctuary in the woods, His gifts of prophecy are used

agalnst him by the Queen, who, annoyed at being accused by

Merl1n of Inf1del1ty. tricks him into prophesying three

different deaths for the same boy. This can be compared

with the Soottish fragment in which Lalloken prophesies

three deaths for himself and indeed there are many resemb~

lances between the Merl1n or the Yll! and Welsh. Scottish

and Irish bard1c f1gures~24 Mer11n appears to value the

1dy1l1c Joys of the sylvan 11fe above the pleasures of the

court and of h1s home; ho 1s unhappy when restra1ned

e1ther by gl£ts, cha1ns or the tears of h1s wl£e, Guendoe-

lena, to whom he g1ves perm1ss1on to marry whom she pleases

and says that he h1mself w1l1 attend the wedd1ng. In later

l1terature Merlin continues to be a man who prefers a

myster1ous, lonely 11£e, but he 1s never g1ven a wlfe and

although he figures 1n many farcical s1tuat1ons, some con-

cern1ng women, Geoffrey's account of Guendoelena's marr1age

d1d not become current, Th1s part of the V1ta 1s however

worth ment1on1ng 1£ only to show that Geoffrey's characters
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did not suddenly acquire a humorous dimension when he began

to be discredited as a historian; he himself made Merl1n

brietly a buffoon, but with traa:l0 results. He describes

how J(erl1n collected stags, deer and she-goats and went to

the wedding mounted on a stag. The bridegroom, not un­

expectedly. laughed at him, which so enraged Merlin that he

wrenohed the horns from the stag, threw them at the bride­

groOIl and killed him. Miss Paton, 1n discussing this

star,. concluded that 1t parallels earl7 storles froll

Celtic folklore 1n whlch an enchanter, whose wife 1s taken

from her b:r a lIlortal, attempts to regain her. We have

here, she says "indications of an early story of MerHn ,

1n which he was represented, 1n accordance with a ve17

early concepUon of the otherworld lord, as assuming a

cOz:Llll.on falrl gUise, when he CGe 8S 8 glant herdsaan to

take vengeance upon hls rlval..,25 However, I thlnk that ln

Geoffrey's account the falry elements have been largely

submerged, and the eplsode remalns tB typlcal of the "Musam

". locosam." Jlterl1n returned to the forest, but fell

ln the river and was agaln captured and brought back to

the clty where he relapsed into hls usual state of

melancholy, Flnally, however, he settles ln the woods

where Ganieda, his slster, builds h1m a house and he ls

able to prophesy ln peacel he deals with the future of

the Britons and the reader dlscovers, lr1th SOtie surprise,

that th1s married, melancho17, wild man of the woods is
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Vortlgern's prophet who has lived on into a later age:

Hee vortlgerno cee!n! pro!1xius oUm

Exponendo duUIll sib! mlstlca bella draconum.

In rips stagnl quando consedlmus haust1. (681-68)

He has outl1ved Arthur too, for Tal1es1n, v1s1t1na: Merlin,

e:rpatlates at length on the natural order and lfhlle

speaking of all the islands of the world mentions

Insula pomorum que fortunate vacatur. (908)

It was here, explains Talles1n, that Arthur was taken to

be healed by Morgen after the battle of Camlan. Merlin

cOllll:1ents on the evils of the kingdom since that time and

recalls the battles of Vortigen, Henglst, Borsa, Vortll:ler

and Uther, and he outl1nes the history of Arthur, his

birth, victories and death.

Having successfully integrated the two Merlins, of

the~ and of the ill.i. Geoffrey concludes the .ID.!!

w1th a reafClrmatlon of Merlin's preference for the simple

Ufe. A heaUng fountain restol'tls Kerlin's sanity, but he

refuses the prince and chieftains who ask him to resume

his sceptre, and relC9.1ns In the forest with Taliesln,

Canleda and another mad man healed at the fountain, Maeldl-

nus.

After Geoffrey I political prophecy in ~land

became ext;reQely popular and III8n1 of these propheoies were

attributed to Merlin. Before the end of the twelfth
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century interpretations of, and commentaries on, the Yll.!

Merl1nl had appeared. The most comprehensive of these 1s

1n seven books and was attributed to Alanus de Insulis.

Even an outline of the book shows clearly the author's

concern to establish Merlin as a reliable source of pro­

phecy. Book I discusses whether or not Merlin was a

Chrlstian, and conoludes that he was; Book II 1s a con­

sideration of the genuineness of Merlin's inspiration; he

1s compared with Job, Balsam, Cassandra and the Sibyls and

the conclusion reached 1s that God made use of Merlin to

protect the future. In Book III the incubus story, with

its suggestions of demonic influences 1n l'lerl1n's activit­

tes, 1s dismissed as an invention of the prophet1s mother

to hide her shame. Books '{ to VII are concerned with

interpretation of the prophecies. 26 Most originators of

books of prophecies were not, however, concerned with

defending Merlin as a prophet; they seem to have assumed

that predictions appearing under his name would automatically

be accepted. Shortly after Geoffrey's death there

appeared John of Cornwall's The Prophecies of Ambrosius

Merlin concerning the Seven Kings.27 This is another

version of Geoffrey's material in Latin hexameters, it

does not draw on Geoffrey directly but probably makes use

of the same traditional material and purports to be a

translation from the Welsh.
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In 1188 Glraldus Cambrensls found on the west

coast of Wales a different collection of prophecies

attributed to Herlin Sllvestrls and professed, as d1d

Geoffrey, and John of Cornwall, to translate them from the

or1gina1 Welsh. Giraldus was aware of the two figures who

made up Geoffrey's Merlin and distinguishes between Merlin

Ambrosius "who prophesied 1n the Ume of King Vortlgern"

and the other Merlin who was "born 1n Scotland, was named

Cel1donlus, from the Cel1donlan wood 1n which he prophesied,

and Sllvester, because, when engaged 1n martial conflict,

he discovered 1n the all' a terrible monster. and from that

tlme grew mad, and taking shelter 1n a wood, l1ved a wood-

land life untH his death, This Merlin l1ved 1n the time

of King Arthur, and 1s sald to have prophesied more fully

and explicitly than the other. II Giraldus' Merlin Ambrosius

follows the Historia but the prophecies of Merlin Sllvestris

and the explanation for his madness are not based on

Geoffrey, and must rely rather on the kind of traditional

materials also used by Geoffrey in the Yll!!.28

Taylor mentions several thirteenth century ~1SS

which contain collections of prophecies under the name of

Merlin Silvester, or Celedon1us, and comments that by the

end of the th1rteenth century political prophecies had

struck deep root in England. Parry says that lithe Prophet­

iee Herlini were taken most seriously, even by the learned

and worldly wise, 1n many nations. • •• There was
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scarcely a cranny of Christendom outside the Eastern

Churah which did not recognize Merlin as a great seer. n29

Whlle the name of Merlin was becoming widely known

as that of a prophet and seer, the chroniclers were estab­

lishing him as a magician, as well as a prophet, although

some of them dismissed the magical elements as the fancies

of the vulgar and others omitted the prophecies as being

too obscure. In 1155 Wace finished his Anglo~Norman trans­

lation of Geoffrey's Hlstorla)O It 1s a free paraphrase

of Geoffrey but lrIace's treatment of Merlin 1s more l1ke

that of the later romancers. He omits all the prophecies,

except those about Vortlgern, because he says he does not

understand them, but he deals vividly with MerHn the

magician. Merlin's power and position appear to be

establ1shed and accepted; for instance, in Geoffrey's

account when Uther is perplexed by the comet he sends for

a group of w1se men, among whom 1s Merl1n, and hopes to

obta1n an explanation from one of them; Wace, however,

says that Uther sent for Merlin only, know1ng he would be

able to 1nterpret the sign in the heavens. In Wace, aga1n,

Merlln's supernatural powers are readlly accepted. He

moves the stones to Stonehenge by mutter1ng an 1ncantationj

1n the~, however, Geoffrey rat10nallzes thts feat

by 1ntroduc1ng 1ngen1ous mechar:ical dev1ces.
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With la)"amon's ~J5(1190) Merlin's historr

begins to be recorded in the vernacular. The legendary

11fe of the magician-seer 1s already well defined: his

strange birth, Vortlgern's tower. the reaoval of Stone­

henge, the conception of Arthur and the prophecies are

all there, but there are also indications of character­

ization. Merlin cOlll:llents on his powers am on his reasons

for ex e rcls1ng his magic powers, and the reader becomes

aware of him not only as a magician and prophet whose

powers are always conveniently there when needed, but also

as a ma.n wlth self·swareness and a will of his own. L1ke

the Merlin of Geoffrey's ill.! he prefers the simple Ufe

of the forest to the rewards of the court. When Aurelius's

Dessengers find hlm, they offer him rewards in return for

his counsel. Merl1n repl1es

Ne recehe leh noht hls londes

hls seolver no h1s goldes,

no h1s elathes, no h1s bors

m1 seoH 1ch habbe lnowe. (H,P 290, 15-19)

Aurel1us asks h1m to prophesy the fUture of the k1ngdom,

but Merl1n says that the splrlt of prophee:y 'IIould leave

hlm lf he were to Indulge 1t idly. but

for whom SW$ cumeth neode

to aeur ael theode

and mon me m1d mllde~sclpe

wulle me blsechen
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and loh mid Inin twine

mot wunie stille

thenne mal loh suggen

hu hit feothen scal lwurthen. (1i,P294, 15-22)

The same themes of the uselessness of worldly goods and

the knowledge that his gifts depend on a particular

attitude to Ufe reoccur when Uther offers to reward

Merlin If he will help him win Ygerne. Merl1n's reply 1s

again

for nulle lch ayean ns land

neother seolver na gold

for loh am on rede

rlhchest aire monne t

and yir loh wilne aehte

thenne wursede loh on crafte. (H,P 370, 1)-18)

The earl1est English metrical chronlcle. 32 by

Robert of Gloucester (0 1300) 1s again chiefly a paraphrase

of Geoffrey. the parts concerning Merlin are therefore

familiar, and Robert too, thinks it important to record

Merlin's "omment that he must only prophesy when there 1s

great need. He does however change Merlin's expected

sympathy for Uther in his passion for Ygerne to disapproVal,

t~erlyn was sory ynow for the kYnse's folye

And natheles 'Sire Kyngl he seide 'here

mot to tnaistrle'.

In 1J)8 Robert Mannyng of Brunne's chronicle appeared,);
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This, too, depends ultlll8.te17 on Geoffrel; the first part

paraphrases Wace and the second I Peter Langtoft t s French

chronicle (e 1307), whlch 1s itself a paraphrase of Geoffrey.

Be o!ll.1ts Herl1n's prophecies as lncolllPrehenSlble to the

unlearned, but otherwise his !-lerHn 1s the conventional

figure of the chronicles. Other chronicles were circulating

at this tlme, for instance, a Latin metrical version of

Geoffrey' 8 Hlstorla, the Gasta Rem Brlttannlae (mid

thirteenth century) and the prose Brut of Eneiland (c 1272),

At the same time as the nu.merous chronicles were

popularizing the whole history of Britain and with it the

story of MerUn, the Arthurlan legends, one part of that

history, were becolll.1ng part of the great cycles of rotl8nce.

Just as the chronicles passed through Latin, Anglo-NoI'l!laJl

and French and finally into Er1a:lish. so too the Ehglish

romances and notably, of eourse. KaloI")' depend on their

earlier French eounterparts and these IllUSt be outlined

before the English romanees can be diseussed.

Chretien de Troyes did not use the Merlin legerns,

appearing to prefer the more rOlIl8ntie tales sueh as that

of Laneelot, and the first development of the Merlin stories

in French was that bY' Robert de Boron in the late twelfth

century.J4 Orl1y a fragment of his poem remains, but a

prose redactIon was made which forms the first sectIon of

various prose Merlina of the first half of the thirteenth
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century. Althoua:h much of Robert I s story depeoos ultimat­

ely on GeoffreY of Monmouth. he 1s consciously making

Merl1n I'l1s hero and therefore suppresses some parts of the

story and expands others. The story of demonic influences

at Merl1n's conception becomes interwoven with popular

Medieval bellefs about the comIng of anti-Christ. Just as

Christ had been born of God and a virgin, it was believed

that a virgin would bear the child of the devil. The

councll of the demons which plots this revenge upon Christ

and man 1s described in the Gospel of Nlcodemus,J5 Robert

probabl:r planned his !1!ll:l!.n as a continuation of, and a

parallel to, themes introduced in his~: 1n that poem

1s recounted God's scheme to overthrow the devil by the

g1ft of His Son to man; in the~ we have the lnfernal

plot to undo the work of the Messiah. However, Merl1n,

while gaining supernatural powers from his parentage,

becomes an agent for good rather than eVil, through the

actions of his mother whose virtue and good sense thwart

tne devil.

This expansion of the legend of the origins of the

prophet bec8Ill:e in later literature a verJ fruitful basis

for discussion, both implied and explicit, about the

morally ambiguous nature of his powers. The birth of

I".erlin, like that ofmm,y folk-heroes, contains miraculous

elecents and with the introduction of the anti-Christ motif,

the story becomes speciticallJ a parody of the story of

Christ. The full implications of this are never worked out,
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as Merl1n Is not allowed to fulfill the role the devlls

have prepared for him. The ambivalence In many later

accounts of the wizard seems to stem from the authors'

knowledge of !'Ierl1n's demonic orIgIns which conflict with

his role as divinely inspired prophet and guardian of kings.

The account of the infant HerHn's rescue from the forces

of evll through the intervention of Blaise or the saint­

liness of h1s mother explains the reason for his change

from evil to good, but the imagination orten works Indepem­

ently of rational explanation and seems to 19nore this

second miracle, ani thus allow the Blllbivalence of att1tude

I have mentioned.

Hobert also enlarges Merlin's role at Arthur's

birth. In Geoffrey's account Uther marries Igerna

lmmediately after the conception of Arthur and the death

of Garlols, 60 that only Merlin and Uther know the secret

of the substitu.tion of Uther for Gorloisj in Hobert's

poea the marriage is delaled for tvo DIOnths, the infant

Arthur is taken b;y Merl1n and entrusted to Antor's care,

and so, when Uther dies nfteen years later, the heir to

the kingdom must be found through the test of the sword in

the anvil.

Perhaps ~lerlin's most important action in Robert's

poem occurs before the conoeption of Arthur when he causes

uther to establ1sh the table which is to complete the

trinity of holl tables. Be recounts to Uther the stories
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of the tables of the Last Supper and, recalling his

~, of Joseph of Arlmathea. the table of the Gran;

Uther's table. like the others. 1s to have a vacant seat

which, MerUn prophesies, w111 be filled in the reign of

Uther' 5 son by the knight who w111 eni the adventure of the

Grail. Thus Bobert gives to Merlin an important place in

the Arthurlan cycle, for by his wisdom and foreknowledge

he can both guide the w~rldly destiny of Arthur and

influence spiritual affairs by preparing the way for the

Grall quest.

The t'raglrent of Robert I 5 poem ends with the

crowning of Arthur, but h1s complete poem survived in t\ri'O

prose redactions, the~ of the Vulsate cycle and the

SUite du Merl1n. 36 Robert and his redactors assign to

Merlin Ita pUckish spirit" which "delights in pranks and

myst1flcatlons ll i J7 thiS probably der1ves from the ID!

.!:!!tl:l!!ll. and we f1nd in the prose~ constant disguises

and frequent dlsplEl1s of propheUc power on the part of

Merl1n. The redaction 18 followed ln the t:I8.l1\lScr1pts of

the Vulgate cycle by a lengthy pseudo-chronlcle, (the

Vulgate Merl1n) extending the h1story of Arthur from h1s

coronat1on to the helght of h1s m1l1tary vlctor1es, and

perhaps the 1I0st lnterestlng featlU'e of th1s work from the

polnt of vlew of Merl1n's hlstory ln later l1teratlU'e. is

the lntroduct1on of Kerl1n t s passlon for Vlv1areand lts

results. The earl1est version of this story appears to be

~I
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that 1n the prose~. which recounts how the Lady of

the Lake, the fairy who carried off the infant Lancelot,

had begu.iled the enchanter and imprisoned him forever

through 8 spell which she had learned from him. In the

MerUn the ster1 1s upanded to include the sed fstalls!!!

with which P1erl1n, although full;r aware of his own Impend-

1ng dooll!, teaches Viviana the very secrets of witchcraft

through which she 1s able to contine him in the forest of

Bracel1ands.

One of the manuscripts contatnlng the prose re­

dactions of Bobert's poem 1s followed not by a pseudo­

historioal sequel. but bl a romantic continuation,~

~ Panni Bogdanow beHeves this to form part of

a larger, composite but unified work which she calls the

Boman du Graal, which begins "with the Estolre del Saint

Graal. followed by the prose redaction of Robert de Boron's

Merl1n. the~ and the Post~Vulgate Versions of the

~ and the Mort Artu••38 Miss Bogdanow assigns a date

of between 1230 and 1240 to this work, and very soon after

we can find evidence of the popUlarity of the Arthurian

romances and. with them, of the MerHn legends in most

European countrles. 39 In Spain and Portugal redactions of

the French prose romances were numerous, and Merlin 1n his

role of political prophet appeared frequentll after 1;350

when ·political propaganda d1ctated new prophecies of

Merlin with ever,- new king-. 40 In Italy. too, compilations
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of Merlin's prophecies were made; one of these, the

Prophecies de Merlin (0 1279)4118 a French prose work by

an Italian author. The prophecies 1n this work have l1ttle

connection with Geoffrey of Monmouth's treatment of Merlin

and are mainly concerned with political events of the

twelfth and thirteenth centuries 1n Italy, This 1s clearly

an example of the use of Merl1n's name to lend weight to

the opinions expressed by the wrl tar, who 1n this case was

probably a Venetian mlnorite whose main concern was the

reform of abuses 1n the church. He stresses the necessity

of obedience to the church, and attacks the cupidity of the

Papal Curia and the luxurious lives of the friars. However,

the figure of Merlin as popularized 1n the romances 1s also

made use of in the Prophecies: the work takes the form of

dialogues between Merlin and his scribes and includes con w

versatlons with Blaise, Perceval and Dinadan. all well-

known figures from the romances, and famlliar stories, such

as the entombment of Merlin by the Dame du Lac, add variety

and interest to the didactic material. The Dutch Arthurian

romances fall mainly into two cycles, one of which corres­

ponds to the French prose versions of Robert de Boron's

work, and ',ncludes the H1storle van den Grale and Merliln's

~. There is also a sixteenth century l:1!!:.ll.n in Dutch,

wh1ch differs cons1derably from all other versions, al­

though 1t can be compared w1th the English Arthour and

Merlin. In Scandinavian literature there is a poem, the

lIIerlinusspa, by Gunnlaug Lelfsson, an Icelandic monk (d.1218l,
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which is based on Book VII of Geoffrey's Ristor!s. But,

ss Phlll1p Mitchell comments, -the poem seems to have

inspired no imitators, and the figure of Merl1n fsUed to

excite the Scandinavian imagination, 1f we may judge by the

fact that the prophet makes no later appearance in Northern

11 terature. n The Engl1sh imagination, however. as it 1s

the purpose of this thesis to deJ:1Onstrate, was excited by

the figure of Merl1n. At f1rst he was to appear. 1n

chronicles, ro!llat1ces and Malorr, as a legendary figure of

dignity and. importance at the court of lUng Arthur, with

greatest stress being given to his exploits in support of

the lUng and the Brit1sh side in battles. Later he coUld

be seen in isolation, that 1s separated from the Arthur1sn

court, as a figure with supernatural g1fts and as a symbol

of the forces of righteousness working through the super­

natural, as he 1s 1n Spenser or Rowley. He was to be a

useful figure, too, when a pol1tlcal wr1ter wished to stress

the glories of the British Une or compliment a Brit1sh

monarCh, and by the eighteenth century the full potent1al­

ities of the conjurer as bUffoon were being explored.

The earlier interest, generated by Geoffrey of

Monmouth, Wace and Layamon, which I have mentioned in con­

nectlon with de.. elopment of the chronicles and the

proUferation of books of prophecies using Merlin's name,

was paralleled and accompanied by the production of

numerous roDances. both in prose and verse. These romances

were derived from the French rOJ:l8nces and influenced by
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the chronicles; the earliest 1s Arthour and Kerl1n42 (mid

thirteenth cent\U7), the best version of which 1s fOuM

in the famous Auchlnleck manuscript. B. W. Ackerman

argues, with 101blna. that the source of the Auchlnleck

poell lIlust have el:lbodled two distinct stages 1n the h1&tory

of the development of MerUn. "The nrst portion, up to

the coronation, represents the pre-Robert story expanded

from the chronicles; and the remainder the Vulgate seQ.uelN~J

The story extends froIl the death of CODstans to Arthur's

victory over Kina: Rlon, and includes all the ramHler

features of Merlin's history: his conception and birth,

his precocious development (at two years old he reveals

that he 1s 'turned to gode' and that he has gHts of

prophecy>. the episode of Fortlger's tower, the establish­

ment of the Round Table, the conception, birth, nurture

and coronation of Arthur. and fina1l1 an lnterlll.lnable

serles of battles and single combats at whlch Merl1nt s

presence or interference is the deeis1ve factor. There are.

however, some unexpected gaps in the storYi the whole

eplsode of the battle on SalisbUry plain and Merl1n's

recoval of the stones from Ireland to Stonehenge as a

fitting memorlal to the dead is omitted, as is the en­

chanter's love of V1vialEand his magical imprisonment by

her. The author. however, is obviously aware of the

Herlin-Viviane story and expects his audience to be so too,

for he refers without any further explanation to Niniane,

That with her queint gin
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Beglled the gode clerk Kerlin. (4446-7)

The next few Hoes are, however, an ironical comment on

the fate of the wizard at the hands of his pup1l when the

author mentions Carmlle (Morgan Ie Fay) whose magic loses

its potency 1n NerHo's presence:

Ac Carmlle I par me. fay.

Bl "erUnes IHC day

No might do with her .loheing

In Inglond non anol1ng. (4457-60)

The characterization of Merlin 1n this romance

reproduces several traits I have noted 1n other writers,

so that one can see not only a definite seQ.uence of events'

emerging which forms the Ufe of MerHn, but also a pattern

of behaviour and a variety of roles for MarHn which are

integrated with this seQ.uence.

There 1s already 1n Arthour end Merlin a -hint of

MerHn's awareness or himself as specifically the saent of

God, 1n Arthur's affairs i this concept was to be developed

thematically by Malory but in this poem it appears only

fleetingly. for instance when Merlin tells Uthcr of his

approaching death and that

Thi sane after worth king

Bi godes grace and min helping

Bi was day worth don aHe

The merva.lls of the sen greal, (2745-48)

and the same idea of a divine mlssion is behim the infant
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Kerlin's statement

With right may me no man spille,

For lcham a ferly sond

Born to gode to al thls lond. (1117-19)

In the lengthy battle sequences it is Merlin who 1s the

strategist and advisor to the king, and who feels able to

counsel him In very strong terms; for instance when Ban

offers to take on Arthur' 5 duty of wreaking vengeance on

Saphlram for the supposed death of LeodeganJ

Tho seyd Herl1n to Arthour

A word. of gret deshonour

'Wat abldestow, coward Kine?

The palelll. g1f anon metelng.' (6341-44)

Arthur trusts Merl1n's judgment, even when as harshly

expressed as this, and allows his powers of divination and

magic to guide him to victorYi this function of Merlin 1s

cot!lllOn to the chronicles, roCl811ces and to Kalory. Along­

side Arthur's fa1th 1n the wizard Is an equally strong dis­

trust of him on the part of Arthur'S enemies; when Merlin

explains Arthur's origins to the barons, they are un~

convinced and unw1ll1ng to accept him as king and

seyd to folerl1n,

'He was found thurch wi ching thin,

Traltour' thai seId, 'verrament,

For all thine enchauntement

No schal never no hores stren
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Our king no heved ben.' (J154~59)

Merl1n's del1ght in disguises and shape shifting.

and what has been referred to before as a ·puckish" enJoy­

ment of his powers) 1s well illustrated 1n Arthour and Merlin

and derives ultimately from the Ylli throus:h the French

romances. The humour of the s1tuatlons 1s often underscored

by Merllnt s gulling of the king so that his wisdom and.

dignity are both brought 1n question. For instance when

Uthor 1s searching for a Deans of lIleettng Yserne, he goes

out with Ulf1n. his counsellor. and the)' meet a beggar, who

shows disrespect for the king; Uther comments

IUlfin, no mlghtow here

or this begger aposelng,

That dar so speke to a king'

Ulf1n the begger blheld on

And hlm knell'e weI sone anon

81 his semblaunt and winking

That he made upon the king. (2450-56)

Not only can the counsellor penetrate MerUn's disguise

when the klng cannot, but it ls, lronlcally, only the dls~

respectful beggar who can solve Utherts problem. Aa:aln, at

the successfUl concluslon of a battle agalnst Rion, the

three kings, Arthur, Ban and Leodegan, hold a feast at

which

Merlin tho totorn hem pleyd

.And cleped up king Arthour and Ban
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And her feren fram Leodegan,

So that Leodegan might of no thing

More wite ot her being. (6578.82)

Here too, the dignity of the victorious kings 1s shattered

by Merlin's tricks.

The history of Merlin in Arthour and Merlin 1s

fragmentary; a complete narrative account of his life 1n

the vernacular did not appear until the middle of the

f1fteenth century. The Engl1sh prose !!!.!:l!n (c 1450) 1s a

ver, close translation of the French prose romance and

shares with it all the latter's faults, from a modern reader's

view point, of prol1xlty, tediously detalled battles and a

multiplicity of l11·related themes. R. W. Ackerman sums up

its value and defects by saying "if, by chance, it had been

the manuscript of the Prose~ rather than Malory's

book which was printed by Wll11ac. Carton in response to the

de~ of '1t8J13' noble and dyvers gentylmen of thys rOY8D!l

of England I, we would have had a far IIIOre systeoatic nar·

rat1ve of the career of Kerl1n than Kalory affords, yet we

would also be immeasurably the poorer for the SUbStltution.·45

At abol.i.t the same time as the English Merlin appeared,

Henry Lovel1ch produced his vast, rhyming translation
46

of

the Y:1,1R:a~e~. Although the poem is possibly in·

complete it comprises 27,852 lines and yet stlll only

represents about half of the original romance. This work,

too, has little literary n:erit and is important in the

i
j

1
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conte:J:t of this thesis mainly as proof that interest in

the Kerlin romances was not confined only to professional

translators, ror, to quote Ackerman again, "Lovel1ch was a

member of the London Company of skinners and wrote his

prodigious~ and Hob Gran as a compl1ment to 8

fellow glldsman of no small importance in his day. HarI'J

Barton. By choosing to emulate 1n his work the products of

the poor translator-versifiers 1n the canuscrlpt shops,

Lovel1ch all too plainly reveals his level of 11terary

sOPhlstlcatlono·47 A SUI:Lmar, of Merlin's activities, as

reoorded 1n the English prose~ will sugge:st how

complete a history those later writers who dealt with

Merlin now had access to 1n the vernacular. Many of these

authors, of course, particularly the antiquarians and

historians, would know Caoetre,. of Hol1lllOuth, the chronicles

and rOlll8.J\ces equal11 well and the prose~ must be

regarded as only one among aany sources for later work.

What follows is a very brief summary 'jf the prose

Kerl1ni a fuller analysis can be found in the E.E.T.S.

edition of the rOlll8nce. {Mead, xv-xl111}

1. The Council of devlls and the birth of Kerl1n.

2. Vortiger's tower; Merl1n's pNphecies.

J. Merlin's laughter at the churl with new shoes; the

bereaved father. 48

4. Merlin's continual reports to Blase49who records

all the events; (the author comments later that it 1s to

this habit of the wizard that we owe this detailed and true
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record. )

5. His disgU1ses and foreknowledge of events.

6. Merlin's aid to Uther and Pendragon,50the battle at

Bal1sbury, the transportation of the stones from Ireland

to Stonehenge as a memorial to Pendragon.

7. Herl1n advises Uther to construct a third table at

Cardoell , and tells him the story of the Gra1l.

a. Ut!le~S love for Ygernei Merl1n's part in the

conception of Arthur.

9. The ch1ld 1s del1vered to AntOl' at Merl1n's COlllllland.

10. The trial of the sword in the stone; Merl1n explains

Arthur's right to the crown to the barons, who are un-

convinced, and arm themselves.

11. Merl1n aids Arthur in wars against the seven kings.

12. By his advice, Ban and Bors become Arthur's allies.

1). Wars against the rebel kings, and the Saxons.

14. Merlin's encounter with Nim1anei she promises him

her love in return for instruction in his magic art.

15. Merlin's advice leads to the betrothal of Arthur to

Gonnol'e, daughter of Leodegan.

16. Merlin helps Arthur to relieve the besieged city of

Trebes; after the ensuing feast Queen Helayne, Ban's wife

has a dream, which Merlin later explains. This is followed

by the episode of the Emperor's dream. Since I have not

mentioned this 'Grisandole episode' before, I will use

Mead's convenient summary to outl1ne it at this point.
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"The Emperor has a stranse dre8.I:l whlch he keeps to Muself.

b\!t he slts at meat pensive among his barons. Suddenly

Merl1n in the form of a great hart dashes into the palace.

and falling on his knees before the Emperor says that a

savage man w1l1 explain the dream. In a moment he has

vanished. The Emperor in wrath promises his daughter to

anyone who w111 bring the hart or the savage man. Now,

the Emperor has a steward named Grisandol, who, though a

maiden has CO:De to the court in the dlSguise of a squire.

To her the hart appears in the forest. and shortly after­

wards the savaa:e aan. He allows himself to be taken in

his sleep and brought before the Emperor, to whom he

explains the dream, showing that the vision means that the

Empress has twelve )'outhS disguised as maidens, with whom

she disports at pleasure, and. advising the Emperor to marry

Grlsandol, who 1s a malden In dlsgulse. The E!nperor

follows the adv1ce of the savage l:8n, who, of course, 113

Herlin, and lives happily wlth hls new wife, atter burnlng

the old onet .51

17. Merlin frustrates the plot to substitute the false

for the true Gonnore on her weddlng: night.

18. Merlin takes part In the truce between Loth and hls

followers and Arthur; the parliament at salisbury and the

subsequent defeat of the Saxons.

19. At the castle of Agravadaln Merlln by enchantment

causes the daughter of Agrevada1n and Ban to fall In love.

>
I

I
l

i
;
I



35

20. The feast at Caaelot; a bUnd harper harps a

beaut1ful lay of Britain, and when the message from Bion

arrives demanding Arthur'lt beard to complete the furring

of his untIe, the harper asks to bear the chlef banner in

the first battlei he 19 refused, and reappears as a naked

chUd: the harper and the chUd are both, of course,

MerUn.

21. MerUn helps Arthur in the ensUing battles against

the giant, R1on.

22. MerUn appears at the court of PluaUs, King of

Jerusalem, and interprets a dream which had puzzled all

the wise men.

2J. HerUn visits Nimiane on many occasions and teaches

her more and more of his arts.

24. Arthur's war with the Elllperor Luc1us; MerUn

frequently intervenes.

25. MerUn tells the k1ng of the great cat near the Le.ke

of Losane, which Arthur kills.

26. MerUn predicts to Arthur, to the Queen and to Blase

that he 1'111 be imprisoned by his love. Nimiane enchants

him in the forest of BrooeUande.

27. The knights seek MerUn; Gaweln hears his voice and

reports his fate to Arthur.

The next major treatment of Merlin 1n English is

that of Malory (c 1485>' He, too, falls within the fam1Uar

pattern of fifteenth century writers of Arthurian romance
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in Engl1sh, that Is, lIIUeh of his work 1s translated trom

the French cycles but he dlf(ers from Lovel1ch and the

anonymous author of the~ in his obvlous attempts to

bring deslgn to the mass of I118terlal avaneble ttl hill, and

to stress so:ne themes, even at the danger of ignoring

others. But 1n order to complete the account of MerHn 1n

literature before Malory, mention must be made of a four­

teenth century work which falls outside the general

pattern of chronicles, prophetic works and romances dealing

with MerUn, but which Is, I think, important.

A character called Merl1n appears 1n two tales 1n

The seven Sages~2 This traditional collection of stories

stands completel1 outside the Arthurtan tradition, and let

some of the attributes of MerHn 1n these tales are

related to the composite figure of Merlin which was well

rooted in literature by the late fourteenth century, the

date of the English version of The Seven Sages, and irneed

by the thirteenth century when the Latin H18toria Septem

Sapientum Romse, on which the English version depends, was

produced. The framlng story for the subsidiary tales

concerns the Emperor of Rome. his son, his second wife and

the seven sages who were entrusted with the boy's upbring­

ing after his first wife's death. The Empress tricks'her

huabal'ld into sentencing to death the boy, wholl she hates,

but the sages intervene and he is thrown into prison. Then

the Empress am the sages alternate in telling tales either
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encouraging the ElIlperor to, or diSSuading him from, the

execution. The Empress's sixth story tells of a king

struck with blim.ness from heaven to punish him for the bad

government of seven sages, in whom he had placed all his

confidence. He sought someone to help him ln his plight

and

At the last hzt was hym told

Of a wys clerke and a bolde,

that was hotyn Merlyn,

That couthe many a medicyn. (2)24-2)27)

Merlyn is able to explaln the Emperor's blindness and s~­

g::st a remedy, and the Emperor

anoon undirstood

Ncr11n was trewand couthe good. (2357-2358)

This story is of Indian orlgln and ls found in several

Eastern collections, but lt 15 significant that ln the

Engl1sh version the wlse clerk who can dlvlne the presence

of a bo1l1ng cauldron deep ln the ground under the Emperor's

bed and. explain the signiflcance of the "seven walmes" ln

lt, 15 given a name whlch ln so much other literature of

the tlme ls connected wlth a seer who can counsel klngs and.

explaln portents.

The second use of Kerl1n in The Seven Sages also

points clearly to a strong connection in medleval literature

between magicians and seers and the name of Merl1n. The

Latin verslon of the Empress's seventh tale tells of the

magician Virgil aoo his tower with illl!l8es which guarded



the Roman provinces: if the province represented by an

image was preparing to rnolt, the me.gical image rang a

bell and the Romans would punish the disobedient subjects.

The legendary history of Virgilius the me.gician was well

known in the middle ages and. the story of Virgil's tower,

the "sa!vatio Romae," was a popular part of it. But in the

late fourteenth century MS of The Seven SeBes in the Publ1c

Librarl of the University of Cambridge (Bibl. Publ. Canto.b.

00. 1,17) Merlin was substituted for Virgil, and a magical

pillar with mirrors for the tower and its images. Thus

within a collection of traditional stories we find two

mentions of prophets and magiclans and on each occasion

the name of Merl1n is transferred to a figure in the

original tale, sU8gesting that the legends surrounding

fierl1n were already not entirel, dependent on the Arthur­

ian cycles and had an appeal in other contexts.

~

l Andrew Lang. Introductoq Essay to Book III,
~4~e d'Arthur ed. H. O. Sommer (London,1891), Vol. 11i,

2Wlll1am Rowley. The Blrth of Mer in or the Chi d hat
fOUnd his Father, (London 1 2 printed in Tudor Facsi e
Texts, vol. 105. ed. John S. Paroer (London ,1910).
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6M• Gaster, "The Legend of Merlin"', Folklore, XVI
(1905) 407 ff. and J. D. Bruce The Evolution of Arthurian
Romanc!, 2nd ed., 2 vols. tloucester, Mass. 1958) I, 129­
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4101SCUSSed by Cedric E. Pickford~. 352-)54;
Bruce, II, 28-)0; L. A. Paton. "Notes of MSS of the
Prophecies de Merl1n", PMLA. 28 (191), 121 ff.
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been ment10ned p.l, 7. and nn. 6. 17; and see~.
p.91. nn. 6, 7.

49Blase first appeared 1n Robert de Boron's ..!iro:l!!1.
although a hermit whoe. Herlin knew and vis1ted 1s centlon­
ed by Layamon. and for a disCllss10n of 'Master Blih1s'
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52.rhe §ernn Sages 1n English Verse edited from a
MS 1n the Public Library of the University of Cambridge,
ed. Thomas Wright, Peroy Society, Early English Poetry,
~U;!.:nda: i8E5t~ Literature of the Middle Ages, VoL
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MALOBY'S TREATMEN!' OF 'mE WIZARD

Malar,.. says Eugene Vlnaver. "ls the man to whom

Arthurlan romance owes its survival 1n the English-speaking

world". 1 It 1s to Malory, also, that nineteenth and

twentieth century authors are largely indebted for their

conception of MerHn but earlier writers owe surprlslne;ly

little to his influence. I have outl1ned the process by

whlch MerUnts character and hlstory became established 1n

European and English literature before Malory, and. now it

1s necessary to consider Malory' 5 treatment of the wizard. 2

There 1s not 1n Malory's works any new material about

KerHn such as earUer authors had added, for instance,

the council of delllOns or his entangleClent with Viviane;

Ma1017 used the old materials "out of certyn books of

Frensche and reduced it lnto Englysshe N , snd any changes

in Merl1n's history which he introduces are minor. Many

of these minor ch9J'l8es, however, mark important changes

in emphasis and attitude. Thomas L. Vright4haS shown hew

Malory's handl1ng of Merl1n's role as the spokesman of God

at the conception, birth and crowning of Arthur introduce

Ita singular innovation in Arthurlan legend: it suggests

a new pattern of causes I a new ground upon which the epie

adventures are played, and it casts a new meaning on the

reign of Arthur ••• [Malory projects] Arthur's reign as a

destiny ordained by God and establ1shed through Merl1n,

44
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an event distinct 1n its own promise - no longer, as 1n

his source, malnly a preparation for the recovery of the

Grall-. (P.2?) Merlin. Wright points out, 1s portrayed

1n two important orfices, as the agent through whom God's

w111 and grace 1s expressed, and as the omniscient

strategist who leads Arthur to victory over the rebel

kings. These functions are, of course, derived from the

Prench tradition where MerHn 1s prophet, semi-priest,

shapeshtfter ani strategist I but it 1s Malary, and not the

Prench romancers, who creates the role 1n which MerHn

contrives the birth of Arthur and. guides him to the throne.

The guiding hand of MerHn, as God's agent in

Arthur's affairs, ocours not only 1n the matter of the

succession to the throne but also 1n the battles where

Merl1n is Arthur's guide to victory. For instance Merl1n

comes to counsel Arthur to call a halt to the battle during

his conquests over the eleven kingsj in the French

original he asks "que veus tu faire? Oont n'as tu tent

fait q\Etu as vencus tes anemis?" (III, 1291, notes) but

Malor,. adds a rel1gious consideration, -Hast thou not done

1naw? '" therefore hit ,.s time to se,. 'whot I for God. ,/S

wroth with the for thou woll never have done". (I, 36)

Sillilarl,., in his condensation of Arthur's conversations

with Herl1n in his disguises of boy and old Mn, KaloI7

stresses the displeasure of God at Arthurts inoestuous

relationship with King Lot's wife, and the inevitable
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consequences, "hyt 1s Coddis w;rlle that loure body sholde

be ptm1ssed for lOur fowle dedis". (I, 44)

Malory stresses Merlin' 5 close relationship with

Arthur; most battles and many individual encounters with

unfriendly knights end propitiously only because of

Merlin's intervention. Arthur advises his barons to respect

Merlin's powers - "but wol,e all that loveth me speke with

Merlyn? Ie know wel that he hath done liloche for me, and

he knoweth many thynges. And when he is afore you I wold

that le prayd hJ1ll hertel, of his best avyse." (I. i9)

Arthur's enemies, as I noted also when discussing Arthour

and Merlin. take a more sceptical view of the whard' 5

powers, "'Be ye weI avysed to be aferd of a dreme-reder?'

said King Lot". (I, 18) and later, "thys faytoure with

h,ys prophecy hath mocked me". (I, 76) Halory's own

attitude towards Merlin is sometimes ambivalent. lihen

Arthur orders the slaughter of all the children born on

Ms,y D8J", so that he m&J' escape the fate awaiting him at the

hand of his son, Halory is unwilling to allow the full

guilt of the chlldren'S deaths to fall on his hero and

adds that "many putte the wyghte on MerHon more than of

Arthure". (I, 56) The same suspicion that Merlin's powers

may not always be used for good is seen when Malory

com:nents that Nyneve "wolde have been delyverde of hym,

for she was aferde of hym for cause he was a devyl' 5 son".

(I. 126)

__-.J __



This is Malory's only reference to the birth of

Kerlin, and indeed he omits and compresses a great deal of

Merlin's story. for he was writing the story of Arthur and

for his purpose, Vortlgern and all the events before Uther's

passion for Igrayne were irrelevllnt. Kalory also simpl1f1es

considerably the legends surrounding Merlin's involvement

with Viviane, and omits completely an earlier episode in

the French romance in which -Morgan le Pay, hearing of

Merlin's ability at witohcraft, decided to learn his

'scienche d'1ngromanchie et 1'art'. She asks him to teach

her h1s art and promises to give him anything he may ask in

return. The promise is soon broken: when Merlin, who

loves Horgan le Pay 'moult durement' has taught her as much

as she wants to know she sends hit:! away, for she loves

another man, "un moult biel homme et preu de son cors'~

(Vinaver"s s\lIlIlII.aI'y, III. 1)07) The om1ssion of this

episode, which closely parallelS Merlin's encounter with

Viviane, is 1n line with Malory's practice throughout his

works: he commonly o.mit., episodes which digress from the

lDain line of his story or, as here, repeat incidents intro­

dUced elsewhere. Malory seellls unwilling, too, to describe

enchantments and the supernatural at any great lengthj for

instance when Merlin tells Arthur about the Lady of the

Lake, who will provide hic with a sword, he describeS her

dwelling in the rock merel1 as a I Ceyre paleyce .•• rich­

ely besayne' (I, 52) omittlng the enchantments with which

ihe lady surrounds herself in his sources. (III, 1297, notes)
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These two factors, his tightening up of the story to

avo1.d digressions and irrelevancies and his uneasiness

with the supernatural, probably accou.nt for Malory'S

ver1 bald account of Merlin's love for Vlviane and his

sUbsequent imprisorment; Malory ol:l1ts the daJ:1Sel ' s hatred

for Merl1n, gives no account of the 't:lany wond1rs' he

shows her, and does not make it clear that 'hir sUbtIle

worchying', by which she traps Merlln in the rock, is in

fact learned froID him. (I, 125·126)

Molory's Herlln, then, is even more closel,. 1nvolved

wlth the destlny of Arthur than the earller romances and

chronlcles sua:gested, his role ln the foundlng of the

Round Table and the history of the Grall ls minimized and.

hls supernatural powers are mainly concerned with shape­

sh1ttlng. He ls, too, the falthful frlend and wlse

cou.nsellor of the king, whose advlce is orten Christian

ln tone and who, once at least, identifies hlmself wlth

the Ifill of God. (I,ll)

IE. Vinaver, "Malory" A.L,M.A. p,541.

2All references to Malory's Morte IJarthur are to
1tr~~~~~94~)~lr '!homes Malon ad. E. Vinaver, J vols,

JCaxton's Preface, ~, I, c:l:i11. Por a dis­
cussion of JIlalory's major source for the Kerlin material,
the Suite Du. Merlin, see III, 1265-1277.

I



4Thomas L. Wr1ght. -The Tale of King Arthur,
Beg1nn1ngs and Foreshadow1ngs" 1n Malory's Or1dnal1ty
ed. B, M. Lum1ansky (Balt1lD.ore, 1964),
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III

MERLIN IN THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY

Malory's works. popular though they were, did not

mark the beginning of a new surge of creative literary

interest in romantic aspects of the Arthurian legends.

The sixteenth century preoccupation with Arthur was large­

ly political and historical, and this is mirrored 1n the

treatment of Merl1n from Caxton to Drayton. Caxton felt

he had to defend himself against those "that hoide

oppynyon that there was no Buche Arthur and that all Buche

bookes as been maad of hym ben but fayned and fables, by

cause that some cronyoles make of him no mencyon ne

remembre hym noothynge, ne of his knlghtes".l The oon­

fHot implied here between the fabulous and the historical

was to become the starting polnt of much that was written

about Arthur ani Merlin in the next hundred years. However

the continuing popularity of Malory's work during this

period is shown by its frequent reprinting: after the

ftrst edition of i485, there were new issues 11'1 i498, 1529,

1557, 1585, and 16)4. Ascham's protest in The Schole~

~~ only serves to underline the kind of pleasure which

the Elizabethans and their predecessors could derive from

reading the old romances. Ascham censures the~

Arthure as a produce of Papistical times and typical of

"certaine bookes of Chevalrie. as they sayd. for pastime

and pleasure, which, as some say, were made in Monasteries,

50
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by idle Honkes, or WantoQ Chartons".2 Aschu's argUJ:lents

are mainly concerned with the immorality of the book and

the possible harm 1t could do to impressionable young

readers "that liveth welthel1e and idlelle". At the same

time another kind of censorship was being imposed by

writers of chronicles on the Arthurian material.

Sixteenth century chroniclers were. with some exceptions,

concerned to root out the fantastic and supernatural and

to present the history of Britain in a fashion acceptable

to readers becoll1ng used to the Renaissance ways of think~

ing. which required a closer attention to historical

'truth', as far as that could be ascertained from a care­

ful reading of the earller chronicles. The consequent

elimination of many of the marvellous and magical elements

from sixteenth century versions of the chronicles had, in

fact. already been begun by the time Kalo1'1 wrote; and

even Kalory, although he represents the cullD.1natlon of the

Arthurian romance in Engllsh, was uneasy with the fantastic

episodes, as his handl1ng of Merlin's romance with Viviane

indicates.

A distrust of some of Geoffrey of ~Ionmouth's more

extravagant episodes appears in the Latin Chronicles as

early as William of Newburgh (c 1198), who accused Geoffrey

of inventing history on the basis of old fables,) and

Giraldus Cambrensis who, in his Itlnerarium Kambrlae

i: 1191),4 recounts the sto1'1 of Mellerius. (p.J75) Melle-
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rius was possessed by devils and thus endowed with the

capaclty of discovering any falsehood with which he was

brought into contact; when St, Jolm's Gospel was laid 1n

his lap the devils all vanished but when Geoffrey's

Htataria was substituted they returned 1n greater numbers

than ever. In spite of this Glraldus accepts and repeats

many of Geoffrey's statements, including the story of the

begettln,g of MerHn by an incubus and the removal of the

Great Circle from Kl1dare to Salisbury Plaln.(p,542, 78)

Ralph Higden,1n his PolYchronicon (mid 14th century)4 J

frequently questions Geoffrey's account where 1t appears

extravagant, and consequently he dismisses the story of

Vortlgern's tower, which 1s found, he says, only 1n "the

British book"; he expresses doubts about the removal of

the stones and discards the magioal elements from Uter's

love of Ygerne, turning it into a lawful marriage. At the

end of Caxton's Chronicle (1498) Wynkyn de Worde printed

a poem on Merlin, which is a translation from a Latin poem

in the Polychronioon. 5 This work, with its unoertainty

about the possibility of a child being born to a woman and

a deVil, or an inoubus, its trust in the lore of the

clergy _

Clergie maketh mynde,

Deth sleeth no fendes kynde;

and the finality with which it dismisses the possibility of

a demonic origin for Merlin -

-I
--·----·--·-~7

: I
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But deth slewe Merlyn,

Herlyn was ergo no goblyn,

is typical of the scepticism l'lith which the chroniclers

were approaching the traditional material. It is, too,

noteworthy that the premise from which this argU.lllent begins,

that Merlin is dead and buried in the "lytell ylonde" of

Bardsey, is a denial of the romance tradition of Merlin's

imprisonment by Viviane and the suggestions of immortality

for the wizard which are implicit in the various versions

of the tale. 6 The original Welsh legend. telling of J1erlin's

retirement to a Glass House on the Isle of Bardsey, implies

a magically lengthened life for tre bard, and this

element of the Welsh tale is ignored by the translator of

the Polychroni£2!l.

John Fabyan's New Chronicles of England and France

(c 1493; pub. 1516) was contemporary with Malory's works,

and Fabyan, like Malory, translated the traditional material

into English and added his own comments. In his attempt

to make the narrative plausible he refers only very brief­

ly to the story of Merlin and Vortigern's tower, he omits

all suggestion of mggic in the transportation of the

stones and says, with reference to the story of Uter

winning Igerne through Merlin's enchantments, that it "is

not comely to any Cristen Helygyon to gyve to any suche

fantastycall illusions any mynde or credence" Holinshed's

reaction to the story of Vortigern's tower is very similar
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to this, when he comments that it is "not of such credit

as deserveth to be registered in anie sound historie n.?

The story of Merlin, because of the numerous super~

natural elements in it, inevitably became involved in the

battle of the books, the war of the Chronicles, which was

sparked by Polydore Vergil's attack on Geoffrey of Mon­

mouth in his Angl1cae Historiae Libr (publ1shed 15J4).8

Henry VII fostered the notion that his title to the throne

did not depend solely on either his Lancastrlan descent or

his marriage to El1zabeth of York, but that he was also a

direct descendent of Cadwallader, last of the British

kings. He revived, too, the idea that Arthur was not dead

but would return again and restore the glories of the

British line; this fantasy, with its suggestions of the

Tudor Hne as the incarnation of 'Arthurus redi vivus', he

attempted to strengthen by oalling his oldest son Arthur.

When in 1507 Henry asked Polydore to write a complete

Engl1sh history it was obviously with the expectation that

the book would strengthen his historical claims to be the

apotheosis of the British race. Unfortunately for Henry's

purposes, however, Polydore as an Italian Catholic did not

sympathize With the liberal movement in the English Church

and in the earl1er parts of the story his sympathies lay

more with the Saxons than the Brit1sh. He attempted to

Judge the truth impartially and the result was that he

condemned much of Geoffrey of Monmouth's account of Arthur as

]

I
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mere fables and praised Glldas because IInether doth he

feare in reveal1nge the troth thoughe he were a Britton,

to write of Brlttons that thei nether weare stoute in

batteyle nor falthefull in peace", With his attack on

the historicity of Arthur, Polydore was also attacking the

popular conception of the British king and hero. As the

story of Merl1n 1n the Chronicles was so closely connected

wah that of Arthur, the consequent controversy in which

writers and historians vehemently attacked. or as spirt ted­

11 defended, the old stOMS of Arthur, was concerned with

the 1Il8g1clan as well as the king,

. I
____~I-

-.7

Polydore's work was not publ1shed untll after Henry

VlIts death, but Henry VIII, contlnuing his father'S

interest in hlstor,. appointed John Leland to recover the

ant1quit1es of England and his reply to Po1.7dore, AssertI0

InclYtlss1m1 ArthurH Regls was publ1shed in 1.$44 and

translated into EngUsh 1n 1582 by Richard Robinson.

Leland defended the hIstorIcity of Arthur aga1nst the

attacks of both Polydore and W1lliam of Newbury (Gul1elmus

Parvus). .Gul1e1mus Panus of Br1del1ngton, in his

Prologue before his History thus thundereth out his errour,

'Galfridus h1c d1ctus est, cognomen habens Arthurl1, qu1

div1natlonum lllarum nen1as ex Br1ttann1c8 lingua trans­

tU11t, qu1bus et non frustrs creditus, ex proprio figI:l6nto

lIlU1ta ad1ecit • •• But I will s1ns: him a contrar1e songe

even for ever am a day • • •• Lette hIm cogge and foyste
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sixe hundreth times. 1f hee will. Merl1nus was in very

deede a man even miraculously learned in knowledge of

things naturall, and especially in the science mathematicall,

for the which cause he was most acceptable and that des­

ervingly unto the princes of his time, and a farre other

manner of man, then that he woulde repute himselfe as one

subject unto ye Judgement of any cowled or loytering

grosseheaded Moncke. But I will let pass Arthur and Merlin.

the one more valiant, the other more learned, then they

ought to regard either the pratling or importunitie of the

common people".9 This defence of Merlin as a scholar and

advisor to the ]ting ignores most of the magician's history.

In spite of his defence of Geoffrey who had, according to

Gulielmus, "translated ye Fabulous Dreames of those

prophecies out of ye Brittaine language", Leland shares

with Polydore Vergll a carefully critical approach to

history and admits that "too manie fables and vanities are

di:::persed throughout the whole history of Brittaine". One

can only assume that he was forced to the conclusion that

while Merlin indeed existed, many of the popular legends

about him were "fables and vanities".

Warner. Churchyard and Drayton did not share the

antiquarian's scept1cism and all dealt, 1n different ways,

with the fulfillment of Merlin's prophecies. ~

England (1586)1°15 announced on its title page as a

"Historlcall map of the same Island ••• with H1storicall

I

~
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intermixtW'es, invention and Varieties: Proffitably, brief­

ly and pleasantly performed in verse and prose by William

Warner." The history of England from Noah to Elizabeth is

outlined, with an increasing number of 'Inventions and

Varieties' in the later parts, Although Warner disregards

the more marvelous parts of the ~lerl1n legend, and "other

wonders, tedious, if, not trothless to resight", (p.79) he

does t~rice mention the prophet's origin; once he calls him

"Feend-got" and the second occasion is in this passage

which stresses Merlin's role in providing a lin!: beti~een

the ArthW'ian age and the glories of the Tudors -

This King (Le. Arthur) to intertaine dis-

course, and so to understand

What accedents in arter-tymes should happen

in this land,

He with the Brittish Prophet ther. of

Sequelles fell in hand

Of •• long after Kings, the man, not born

of Humaine seede

Did prophecie, and many things, tl1at came

to pass in deede. (p.80)

In 1587, with The liorthiness of Wales,11 Thomas

Churchyard entered the battle still raging around Polydore's

attacks on Geoffrey and the historicity of Arthur. He

makes the kind of connection between the ancient Welsh

princes and the House of '.i':ldor which Henry vII had been
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hoping for from Polydore. In 'The Epistle Dedicatorie To

the Queene's most Excellent Me,iestie, Elizabeth' he

announces, "I have undertaken to set forth a worke in the

honour of Wales, "here your highnes auncestors took name".

(p.4) Conscious of the concern among historiographers for

veracity and. aware that "such discord did arise among

writers in time past ••• that they reproved one another by

books". he prays "God shield me from such caveling, for I

deli ver but what I have seen and read: alledging for

defense both auncient Authors, and good tryall of that is

Written". (p.12) A marginal note to this passage reads

"David Powel a late writer, 3"et excellently learned, made

a sharp invective against William Parnus and Pollidor

Virgil I (and all their complices) accusing them of lying

tongues, envyolls detraction, malicious slanders, reproach­

ful and venomous language. wilfull ignorance, dogged envie,

and canckered mindes, for that thei spake unreverently of

Arthur and many other thrise noble Princes". A similar

emphasis on re-instating Arthur as a historical figure is

seen during a lengthy digression from the history of Wales

in which Churchyard discusses the deficiencies and merits

of other writers on this topic. "Because" he says "many

that favoured not Wales (partiall writers and historians)

have written and set downe their owne opinions, as they

pleased to publish of that Countrey: I therefore a little

degresse from the orderly matter of the booke, and touch

sOlllewhat the workes and wordes of them that rashly have
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..... wr1tten more than they kneve, or well could prove.u (p.2)

In this connection he 1I:81nly discusses Polydore, and, to

learn the truth, refers his readers to native writers such

as Bede and Gildas, and concludes

And thoua:h we count, but Robin Hood a Jest,

And old wives tales, as tatling toyes appeare;

Yet Arthurs ralgne, the world cannot denye,

Such proofe there ls, the truth thereof to t17e.

That who so speakes, against so grave a thing,

~:! Shall blush to bl?t., the fame of such a king.(p.27)

Alongside the lines on Arthur there is a marginal note,

which says. cryptically, 'l~erl1nus Ambrosius, a man of

bye knowledge and spirit'. This I take to mean that it is

Merlin who supplies the 'proofe' and evidence for Arthur's

reign, and this is borne out by Churchl81'd'S conoluding

list of -t"h:! true Authors of this whole Boeke-, whioh is

made up of -Iohannes Badiu$ Ascensiu, Merl1nus Ambrosius,

Gualterus Monemotensis. Giraldus Cambrensls. Iohannes Bale

of Brutus, Ieffrey of HonDOUth, Gildaa Cambrius, a Poet of

Brltaine, and Sibilla." (p.46) This 1s perhaps the most

startl1ng use of Merlin in defense of the Tudor view of

history; other writers, while glossing over the more

fantastic episodes 1n the legendary life of the prophet,

stressed the fulfillment of his prophecies in Tudor times,

but it is only Churchyard who goes one stage further and

cites Merl1n as an authority of the same weight as his
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creator, or, in the sixteenth century view, the preserver

of his prophecies, Geoffrey of Monmouth.

Towards the end of El1zabeth's reign Hobert Chester

included in his Lova l s Hartrr12 the "true legend of falllous

King Arthur, the last of the nine worthies". In his

address to the reader before he introduces the life of

Arthur into the bod)' of the poem, Chester shows himself as

concerned as any of his contemporaries with the credibility

of the legend of Arthur, and he makes reference to the

literary arguments on the subJect, "there have been some

writers (as I thinke enemies ot truth) that in their

erronious censures have thought no such man ever to be

liVing; how fabulous that should seem to be I leave to the

judgement of the best readers, who know for certain, that

that never dead Prince of memory is more beholding to the

French, the Romane, the Scot l the Italian, yea to the

Greekes themselves, than to his own countrymen, who have

fully and Wholly set forth his fame and l1velyhood: then

how shamelesse is it for some of us to let slip the truth

of this Monarch1"{p.J5) However his proofs of the auth­

enticity of Arthur are not literary but concrete and he

cites the visible relios of Arthur, such as Gawin's skull I

Cradock t s mantle and of course the Round Table. The story

of Arthur's "strange birth, honourable Coronation and most

unhappie Death" is told in vert pedestrian verse, and

Merlin appears only in o:'der to help Uter and provide tor

the infant Arthur. Chester adds one minor innovation to
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the story when, after telling U1Ter that

The first faire sportive night that you shall have,

Lying safely l1uzled by faire 1gerne's side,

You shall beget a son whose very Name

In after-stealing Time his foes shall tame,

Herlin also announces that Utter must not leave Igerne's

bed till Merlin arrives to tell him he may, but Chester

gives no explanation of this strange request. (p.41)

During the sixteenth century, then, popular interest

in ~lerlin was kept alive by repeated reprintings of Malory,

the !:!.1£ printed by Wynkyn de Warde, and by the chronicles

and such works as Albion's England and The Worthiness of

~ most of which carefully suppressed the lllarvels

exploited by the romancers. As I have shown,Geoffrey of

Monmouth, rather than the English versions of the French

prose Merlin or Malory, was the source for most of those

sixteenth writers who mentioned Merlin. But as the century

drew to a close romance elements once again appeared in

English poetry; the influences of Ariosto and "heroic

poetry" culminated, of course, in the romantic adventures

of The Faerie Queene. Even before The Faerie Queen

appeared there were signs, beside the continued reprinting

of lolalory, that interest in the old romances was not dead.

The court seems to have enjoyed the tales of "those (that)

be counted the noblest Knights", in spite of Ascham's

warnings, and on the ocoasion of The Princely Pleasures at
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person, but we learn that the Lady of the Lake has been

confined by "Sir Bruse, sauns plttle. In revens:e of his

included In the entertainment. MerHn does not appear in

!.

to Kalory or Geoffrey of Monmouth, but -has been CHtered

and transm.uted through Spenser's Italian sources; 14

coSyn Merlyne the Prophet. whom for his inordinate lust

she had inclosed In a rock". 1) Spenser's Arthur owes little

prophet, some fragmentary British history, and some

episodes which Spenser apparently lnvented. Spenser's

. ~ Merlin is, on the whole, the traditional l.;izard, protector

of Arthur, and prophet of the future and while Spenser's

conception of Arthur is new to English l1terature, in the

references to the wizard it 1:1 really onl,. in the descrip­

tive details surrounding him that the conventional concept

is .IIOd1ried. The conventional attributes of Merlin, his

A
.:. similarly In his HerHn one can f1nd the influence or

'l~ Arlosto, with elements from the traditional legends of the

"'i the Courte of Kenelworthe in the year 1575 several charac·

~ ters who can probably be traced to Haloryl s influence were

~

:;~
-ib
~
:-,;
.~,

magical sll111s, marvellous contrivances and seer's powers,

found a natural home in Spenser's fairy landscapes, and

just as the purveyors of prophecies fOW1d his name to be a

convenient and recognizable starting point for prophetic

lllaterials, so Spenser naturallY turned to him for SOtle of

his episodes concerning wizardry and prophecy. That not

all Elizabethan writers accepted Kerlin as being worth.1 of



6)

ser10us l1terary attention one can tell from Shakespeare's

scattered references to him, (e.g. Lear, III,11,80ff) and

from Greene's sl1ghtlng reference to "such impious instances

of 1ntollerable poetrie, such mad and scoffing poets, that

have prophetical spirits as bred of Herl1ns race_. 15

The Clrst reference to Merlin in The Paerie Queene

is 1n the passage in which Arthur's armour is described,

and the supernatural powers, with which the possess10n of

ttte shield endued its owner, enUI:lerated. Spenser assures

the reader that there 1s no need to be sceptical about

these powers

Por he that made the same, was knowne r1ght well

To have done much more adm1rable deeds,

It Merlin was, wh1ch whylome did excell

All living w1ghtes 1n might of mag1cke spell:

Both shield, and sword and armour all he wrought

Por this young Pr1nce when first to arllles he fell.

(I,vll,J6)

The emphasis 1n Malory is on Excalibur but here the des­

cription of the sword is less 1mportant than the helmet

and the shield. Arthur's armour in The Paerie Queene

takes on a spiritual significance through the allegory, he

has taken~upon him the whole armour of God. that (he] may

be able to withstand In the evil day-, (Ephes.6,lJ), and

the shield of falth and helmet of salvation are as

I-
I
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necessary for him as the magic powers of Excal1bur and Lts

scabbard were for the Arthur of romance. Spenser's state­

ment that 1t was Merlin who provided the armour for the

young prince, on nne level describes his traditional role

as Arthur's mentor and on another makes the wizard the

agent of God's grace and the purveyor of all the gUts of

salvation, and this second role for the wizard continues

to be impl1ed when Arthur later describes hts upbringing

to Una. He tells her how, whlle he l1ved in Timon's house

Thither the great magician l'1erl1n came,

As was his use, oft times to visLt me:

Par he had charge my discipline to frame

And tutours nourrLture to oversee. (I,il1,S)

Spenser makes Arthur completely ignorant of his parentage,

ani. the reader is given no clue as to from "what loines

and what l1gnage" he sprang, so that apart from the 'faery

Knight' Timon and Merlin, the Prince lacks a heritage.

Una makes an implicit judgment on Merl1n's qualities when

she comments that Arthur was a "Pupill fit for such a

Tutours hand".

Merlin then disappears from the narrative until

Britomart falls in love with Artegal! at ber first sight

of him in the magic mirror. This mirror was the "glassy

globe" which Merl1n made and gave to King Ryence. In this

"world of glas" the viewer could see everything in the

world that appertained to his affairs and the activities

of his friends and foes, and thus prepare to protect himself
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from lnvasions even before news of them reached him.

Spenser comments that our amazement at this magical ball

will be lessened 1f we remember that Ptolemy built a glass

tower for Phao, through which "she m1ght all lien vew., but

"none might her discoure·, One refllembers that the anol11~

mous author of the Seven Sages had already attributed to

Merlin the feat of bulldlng a magical pillar with mirrors

Which warned of incipient revolt 1n the Roman provinces.

A rew years after the pub11cation of The Faerie Queena, in

Christopher Middleton's Chlnon of England,16 we find Sir

Calor appealing to Merl1n for help 1n finding Chinon, the

young hero of the story who has been lost and imprisoned

bJ a witch. MerHn shows the Q.uest1ng knights ''In a

speculative glass the manner of his departure out of

England, the manie troubles he had endured in his journey·

and Chinon's prison,

Clauce, Britomartt s nurse, unable to help her charge

t: overcome her anguished love for Artegal]., finally

her av1sed, that he, which a:ade

That mirrhour, •••

To weet, the learned Merlin, well could tell,

Under what coast of heaven the man did dwelL

(3,i11,6)

In a landscape whose forests and plains have all

the indefiniteness of a dream, and where place names, when

they are given, are usually frankly symbolic and rOClllntic,



description of Merl1n and his cave which fo11ol:s seems to

-that is now by chaunge of naDe Cayr-Merd1n cald-. The

be partly Spenser's own inventlon and partly, l1ke the

travel ••• emongst the woodie hills of J)ynevowre" he wIll

assures the read~r that if he "happen that S8!lle way to
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for instance Castle Joyeous, the Gardin of Adonis. and so

f! on, it is a l1ttle startl1ng to f1nd that Merlin 18 sought

by Glauce and Brito::art in his eponytl:Ous home. Maridunum

~

~
.......;

;}, name of Merl1n's retreat, traditional materIal. ending with

the prophecies of the future of the race which shall spring

.~: from the union of Brltomart and Artegall. Spenser f1rst
:'41
.•;ii
"~,

be able to hear

such ghastly noise of yron chaines.

And brasen caudrons •••

, ..

WhIch thousand sprights with long endurIng paines

Doe tosse. that it will stonne they feeble bralnes.

(J.l1i,8.9)

'!his excursion into the travelogue method. that ls, naming

a place and recounting the history connected h1.th it, is,

of course, what Warner and Drayton did much more extensive­

ly With British geography, history and legend. and it is

not surprising to f1nd that it Is Just this episode from

The Faerie Queene which Drayton used. Spenser descrIbes

~lerl1n's attempt to build a brass wall around Cairmardln,

which was interrupted by his ImprIsonment by the 'false

I.e.die'. althoua:h the feends

doe toyle and travell day and night
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Until! that brasen wall they up do reare,

because

So greatly his collllllal1dement they feare.

Spenser may be remembering Ariosto's account of Brada­

mante's visit to Merl1n l s tomb 1n Mel1ssfI'S cave 17"hen he

has Glauoe and Brltomart discover the prophet In his

-hideous hollow cave", whlle the description of his powers

-J In battle

4" Huge hastes of men he could alone dismay.

And hastes or men of meanest things

could frame,

When so him Ust his enlm1es to pay.

(J,111,12)

1s reminiscent of his feats 1n Arthur's wars 1n Arthour

~ and the prose~. The birth of the prophet

1s briefly described: Spenser contrives to minimize the

evH usually surrounding Merlin's demonic father by refer­

ring to hh as "8 gullefull sprlght". His lIlOther was a

·falre !Mia nonne, •• , daughter to Publdlus •.. and

coosen unto king AmbrosiUs"; this version preserves the

traditional outl1ne of the stor" whlle transferrina:

Kerlin's usual appellation, Ambrosius, to his mother's

COUsin, The w1zard displays a sense of humour 1n hiS

81:lUsement at Glauce's attempts to d1sgu1se both the1r

persons and the1r reasons for be1na: there, and f1nally

The w1zard could no longer beare her bord,

I,

i
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But brusttng forth 1n laughter

admits that he knows who they are and why they have come.

He proceeds to prophesy the future of the race, first

assu.rlng Britocart

It was not, Brltomart, thy wandrlng eye.

Glaunclng unwares 1n charmed looking glas

But the streight course of heavenly destiny.

Led with eternall prOVidence, that has

Guided thy glaunce. to bring his \'1111 to pass:

Ne 1s thy fate, ne Is thy fortune ill,

To love the prowest knlght I that ever was.

Therefore sublll1t thy wayes unto his will,

And do by all dew meanes thy destlny fulflll.

0,111,24)

BJ caking Herl1n a conscious instrument of eternal

PrOVidence 1n the union of Br1 tomart and Artegall. Spenser

is givlng the wizard the kind of role which Kalery had

ghen him as an agent of destiny, although In that case it

was 1n bringing about Arthur's conception. There Is a

strange echo of Arthur's parentage in the account Merl1n

gives of Artegallls origins: Herl1n says that

Ne other to himselfe 1s Imowne th1s day

But that he by an Elfe was gotten of a Fay.

But sooth he is the sonne of Gorlo1s,

And brother unto Cedar Cornish King. (J,111,26,27) ....,
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!he Cornish duke, Gorlols. 1n many verslons18 or the

Arthurlan legends, was of course the husband of Ygerne,

whose place was usurped by Utter, resulting 1n the concep­

tion of Arthur. The use of this name 1s probably the outcome

of Spenser's desire to provide an undeniably British

heritage for Artegall, but it suggests, together with his

close connectlon with MerHn, SOl3e allegorical parallels

1n Spenser's Cllnd between Arthur and ArtegalL The norcal

pattern for Tudor historiographers rlas to trace the Tudor

l1ne back to Arthur and ultimately to Brutus, and Spenser

1s recalling this myth of the glorious origins of the Tudor

dynasty when he derives the CuHy of Elizabeth from

Artegall and Brltol!lart, and also ultimately from Brutus.

As Wlll1am Nelson comments, Artegall 1s the equal of Arthur

and "1n a sense his alter ego since he fathers the Hne of

British kings culm.1nating 1n Arthur reborn as the Tudor

d)"nast:r-.19Artegall. vas -by false Faries Stolne aw8.1,

Whiles yet in lnfant cradle he did eralP (J,l1i,26) but

the only place in English literature before Spenser where

Arthur' n b!rth is connected with the presence of fairies is

in Layamon, (p.J84 vs 14 • p.J8.5 vs J) where the infant is

Visited by benevolent fairies. Nerlln'$ prophecies to

Britoman are of the traditional ltind, mixing straight­

forward historical narrative -

Proud Ethelred shall from the North arise

Serving thtaabitlous will of Augustine (J.111,J5)



.,------------------- -

~

70

with allegory

There shall a Lyon from the sea-bard wood

Of Neustrla come ror1ns. with a crew

Of hungry whelpes, his battallous bold brood,

Whose clawes were nettly dlpt in cruddy blood.

(J,111,47)

Herlin 1s overcome by the prophetic I fury' and falls into

'a suddeln fit, and halfe extetlck stoure', but Spenser's

last mention of him shows him with his equ1l1brlum re-

stored, >-
to former hew ~

He turned again, and chearefull looks (as earst) ~
dld show. (J,111.50l :i

lCaxtonts "Preface" to Morte Arthure.

2ASCham, Scholemaster, ed. D. C. Whlmster (London)
'934) p.73-74.

JThe relevant passages are given by E. K. Chambers,
Arthur of Brll.B!n. p.274-275.

4Higden's treatment of the Arthurian stories 1s
discussed by Fletcher 1n The Arthurlan ~1aterial 1n the
Chronicles, (1906) p.1S1 rr.

5Pr1nted by Mead, E.E.T.S, D,S. 112, p.lxx11~
1:0::111.

6T'nere are several vers10ns or the tale of Merl1n's
1mpr1sonment.
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a) Native Welsh legends say that he departed t~1th nine
bards into the sea in a Glass House, or that he duells
in ::I Glass House in the Isle of Bardsey.
b) The l~rench romances generally agree th£lt Nerlin \I'as
tricl,ed and imprisoned by his love. In the VUlgate l1erl1n
lHmiane confines him in the Forest of Broceliande in l'J.9.11s
of air; in the VUlgate Lancelot she seals him asleep in
B cave. In the Prophecies the .ladY of the "La,]:~ imprisons
lmJinatomb I'Ihere his soul lives on for ever.
cJ I-Ialory recounts that lIyneve imprisoned Herlin through
mal3ic, under a stone; the English Herlin, follo1'lins the
Prench, says that she placed him in a castle of air.
d) The t Perceval states that Herlin retired to an

nnd has not been seen since.
de Nerlin is outside the normal tradition,

rlin's imprisonment in the tomb ends in death.
L. Paton, StUdies in the FBlry NytholOB"Y of Arthurlan
~ (!'I.Y" 190) passim. H. S. Loomis, Celtic loiyth
and Arthurian Romance, 127-8.

7netcher, p.257, 269.

BFletcher, 260 ff.
E. H. It. T1l1yard, Shal,espeare's History Plays,

Peregrine Books, (London, 1962) 29-)8.
Lily B. Campbell, "English History in the Sixteenth

Century". Shakespeare's Histories: Nlrrors of Elizabethan
~(1947)5B-80.

9Leland, Assertio Inc tlsslml Arthurl1 He is
Brittannlae, transl. R. Robinson 1582 cd. W. E. Mead
as appendix to Chinon of Enr;land (E.E.X,S. OS.165.1925J 85..88.

lOW. Warner, Albion's England (London, 1586)

11Tholl!Els Churchyard, The \vorthines of liales, re­
printed from the original edition of 1587 for the Spenser
Soc1ety, (Hanchester, 1876).

12nobc : Chester, Love's Hartyr, (London, 1601)

~~n~~~:~ ~~. ~el(L~~~~~:P~8~8~~c l~~~~t~;;;e:d~;;~ ~1~Shls
renders echoes Caxton's "Preface".
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IJQuoted by V. ~ad 1n hls introduction to Christ-
opher Riddleton. e Famous Historie of Chino 0

~c:i; ~ie~~u~:d~e;~E;~i;~dDb;'G;S~Ol~nd(r82~~25).
and Laneham describes thee 1n hls famous letter to
Hucphrey Martin, ed. p. J. Purnlvall (Ballad $oc1et,.
London, 1871).

14Graham Hough, A Preface to The Paerie Queene
(London. 1962) p.20,

15Robert Greene, "Preface to the reader",
(Perymedes), ~lorl,s. ed. A. Grosart (New York, 1964), VoL
VII, p.e.

16Christopher Hlddleton Chinon of England, ed. iI,
E. lIead, E.E.T,S. 0,5. 165 (London, 1925). Thls romance
presents many well known characters. some from the
Arthu.rlan legends and some from fairy m,ytholoS¥, 1n
marvellous situations. ~luch use 1s made of the super­
natu.ral and tlerl1n is given an opportunity to display
his skUl; ho\>-ever the effect ofthe 'speculative class'
is of a mechanical trick without any concomitant
atmosphere of .t:l8Sic. t~rlin, S8YS Middleton, -then lived
accounted as a Prophet in England, and (by his skill)
could tell of secret things forepast, and hidden J:lYster­
ies to come." p.64. His only other contribution to the
story is to provide SOlD! supernatural aid to the
senrchers lmen he "hastening them forward on their
journey, promised all the cunning he could afford for
their speedie conveyance, whlch he effectually performed,
so that in short time they \fere arrived in this per!llous
!land". p.65.

17Ariosto, Orlando Furioso, III.

1~.[;. Geoffrey of ~lonmouth, Wace, L3yamon,
Robert of Gloucester and later chronicles, althoush Halory
refers to him only as 'the duke of Tintagal'.

19Willlam Nelson The Poetry of Edmund Spenser
(Columbia paperback, 1965J, p.257.



IV

lIlAY'roN AND SELDEN

With the accession of JallleS I and the union of

England and Scotland under one crown, the Utle of

'Britain' and the old British stories had an even more

obvious contemporary slgn1flcance than they had under the

Tudors. As Selden pointed out, Merlin's prophecl that

"the Isle shall again be named after Brute" was "now seene

by a pUbl1que Edict, and in some of his Malestles present

coins and with more such.·
1

Drayton's~. to which

Selden appended this note and many others, 1s announced in

its title as "a Choro3raphlcal description of Tracts,

Rlvers, Mountains, Forests and other parts of this reno~med

isle of Great Britain, with intermixture of the IllOst re~

markable stories, antiquities, wonders, rarities, pleasures

and commodotles of the same", This description of Poly­

Olbion, the land of many blessings, 1s partly a record of

Drayton's own travels in England and Wales, but much of it

1s dependent on literary sources, 1ncluding books borrowed

from the antiquarians Stow and Ca.DIien. The 1t1nerBl7

becomes overshadowed by the leGends surrounding the various

places mentioned, and Clost of the bool< is, in fact, con­

cerned with Wales and the ancient Britalns, and the life

or Merlin and his Prophecies are frequently mentioned.



Dralton had already used Merlin, while Elizabeth was still

on the throne, in his familiar role of prognosticator of

the glories of the Tudor line. In one of Drayton's

Herolcall Epistles (1597) Owen Tudor inforcs Queen

Katherine that he left the delights of Wales for England

by th'eternall Destinies consent

Whose uncomprised wisedomes did forsee

That you in marriage should be llnck'd to mee.

By one great Herlin was it not foretold

(amongst his holy prophesies enrold)

When first he d1d of Tudors name devine,

That Kings and Queens should follow 1n our

line. 2

Drayton's treatment of 11erlin is a curious mixture of

elements from Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Chronicles with

others from the rocances. The Arthurian romnce had, as

I have shown, been largely abandoned by writers except

Spenser during the Tudor period in favour of the historicnl

and pol1tical aspects of the story of Arthur and the

British 11ne. As Greenlaw points out, the legends of the

lJreat Arthurian knights, which make up so much of the

romances, were ignored; ~lalory was read but was without

any apparent literary influence. Spenser, of course,

reVitalized the knights and their chivalrous adventures in

The Faerie Queene, and, writing so soon after the public-
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ation of The Faerie Queene, and influenced by Spenser's

use of the Arthurian materials, Drayton was the first to

combine an antiquarian's interests with those of a

historiographer and writer of romance. The following

passage shows the imagination of the poet worlring with a

series of hints frolll earlier treatments of the legend:

tre British are singing of the glories of their race,

And with courageous spirits thus boldly sang aloud;

How Kerlin by his skill, and Ha6iques wondrous might,

From Ireland hither brou,ght the Stonendge in a night;

And for Carmarden's sake, would fain have brought to

passe

About it to have built a wall of solid brass;

And set his fierxis to work upon the mightie frame;

Some to the AndIe: some, that still infarct the flame:

But whilst it was in hand, by louing of an Elfe

(For all his wondrous skill) was coosned by himselfe.

For walking with his faT, her to the Rocke hee brought,

In which hee oft before his Nigrol!llU1cies wrought;

And going in thereat his Kagiques to have shown

She stopt the Caverns mouth with an inchanted stone:

Whose cunning strongly crost, amaz'd whilst he did stand.

She captive him conveyed into the Fairie land.

Then, how the labouring spirits, to rocks by fetters

bound,

~ith bellowes rUJ:Ibl1ng groanes, and hammers thundering

sound ,
,



A fearefull horrid dinne stHl in the earth doe keepe,

Their master to awake, supposed by them to sleepe,

As at their work how stHl the grieved spirits repine,

Tormented in the Fire, and tyred at the Mine. (Vol. II,

Song IV)

There are several unusual elements here. First we have

the magician's career foreshortened, so that an event which,

in earlier versions of the legend, occurred before the

birth of Arthur is made to seem almost contemporary with

J1erl1n's entombment by Viviane. Secondly, the whole

episode of the brass wall and the flends working on it

deep in the earth at ~lerlin's command 1s an imaginative

Use of an episode which Drayton probably found in ~

Faerie Queene. The sixteenth century extollers of Arthur

- ----=!- -7

and everyone connected with him were, as I have shown,

careful to exclude, as far as possible, all hints of Merlin's

connections with the devil through his conception and birth

and to stress primarily his prophetic powers. Merlin's

reliability as a prophet of the future glories of the

Tudor line would have been seriously weakened by too much

stress on his demonic orig1ns. Here we find Drayton

following Spenser in reviving the romance story of ~lerlin's

love for 'an Elfe'. The suggestion that Merlin was

taken to Fa1rie land is his own addition and the fact that

Merlin's necromanc1es included power over m3ny captive

'flends' and 'labouring spirits' depends on Spenser.
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Dra1ton wss, however, careful to point out to his readers

that his use of the prophecies or Merl1n must not always

be taken completely serlously; he says in his remarlts to

the Reader, "1n all, I believe him most, whioh freest

from affection and hate (causes of corruption) might best

know, and hath with most llkely assertion delivered his

report. Yet so, that, to explain the author, carrying him­

self in this part an historical, as in the other a choro­

gI'sphlcal poet. I infer ort. out of the British story.

what I importune you not to credlt. Of that kind are those

prophecies out of Merl1n sometimes interwoven; I dis­

charge myself; nor impute you to me any serious respect

of them." Drayton may perhaps have wished these reserv~

stlons to apply also to the romantic elements of the

w1zard's story, although it was left to Selden to express

these dou.bts critically. Selden's note on the passage

qUoted above preserves the tradition, first formulated by

Giraldus Cambrensls, that there were in fact two Merl1ns,

·one or Scotland cOll1l:lOnly called Sylvester, or Caledonlus

Hving under Arthur; the other Ambrosius borne of a Nunne

'" in Caermardhln; begotten, as the vulgar by an Incubus."

Selden goes on to display the kind of scepticism about the

prophet which is common to the Tudor and Stuart historians.

"POl' his burial! (in supposition as uncertalne as his

birth, actions and all of those too fabulously m1xt stories)

and his !.edy of the Lake it is by liberty of profession



as credible as some more of his attributes, seeing no

laid 1n France by that Italian Arlosto: which perhaps is

~!11" ~_=__~_'='''''~~_c~ __.. ---~-._,----._ .. -- =- J --7
,
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~~~
perswadll1f; authority 1n any of them, rectifies the un-

certainty,- !riosto, too, had his Selden 1n the person of

Sir John Harlngton who provided scholarly annotations to

his translation of Orlando furloso (1591). At the end of

Book III 1n which NerHn's grave 1n France is mentioned

he gives a long commentary on 11erl1n. and deals with his

birth, life and death. Concerning his birth Herington

agrees with "the great clerk Bellarmlne. that such birth

1s either impossible, or peculiar to the great Antichrist

when he shall come. But concerning his life. that there

vas such a man, a great counsellor to King Arthur. I hold

it certalne.- As for the stories of his death, says

Harington, they are so nw:lerous that -8 man may be bolder

to S83 that all of them are false, then that any of them

be true,- He cO:lll:lents on Ariosto's account of Merlin's

tomb in France, which he assumes to depend on the stories

of the Lady of the Lake in which she lures him into the

tomb prepared for himself and his wife and imprisons him

there by his own m.agic arts, Harington'$ reason tor re­

peating this story is not the demands of schOlarship

nlone, for, he says "this I thought good to set downe for

expounding the II, Starte of this booke the plainer, not

that any matter herein is worth the noting, without it be

to warne men not to tells suc~ dangerous secrets to women,

except they w111 take occasion to imtate the wisdom of



Drayton's other references to Kerl1n and Selden's

cOm:lents on them follow the pattern of the first one:

Drayton elaborates on the legendary material, Selden

questions it. This is apparent in the passaGe in ~rhich

the poet discusses the conception of Herlin throua:h the

ag:ency of one of the fallen angels, who wish to revenge

And thus Ill\.Ich for HerHn.-JCato in repenting it after.
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prompt the frailer blood. - (Song V) But Selden accepts

themselves on mankind and, -to seduce the spirit, oft

:t

-palliated the fact under the name of a spirit-. The

a spirit, except through an evil application of the

Consul, and suggests that to'.erlln's mother, in self-defence,

practical Selden rejects the possibility of generation by

principles of artificial inseI:lination, "I shall not believe

.*, that other than true bodies on bodies can generate, except

.J by s1firtnes of motion in conveying of stolne seed some

~j Nennius' statement that Ambrose's father was a ROl:l8n

:'~

~l
~~

~

uncleane spirit might arrogat the improper name of gener­

ation.- Again, Selden will not abuse the intelligence of

his readers by endeavouring to -perswade (their) beleefe

to conceit of a true foreknowledge in" HerHn. This

occurs as a commentary on the passage in which Drayton

describes ~lerl1n's prophesies to Vortigern, (Song xl and

is prefaced by this explanation of Selden's position;

-learned men account hiM but a professor of uniust1fiable

!'taglque, and ••• all Prophecies either fall true, or else

Brea:lOng the affecters of such vanity perpetuallY expected.·
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The dtfferenoes in Drayton's and Selden's attitudes to

Herlin oan be oonveniently summed up in Selden's phrase

liS professor of uniustifiable Nagique" and Drayton's

enconlum

Of Merlin and his slrille what Region doth not heare?

The world shall still be full of Herlin everie where.

A thousand lingering years his propheoies have runne,

And scarcely shall have end till time itself be done.

(SOng V)

Here the 'battle of the books' is waged 11ithin the covers

of one book, between annotator and poet, and remembering

Drayton's prefatory disclaimer, the reader realizes that

the poet himself is not unaffected by the conflict but

prefers to ban it from the body of his book.

IDrayton, Po1:y-Olbion, (London,1612) illustrations
to the Xth Song.

2Quoted in Edwin Greenlaw, Studies In Spenser's
Historical Allegory (Baltimore, 1932).

31 am indebted to Professor M. H. H. HaclCinnon, who
drew my attention to this note, and to other referenoes to
llerl1n in Ariosto.



HERLIN AS PROPHET

Some writers of the sixteenth and seventeenth

centuries seemed to be largely unaffected by either the

political or historical implications \~ith which their con­

temporaries were concerned when re-telling the Arthurian

legends. These ~Iere the men who continued to satisfy the

popular taste for prophecy, and two of them presented the

prophetic Illaterials within the familiar and unquestioned

framework of [-lerlin's life, while many others produced

pamphlets or chapbooks containing prophecies of the wizard

which appealed to his name alone to prove their veracity.

Both the complete lives of the prophet and the pamphlets

continue the tradi tion begun by Geoffrey of ~lonlllouth,

which continued uninterrupted through the centuries. From

the earlier fifteenth century, for instance, survives ~

Prophecy of the Six Kings to follow King JOhn,i which

depends on Geoffrey's f!:2phetiae Merlini, and whose

popularity is attested to by the fact that it survives in

Latin, Anglo-French and English versions. The invention of

printing, by allowing a wider circulation of the prophecies,

helped to ensure their continued popularity. In 1510

Wynkyn de Worde printed A Lytel Tretys of the Byrth and

Proph~es of [~erlin.2 The author promises

81
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I shall tell you here afore

How Merlyn was goten and bor

And of his dedes also

And of other mervaylles many mo.

After recounting the death of lUng Constantin, the battles

of his heir Moyn with Angus, King of Denmark, the murder

of Mo,n by powerful friends of Constantin's steward, Vort~

iger, and Vortiger's subsequent acquisition of the throne,

the author describes how Vortlger attempted to build a

strong castle on Sal1sbury Plain which ~,ould shelter him

from his potential eneC2ies, 8!ll.ong whO::ll the most dangerous

were Uter and Pendragon, the sons of Constantin. Then the

child Merlin is introduced and the story of his birth

recounted. The version given here, in its account of the

councll of deVils which plots mankind's downfall, depends

Ultimately on Robert de Borron's expansion of Geoffrey,

and the story of the trickery and beguilement of the

father, mother and three sisters is in the tradition which

had already appeared in English literature in Arthour and

~. The horrific situation in which Merlin's mother

found herself Just before she herself, lfhlle lying in a

drunken stupor, was ravished by a fiend and conceived

Merl1n is very different from the approach talten to the

events surrounding Kerlin' 5 birth by the sceptical chron-

I_~

lclers of the early s1J:teenth century.

author of the little treatise tells us

The anon)'DlOus
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Than was the youngest daughter vo

That nye her herte braste a two

For the fendes slew her brother "fWys

And her fader dyed amys

And her moder hanged herself

And her syster waS bydelfe

And her other syster an hore is

And accompanyed with harlottes 'I'If1s •

The storT continues in this aelodramatic vein. and gives a

detailed account of Merlin's mother's appearance before

the Judge and her defence by Blasy, who, when the child

was born

bare hym home with lIlYlde mode

And baptysed him in the flode

And called hym to his crysten name

Karlyn to hyght in goddes name.

It is interesting to note that here Blasy pl&1S a simllar

protective role for mother and child to the one which

Kerlin himself plays for Ygerne and the infant Arthur in

other versions of the story. The Lytle Tre..!U ends with

the battle in which Pendrag:on is killed and Utia"' becomes

King, but before this the poet recounts Merlin's encounter

With Vortiger and. the prophet's explanation of the red

and White dragons. In this part of the story 1s included

KerUn's mysterious laughter, at the man with nelf shoes

who 18 about to die and at the funeral part)' at which the
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,]
dead ch1ld 1s actually the priest's son. J>lerl1n's sbUlty

to penetrate the disguise of the Queen's Chamberlain and to

expose the Queen's involvement first In the attempted

seduction of -him" and then In the trumped up charges

leading to -his· condemnation to death, Is detalled as are

his numerous disguises and his prophecies of the future of

the kll\Bdom: all these are traditlonal elements) of the

story and are presented completely uncrlt1cally.

A century and a half later we find the same un­

critical and completely traditional approach In Thomas

fI".efWOOd's work flerl1n's Prophecies and Predictions with

the Ut'e of Merl1n~ which IS a free adaptation of ~

Prophecy of the Six lUngs. Heywood used the prophecies of

f1erl1n as a convenient framework for his rather tedious

reeltal of the history of England or, in his own ,..ords, for

-a true eatalogue of all the kings of this Island". Like

·Alanus de Insulis", to whom he was indebted for his

attitude to the prophet, Heywood is coneerned to show that

-Merl1nus, though he l1ved in the tioe of profane paganiSCl.

was a professed Christian and therefore his auguries the

better to be approved lind allowed". (Preface to the Render)

The first chapter of the book showS Heywood to be well

within the tradition of those wr1ters who, s1nce the

twelfth century, had been concerned to establish the

prob1ty of Herl1n's character 80 that the veracity of the

prophec1es attr1buted to h1m, and the chron1cles dependent
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U!De, of course, more pol1tically conscious writers,

with Arthur as the glorious ancestor of the Tudors and

Stuarts, h3.d been taking a critical look at the legends

concerned with ;ferl1n in his relationship to Arthur, and

At the same~~ on these prophecies, might be unquest1oned.

~

'1'

:!
~

surrounding the wizard and discarding the grossly unl1kely

elecents from it for the sake of the historical truths

which they wished to present. Heywood is in many ways an

anachronism; he had neither the questioning end critical

habits of mind of the Renaissance historiographer nor the

patriotic desire to honour King and country by showing a

glorious pattern emerging from the historical events; his

desire to establish Merlln as a blameless Christian is

based on the wholly traditional concern that the prophet

shall be acceptable end therefore bel1evable. He11food

diScusses at SoDe length the problem of Merl1n's birth,

-his mother being certain, but his father doubtfuU-,

Pollowing Selden's example he thinks it "most probable"

that Merl1n's mother told her story "to conceale the person

of her sweetheart by disclosing of whose name she had

undoubtedly exposed him to imminent danger, and this is

most probable." (p.2) But Heywood seems to be unwilling

to abandon completely the possibility of a more shadowy

father a.nd discusses the nature and activities of incubi,

The next question which he considers is "whether he were

a Christian or a Gentlle·," and he comes to the triumphant
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conclusion that "It is not to be doubted but he was a

Christian as being of the British nation," and he goes on

to comment that God "in every nation and Language, pickt

out some choice persons, by whose mouthes hee would have

uttered thlrlSs which should futurely happen to posterity,

according to his divine will, and pleasure, and amongst

these was our Merlin." He gives examples of these divine

l:iOuth-pieces • Job, the Sibyls, who prophesied the incar­

nation, Virgil and Balaam, who was, unfortunatelY, shown

to be no better "Ulan a Soothsayer or a wizard". Heywood

continues "These foreer examples may beget an hesitaUon

or doubt, by which of tre two spirits, the good or the bad,

our Countryman Herlin uttered his predictions" (p.4) but

one must remember. he says. that Alanus de Insults vouches

for Merlin and, he concludes, "In all his prophecies I find

nothing dissonant, incongruous or absurd; not any thing

foreigne or averse from truth: And those who shall ltve

in ~es to coce, shall find those his predictions as

constantly to happen in their dayeS (according to the l111l1t

of tlll:e) as we have hitherto found them certalne and in­

fallible even to the age in which we nOl: l1ve. II (p.8)

Having satisfactorily established the Christian character

of Merlin, Heywood could go on to relate hiS prognostic­

a';lons to the history of England, which he carrles as far

as the funeral of James I and the coronation of Charles.

Only the rtrst few chapters are really relevant to a studJ"



-
61

of the figure of Merlin in Engl1.sh literature, while the

main part of the work 1s a good eXalliple of one of the major

uses of Merlin in literature, that Is, as a mouthpiece for

prophecy. Thus the two traditions which Zumthor describes,

-18 fable de ~'lerUn" and lIe theme du Prophete·, are both

present in Heywood's work.

Heywood talres a chapter to describe lIn whose

reigne Merlin was borne. How the state of Brl ttalne stood

in those days, with divers necessary occurences, pertinent

to the story.- This covers the story of Vortl,ger and the

Saxons, Henglst and Horsus. who helped Vortlger maintain

his throne. It 1s interesting to notice that bl the

seventeenth century a chronicler found it necessary to

embellish the tale of bloodshed and treason by the intro­

duction of a 'love interest'. Thus we find that Henglst

brought wlth hlm hls daughter, Rowen, wlth whom Vortlger

fell ln love and, after castlng off hls wHe, IIl8rrled.

Thus when the Brltlsh lnterests, 1.n the person of Vortlmer.

banished Vortlger and fought the lntrudlng Saxons,

Vortlger was restored to the throne only when Rowen

murdered her stepson. The thlrd chapter relates hoW

Vortiger attempted unsuccessfUllY to build the castle or

Generon ln Wales, and here, of course, Merlln ls lntro~

duced. Vortlger's wizards, who -concluded ln the end to

save thelr credlts and to excuse thelr ignorance, to put

the King orf with an 1.mposslb1l1t1e·, told the King that
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:-i~ the stones must be ce!D.ented with -the bloWl of 8 man-chllde,

'~ who was borne of a mother but had no man to his father."

:, (p.20) Heywood's explanation of the wizards· conduct, that

-,til they told this impossible story to save their own reput­

.~ atlan'. 'hawa clearly that h. Is nat going to allow any

...?t" suggestion of a demonic origin for MerHn to interfere with
.,\ .

the heroic and virtuous figure he wants his prophet to be.

When Vortlger llIeets HerHn, HeJllood gives us one of the

very few pt!1'slcal descriptions of the prophet to be found

1n l1terature before the nineteenth century. Vartlger

"began to apprehend strange promising things in his aspect,

as having a qUick and piercing eye, an ingenious and

gracious countenance, and in his youthful face a kind of

austerltle and supercilious gravity, which took in him such

a deep impression that he thought his bloud too noble to be

!ll.1ngled with the dust and rUbbish of the earth.- (p.2l)

'[ 'at ani, " this Marlln or blameless origin. he haa none

or the puck1sh delight in trickery which appears in the

earlier literature. E'V'en the act of prophecy is for him

a saddening occasion, for he has an el:lot1onal sympathy with

the people whose downfall he foretells; when Vortiger

asks Merlin what the battle of the red and white dragons

portends, Merlin "fetching a great sigh, and teares in

abundance issuing from his eyes, with a prophetical! spirit,

cade him the following answer." The answer, in pedestrian

rhyming pentameters, concludes with Kerl1n ·casting a sad
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Heywood does seem to have been attracted, however,

those which led him to employ his magical arts to hood-

wink the King, and the fourth chapter deals with "Sundry

89

look upon the King, as reading his fate 1n his forehead.".,
~ (p.24)

!~
'";; by the more cheerful attributes of MerHn, particularly
:;i,
';
""j

"
-~

prestigious Acts done by him to delight the King," Here

again Heywood rearranges the traditional elements to show
~

!{erl1n 1n 8 favourable light. Pirst he hints that these

" 'prestigious Acts' may be purely 8 l1terary invention,

which he wl11 recount but not be responsible ror: he

) .xplain, "A, I<ar11n wa, plentifully lndu.d with the ,pirit

of diVinatlon, so by some authors it 1s affirmed of him

that hee Was skUfull 1n darke and hidden arts, as Megick,

Necrocancy and the like. and relate of hilD, that when King

Vortlger l1ved solitary in his late erected Castle for­

saken by the greatest part of his followers and friends,

and qUite sequestred from all Kingly honours, he grew into

a deepe and dumpish melancholy" (p.2S) which was alleviated

by Herl1n's sports. Merlin's tricks were not, of course,

traditionally performed to amuse the King, but rather to

confUse him, and the tricks here are parlour tricks rather

than mysterious meetings on a heath with an ancient, un­

Cannily knowledgeable and mysterious man. Merlin provides

f01' Vortiger music with no visible source, aerial hunts

and, as a finale, a Lillipution archery cocbe.t on the table
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in the King's summer Parlour. -The King heartily laughed­

IIOre at the discomfiture of his servant, than at the combat

Itself; the servant being called upon to decide the 'fietor,

stooped to 100J{ snd was shot through the nose for Ilhe had

sorrething Q big nose." or Herlin' 5 more spectacular feats,

Heytfood notes In passIng thllt Aurelius Ambrose with the

·helpe of Nerlin caused the great stones which stand till

this dlQ· on the plaine of Salisbury to be brousht in a

whirlwind one night out of Ireland.-

He7l"ood's interest in ~ove as a I:IOtivating factor,

already mentioned in cormectlon with Rowen and Vortiger,

15 shown again In his handling of Uthe~s love for 18erna.

HO~lever, he treats Ulilar's passion with a crudity which

largely destroys the sense of restraint and frustration in

Uth!r which gives dramatic tension to the traditional tale,

and finally provides a grotesque parallel with Richard of

Gloucester courtins Anne over the bler of her husband, for

UltB-, after ecbalm.1ng Gothlols' body, -acquainted loems

bl letters wlth the former passages, how they stood, and

hO'... much hee had hazarded his person for the fruition of

her love [and] hee invited her to her Lord's Ptmerall, at

which the King and shee both mourned, but after the

celebration thereof ended, he the second time courted her,

and in a few days Mde her his Queene of a Duchesse. - (p.JS)

All the enotlons of the lovelorn utt.a" are recounted oel­

OdrJllllB.tlcally, 50 that at first Uth!r -could not restrain
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Dr bridle his extraordinary affection but must needs court

union of Utha- am !gerne, Heywood tells us, resulted In

trates on "le th~lDe du Prophete"; he recounts Merl1n's

:. and kisse her openly 1n the presence of her husband"; and

~3 ::nt ::n::::1::1::k:r~1:~:l:::d::V:::: ::C:O::l::e::~::V:::
e·
'~ face, many deep suspires, and extrnordlnary passion.·' The

~
the birth of Arthur and Anna, and by this -match the feJIE

of Merlin spread farre abroad·, Por the remainder of the

book Heywood abandons ilIa fable de Herlin" and concen-

~
prophecies and shows how they were fulfilled In historical

events, and occasionally pauses to remind the reader of

'j Merlin'S reliability: "you see how hitherto Merlin hath

.~ predicted nothing which the successe and event have not

.~ cade good; wee will yet examine him further, and prove if,
hee hath been as faithfUl in the future as the former."

The popUle.r1ty of the prophetic mater1als and the

credulity with which they were received by most English­

lllen. as \'iell the politicsl ends which they could be made

to serve, arc all mirrored 1n The Complrornt of Scotland,

(1549)? During a discussion of the causes of the national

decline and ruin the author describes some of the peculiar

lleapons which the English were employing against Scotland.

One of these was Mane poietlcsl bulk oratourly dyt1t"

whose purpose was to show that Scotland had or1g1nally been
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a colony of England. and that it uas again essential to

unite the two under one prince as the "Isle of Britain".

as tt was when the Trojan Brutus conquered it from the

siants. A second Hterery weapon complained of \laS

certain prophecies of Merlin which 1n "rusty l71:le"

foretold the Satie union, The author cOQl:lents. with some

aspertty. that the English may find these pretended

prophecies. like the ancient ambiguous answers of the

oracles. fulfilled in unexpected ,~ays and he expresses

his own bellef that Ehgland would soon be ruled by a SCot­

tish prince. The bellef of the ~nsllsh in these prophecies

is discussed in Chapter X of the book. "The Actor deolaris

qUhon the Engl1shlllen glfis vane credens to the prophesies

of Herlyne;" " ••• and also the inglismen gifis ferme credit

to diverse prophane propheseis of tlerlyne, and tll vthir

aId corrupit vaticinaris to quhais ymaginet verkls thai

l311'e mair faltht nor to the prophesle of Ysaye, Ezechiel,

Ieremie or to the evangel: the quhllkis prophane prophets

and vacticinaris afferlllit in there rusty ryme I that

Scotland and Ingland sal be under ane prince," It was, of

course. the concern of most of those English writers who

represented Merlin in his prophetic role to establish his

iti.peccable standing as either the direct or implied mouth­

piece of God. and anything but a .prophane prophet", and

A.1anus de Insults and Heywood sholf this concern in an

obVious way by "proving" that f'.erl1n was a Christian. It

-I.__.-_._- -c~7
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with works of prophecy and those who belleve<l them, that

1n a strange book •.•• This was doubtless the craze of

the anonycous author of the~ displays. fl. W.

Haccallum remar!led that Heywood treated the entire history

1Taylor, Political PropheCY, pp.48-S1. 157-164.

of England "as the fulfillment of the dzards vatlclnatlons.

century critic on Heywood's Warl( ShONS the same impatience

21. L e Tret s of the B th and Pro hee e of
.&!tl..l.D (1510 S.T.C. 17 • Quotations from this work appear
with the permlsslon of The Pierpont Horgan Library, New
York.
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e'f 1s interesting to note that the comment of a nineteenth
.j[
:~

j
'"f,.
:2...1 an eccentric, and Heywood. we may hope. :-:as read only by

such people as would nowadays beHeve 1n the Great

i CI'fPtogram, or the Israel1tlsh orlgin of the Engl1sh.·
6

:$1

~
J
1
1
~
.}•~
;

3See~; legends about the denon Ashmedal;
Robert de Boron; Arthour and Merlin; Prose~.

4Thomas Heywood, Merl1n's prophesieS (London,16,l).

'The complarrt of Scotland (1)49) ed. J. A. H.
~Iurral {london,1872 •

6H W Ma callum Tennyson's IdyllS of the Klng and
Art~urlan'St~ry ~ro::l th~ Sixteenth Centucr (Clasgow ,l 94),
p.l o.



VI

PROPHECIES AND AU~ACS

As I have already mentioned 1n connection with

Drayton, the union of Scotland and England under James I

vas seen as the fulf1llment of Herlin's prophecy 1n

Geoffrey of l~onmouth: nThen shall break forth the fountalns

of Armorica, and they shall be crowned with the diadec of

Brutus. Cambria shall be f1lled with joy and the oaks of

Cornwall shall flourish. The island shall be called by tre

name of Brutus: and the name given 1t by foreigners shall

be abolished." Miss Brinkley quotes Bacon's comment that

"The vulgar conceived that there was now an end glven and

a consUI!llIlatlon to superstitious prophecies (the bel1et of

fools, but the tallt sometll1les of wlse men), and to the

holt expectation which had 1Iy tradition been infused and

Inveterated lnto nen's mlnds."l But the fact that the

ancient prophec1es were now, by some at least, thought to

be consummated d1d not preclude an ever 1ncreasing popular

1nterest 1n prophecy. As m1ght be expected, at the t1Qe

at wh1ch ~ler11n's prophec1es could be used for pol1t1cal

capital to underllne the des1rab1l1ty of the new reg1me,

two new ed1t1ons of h1s prophec1es with "AlanuS de Insul1s'll

CO:Daentar1es were produced (1603, 1608). In 160) and 1615

I
- .::::-:/
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there were also edlttons of The Whole Prophecies of Scotland,

Endllnd Prance and Denmark Prophecled by marvellous

-I
--;=:7

I

found the conslJ.Dl:llBt1on of the prophecy that ·the BriUsh

~.

Speed, in his II1storv of Great Britain (1611) points

"lout that in spite of superstitious uses of ~lerl1n's

.; prophecies "Truth blds us acknowledge" that in James 1s

';

Empire after the Saxons and Noraans should returne agalne

to her ancient stocke and Name.·Z IUss Brlnklc1 quotes

froD the Masque perfortted at Lord Ha1'S tlal'rlage to show

that Jaces tfl1S not only considered as the fulf1l1ment of

the prophecy, but even as the returned Arthur himself:

Merlin, the great king Arthur being slain

Fortould that he should come to Hfe age.1n,

And long time after wield Great Brltalne's

State,

More powerrull ten-Could and more fortunate.

Prophet, 'tis true, and well we f1nd the sane,

Save only that thou dldst mistake the name.)

The seventeenth century attitudes to the Arthurlan

legends 1n many ways were a repetit10n of thOse of the

prev10us century. Just as the access10n of the Tudors had

been seen a9 the culmination of the glor1es of Br1ta1n, a

Br1taln whose orlgil1!.ltor was the Trojan Brutus and whose

ancestry could be traced in an unbroken l1ne (rOIl Arthur

to Henry VII, so too, under JaJtes the golden age of Britain
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seemed to have returned. The Trojan-British origin of the

DOMrch was stHl stressed and the interest that had been

shOlm in a specHically Welsh ancestry for the Tudors was

nvived, w1th D. sl1ghtly dHferent emphasis, when Prince

Henry \~as made Pr1nce of Wales. And Just as the Tudors

had fOUM the whole foundat1on of their h1story brought in­

to question by the work of Po!ydore Vergll and the

historiographers who followed him. so too a new wave of

study of Geoffrey of Honmouth and of the British orig1ns

of the race orig1nated dur1ng James' re1gn. As the f1rst

popularity of James waned with h1s increasing insistence on

the Divine Right of Kings, there was a new upsurge of

interest in the historical sources of English law. The

revival of Anglo-Saxon studies not only substantiated the

Saxon origins of English law, but the results of the

researchers revealed -through custom, thought and language

that the Brit1sh derivation, with all the romance of Uther's

son \~as a hollow myth and the Saxon original was the only

trustworthy source for the race.,,4 Thus the veracity and

reliability of Geoffrey of Honmouth continued to be the

centre of controversy. As Ife have seen. Drayton although

not COl:l.pletely accepting Geoffrey, at any rate uses the

l!istor1a as one of his sources for the Pol y_Olbion, al­

tho\IJJh Selden, in his notes discredits Merlin. Hilliam

Slatyerin his Paloe.Alb10n, a work extensively influenced

by Drayton, recountel1 all the British legends as serioUS

7

'I
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historic truth. Spenser had his imitators too, and in A

SuppleClcnt of the Faery Queene (i635), 11hich purported to

be Books VII, VIII and IX of the Faerie Queene, Robert

Je&on introduced 1·1er11n, who tells his story and then

prophe$ies that a royal hero (Jt\tles) '01111 unite the land

and bring peac~. In .1'he Faerle KlM, SaDuel Shepherd

imitated Spenser In order to embody allegorically the chief

events of the reign of Charles I and to ShOlf the Glory of

the Kins, P.erl1n's history ~ briefly sw:tlllarlzed, and he

Is depicted as an enchanter sufferins: torture 1n hell for

his magic,5

In a great many works of the seventeenth century the

figure of tlerUn has become divorced both from his con­

nection Ifith the rest of the Arthurinn legends and also

from the speCifically national and political prophecies

with tlhich his name had earller been associated. We find

from about 1640 untll Nell into the nineteenth century

that, as Mead says, "nothing was more natural than to take

advantage of [1.ler11n's] celebrity in order to help the

sale of catchpelmy pacphlets of a propheticll1 character, ,,6

Vell occasionally the 1fl'iters of these prophetical works

used Geoffrey of J.1onmouth directly; the prolific William

LUly, lfho published numerous volumes urul.er the nall'.es

[I.erUnus Angl1cus or l~erl1nus Junior, did so in one book,

and The \'lor d's Catastro he or Euro s Mt1 Dlutations unti

..12§.~ contains a translation by EliaS Ashmole of Book VII

7

~.

~
I
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of the llistorin. 7 This, he says, is -A Prophecie of

A!3brose Herllne, a Britaine, Prom the Translation of

Geoffrey of Monmouth. Aenigmotically therein delivering

the Fete, and Period of the English Honarchy.lt But IllanY

or the alDl3nacs and predictions are loed in their appl1c~

etlon and quite unhistoricnl in their approach, orten

s!lIlcl,ing strongly of quackery.

flead quotes the following Ions series8 of pre~

dictions attributed to lierlin, and this could be further

increased by including the numerous lforJ(S of Wll11am Lllly:

a typical production from his pen 1'leIS the almanac Nerl1nus

AMl1cus Junior, The Endish Herlin reviv'd, "or a Hath~

etlatlcall prediction upon the affairs of the British

Cotl:i:Onwealth- (l644). The f1rst edition of this >fas sold

out in a ~Ieek, and a second was published in the same year.

As can be seen from the following titles Rerl1n's name

could be used to cover astroloe;ical observations, almanac

information or almost any kind of prOGnostication, with

either local or national interest.

1. A Prophesle (of ~lerl1n) c'oncernlng Hull in Yorkshire,

1642.

2. The Lord Nerlin's PropheCY concerning the King of

Scots, foretelling the strange and wonderful things that

shall befall him in Ensland. As also the time and !ll81IDer

of a dismal and fatall Battel (London, August 22, i651).
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ftlls was an old prophecy originally presented to Queen

Elizabeth in 1582.

3. The flad-merry Herlln j or the Black Almanac!::

compris1ng strange observ3tlons, and monthly prognostica­

tions in the ensuing year, 16,54.9

4. Rerl1n Reviv'd, or an old Prophecy found in 3; ","Janu­

script in Pontefrnct Castle in Yorl(shire. (London 168i).

5. The cystery of Ambros Merl1ns, Standard-beerer, Wolf

and last Boar of Cornwall, with sundry other m1sterious

prophecys '" unfolded 1n the fallo~l1ng treatise on the

signification ••• of that prodigious comet seen ••• anno

1680, with the blazing star, 1682 ... written by a lover

of his country's peace. (London 1683).

6. Catastrophe Mund1, or lolerlin rev1v'd, 1n a Discourse

of Prophecies and Predictions, and their reJ:lSrkable

accompl1Shment; with Hr. L111y's Hieroglyphics exactly cut.

Bya Learned Person (London 1683).

7. Merl1n rev1v'd, in a Discourse of Prophecies and Pre·

dictions, and the1r RelDB.rkable accompl1shment, wIth Mr.

Lilly's Hteroglyph1cs, also a collectton of all the Ancient

ProPhectes, touch1na: the Grand Revolution like to happen in

tl'lese latter Aa:es. (London 1683).

8. MerHnt Ana:Hci EphemeriS; or Astrological JUdgments

for the year 1685.

9. A famous Predict10n of Merlin, the BritIsh vizard.

lirlttt!n above a thousand years 9.S0, and relating to the year
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1709. Wlth explanatory notes by T. Phllo::.ath (1709).

(This, of course, was Swift's satirical attack on Part­

ridge.)

10. Kerl1nus Liberatus. An Almanack for the year of our

blessltd Saviour's Incarnation, 1723, by John Partridge. 10

11. Merl1nus Liberatus. (London, 1753, 176i).

12. Merl1n's LHe and Prophecies ••• ills predictions

relatlno to the late contest about ••• Richmond Park. \:lith

some other events relating thereto, not yet come to pass,

etc. (London, 1755).

13•. A Prophecy of III (This was a pol1t1cal satire)

(London, 1762),

14. A Prophecy of MerHn, An heroic poem concerning

the wonderful success of a project, now on foot, to make

the River from the Severn to Stroud navigable. Translated

from the original Latin, annexed with notes explanatory

(Loman, 1776).

15. Merl1nus Liberatus. An Almanack. By John Partridge

(pseud.) (London 18i9-l864).

16. The Philosoph1cal Merlin: being the translat10n of

a valuable canuscr1pt, formerly 1n the possession of

Napoleon Buonaparte ••• enabling the reader to case the

NatiVlty of himself ••• without the aid of Tsbles ••• or

calcUlations. Part I (the second apparentll never appeer-

ed) (London, 1822).
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17. Uran13: or the AstroloGer's Chronicle ond Mystical

!la&Rzine. Edited by 11erl1nus Ansl1c:us, Jun. (H.C. Smlth)

(Lordon, 1825).

In l1terature proper, as dist1nct from these pamph­

lets, the debasement of Merlin, 1n the popular mind at

least, to nothing Iilore than R useful name to attach to all

kinds of prophetic quackery, can be clearly seen. For

Instance, Defoe, 1n A Journal of' the Plague Year, describes

the hyster1a which surrounded the outbreal\ of the plague

and cotlllDents that "The apprehensions of the people were

likew1se strangely increased by the error of the times i in

which ••• the people ••• lo-ere more add1cted to prophecies,

and astrological conjurations, dreams, and old If1ves' tales,

than ever they were before or since. ~Ihether this un-

happy temper was originally raised by the follies of some

people who got money by it, that is to sa" by printlns

predict10ns and prognostications, I know not; but certaln

it is, books frighted thel!l terribly; such as Lilly'S

AltIBnack ••• and the 11M, ••••

"one mischief always introduces another. These

terrors and apprehensions of the people led thee into a

thousand weak, foo11sh, and lficl.ed things, which there

lianted not a sort of people, really wic!(ed, to encourage

them to; and this was running about to fortune-tellers,

CUlUling men and astrologers, •• , to hBve their fortunes

told theltl, their nativities calculQted, and the like, and

?:.

..,
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this folly presently made the town swarm with a 1'1icl.ed

generation of Pretenders to ~lagic, to the Black Art •••

and this trade grel1 so open, and so generally practised,

that it bec3!lle COlZon to have sisns and inscriptions set

up at doors; -- 'Here lives a Fortune-teller'; -- 'Here

Uves an Astrologer', -- 'llere you may have your Nativity

calculated', __ and the like; and Friar Bacon'S Brazen

Head which was the usual sisn of these people's dwellina:s,

vas to be seen in alcost every street, or else the sign

of Hother Shipton, or of Merlin's head, and the like.

"With What blind, absurd and ridiculous stuff, these

Oracles of the Devil pleased and satisfied tho people, I

really know not. 11
11

I have quoted Defoe at some length as this passage

shows very clearly that the noble Christian lI'1zard whose

gifts of historical prophecy Heywood had lauded only

twenty-five years before the Great Plague, was, by the

time Defoe wrote the Journal (1722), and obviously for some

time before, cost readily thought of in a context of

tl'ickery, and as a name representative of the misuse of

magical arts to gull the uneducated and foo11sh. The SaDe

kind of suppositions about ~1erl1n's role are suggested by

a speech in Sir Aston Cockaints The Obstinate Lady, in which

ore character tells another who Herlin was; "He was an

intricate prognosticator of firmamental eclipses, and

vaticionated future occurents by the mysterious influences ~!
i~

. -- \ I
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of the subl1me stars and vagabondictl.ll planets. _12 lIeywood

in fact was less representative of popular attitudes to

~lerlin in the seventeenth century then were the pamphlet-

As has already been lllentioned, we find that Swift,

unc!er a pseudonym, appears aaons the l1st of almanac

writers using Merlin's name 1n the early eighteenth century.

-1'. N. Philomath's" A Famous Prediction of Merlin shows

&t1ft using the popular traditions both for parody of theo

and as a satirical weapon. 1) The satire was directed

against John Partr1dge, a rabid Protestant alarmist,

who published annually h1s Merlinus Liberatus, a prophetic

almanac in which he freely expressed his critic1sms of the

Church of England clergy. Swift, objecting to the violence

of Partr1dge's abuses, after the appearance of the almanac

for 1707, published Predictions for the year 1708 by Isaac

Blckerstaff, Esq., which included a prophecy of Partridge's

death. 14 This was followed at the end of March by a pal:l­

phlet which announced the astrologer's death, and quoted

his confessions and last words. 15 partridce was fool1sh

enough to pUblish an answer to this, in which he declared

that he was "not only now alive, but was also alive- on

the evening of Hareh 29th. Swift answered the attack on 16

Bickerstaff in A Vindication of Isaac Bickerstaff. EsJU,

and gave further evidence that partridge was dead. With

Philomath's Predicti0J1~7S:iift was no longer using the

."



10)

p:rcphetlc pamphlet form as a satirical l1eapon in a political

dispute with an adversary I1ho happened to be particularl1

prolific in that form, but now he was parodying political

prophecies in generaL The Famous Predictlon was, said

S1firt, a sixteenth century translation of an ·Original

[vhich) 1s said to be of the fatlous Herlin, who lived about

a thouSand years ago", The 'translation' was printed in

black-letter and an added air of credibility provided by

the explanatory notes. After the prophecy and explanations

S:1ift added some rellBrks which in thecselves form a parod;

of contemporary attitUdes and an ironical comment on the

tt.ost COC!llon abuses which arose from the popular reliance on

prophecies: the lIIll.nipulation of bbscure vaticinations to

make them fit specific events, the unthinking adulation of

th.e prophet and his art and the automatic acceptanoe of

the printed word, Just because it is of a certain anUquity.

He says, .SOele of these Predictions are already fulfilled;

and it is highly probable the rest may be in due Ul:Ie: And,

1 thinl{, I have not forced the words, by my ExplicaUon

into any other Sense than what they w111 naturally bear.

Ir this be granted, I am sure it must also be allowed, that

the Author, (whoever he were) was a Person of extraordinary

Sagacity and that AstroloBY brought to such Perfection as

this, is, by no Means, an Art to be despised; whatever Mr.

BiCkerstaff or other Herry Gentlemen are pleased to think.

As to the Tradition of these Lines, having been writ in the

--;7

,
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original by Merlin, I confess, I lay not much weight upon

it. But it Is enough to Justify their Authority, that the

Book fro:n whence 1 have trnnscrlbed them, \fas printed 110

years ago, as appears by the Tltle_Page.,,18

la• p. Brinkley. ArthurlAn Legend In the Seven-
teenth Century, {Balt1Iliore, 1932), p. 7.·

2Srlnkley, p.g.

JCamplon, Masque at Lord Hays Marrlap;:e (1606).

4Srlnklel. p.5).

5M1ss Brinkley discussed these works in her ohapters
on the -Trojan and Saxon elements tl

•

6Prose MerUn, ed. Mead, p.1XXVU.

unlvers:;;n~~t c;~~~~~n~:9~~~La~1=~~m~~t~i~:~:1~~f~ V,
No, J. PP.J57-441 (Berkeley, 1944), p.404.

aMead, p.lxxv111 fr.

9No reference to this in Head, but see Brinkley.
p.78.
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12Brlnkley, p.79.

1JJ • SWift, Collected Works, Vol. II , ed. Herbert
Ile.vls (Oxford, 1957). Por a discussion of the Partridge­
BIckerstaff controversy see Davis's introduction to the
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VII

TH.E IHZARD AS A DRAMATIC CHARACTER

L Ben Jonson: -Speeches at Prince Henries Barriers-

A study of the use of Merlin 1n seventeenth and

eighteenth century drama shows a degradation from his

position as wizard, with all the romantic and political

connotations ge.1ned frOID hIs relationship with Arthur, to

Uttle more than a buffoon In burlesque situations. While

tllere Is an obvious debasement 1n the kind of character

VIla becomes known as MerHD there Is also an increasing

r'reedolll in the way In which the character Is employed. A

completely comlc figure of Merlin was perhaps only possible

atter the discrediting of Geoffrey and of the British

QJth during and after James' reign, although as we have

seen there were already the seeds of comedy in Geoffrey' 5

Kerl1n and In some of his later IIl9.lIlfestations.

Just as the pamphleteers and a1lcanac writers felt

free to use the wizard's nalDe without first establishing

his credentials as the mentor of Arthur and infallible seer,

so too the dramatists became increasinglY unconcerned with

the traditional paraphernalia of the Arthurian legend and

Used Whichever appealed to them of the basic facets of the

prophet's life and character, and embroidered freely on

these, sometimes with delightful results, as in Bowley's

Play. HOHever, the first, and rather minor, appearance of

106
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}lerUn in a dramat1c presentation \>'llS as part of the early

Stuart movement to connect the monarch :'lith the glories

of the British her1tnge. It ~Ias aloost inevitable that

P1'ince Henry should be connected :'r! th the Arthurian

legends, for not only uss he Prince of Sales, but he was

conscious of himself in the role of young ar..d chivalrous

1;ni/iht, and himself chose an ArthU!"ian context for his

exploits. !:Ie are told by Sir Charles Cormfallis, treasurer

of the household. in The Life and Death of our late most

incomparable and hJ~.r.Q.i.!l.ue Prince :!el'lrv Prince of ',fales,

that at sixteen -his nighnesse not onel,. for his otm

recreation but that the Iforld miaht kn01';, :1hat a brave

Prince they were 111(e1y to enjoy. uncer the l1al:le of

iiel1ades, Lord of the Isles, (an ancient title due to the

first borne of Scotland) did in his i!aI:e, by SODe appointed

for the same of purpose, strangely attired, accompanied with

Oru.!:l:Des and Trumpets in the ChalJber of Presence, before the

Kil1B and Queene, and in the presence of the whole Court,

deliver a challence to all Knights of Great Britaine·.
1

Inigo Jones l>,as pnid ,::1.00 to superintend the

arra~ccents at the tlltin£: and Ben Jonson received £40

for his Speeches at Prince Henries Earriers.
2

As Comwallis

tells us, Henry had chosen the naoe ;·1elladus for himself

from chivalrous romanees. In the rO!:3nces l'el1adus is

POrtrayed as the lover of the Lady of tile le!'::e, and, as

her favoured lover, he hAd accesS to the i!llprisoned Herlin,

-7
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\rho used him os a messenger to convey his prophetic

a;essElGes, Jonson uses this traditional material and in the

course of the speeche!l is able to compliment the Prince,

and the King and Queen, recount the history ot England

and prophesy a prosperous future, and also, ot course,

provide !l dramatic trame\~orl( for the main business ot the

day, the tilt, As the speeches open "the Lady ot the Lake

(is) first discovered", She identifies herself:

Lest any yet should doubt, or might mistal,e

What Nymph I am, t-ehold the SI:lple Lal{e

Of which I am stlld; and neere it Herlin's

tomb,

Grave of his cunning, liS of mine the wombe,(4-7)

She continues with praise of the l:lOnarch \i'ho "aequall good

and. creat, \115e, temperate, Just and stout clll1ces Arthur's

seat," And here, of course, Jonson is following the early

stuart tradition 11hich saw JlIIIleS as 1n some way a re­

incarnation of the glories of Arthur, The lady continues

to praise the beauties and virtues of the court, and then

l2lntions the one deficiency 11hioh she seas, 11hich Jonson

uses as 0. dral:latic device to introduce Arthur, "terlin and

Hel1adus. The flaw 1n the fabr1c is that

." the house of Chivalric, .. decay'd

Or rather ru1n'd seems, (Jl~J4)

Arthur is "discovered as 11 Starre abOve" and, after

1nevitably rel!lElrkil13 that

, I
I :
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the times are now devolv'd

That Herlin's mlstlcl,c prophesies are absolv'dj

In Brittain's na~. the union of this He, (74-76)

he tells the Lady of the Lal,e to bring forth the Knl{!iht

(Hel1auus) that

he aay restore

These ruln'd seats of vertue, and build core.{85)

Arthur also sives to the Lady a shield for l'lelladus

-wherein 1s wrought the truth that he must follow". Thls

does not seem to be an echo of MerHn providing the young

Arthur with marvellous armour, as he does, for lnstance,

1n Halory and Spenser but rather to be CIOdelled on the

shield which Vulcan made for Aenens, and which had inscribed

on it the triumphs of Italy and the Romans, Just as the

history of Britain 1s written 1n Arthur'S shield. But the

shield alone cannot provide ~jel1adus with all the wisdom

necessary for a young !might in his position and so Arthur

bids the Lady:

And for the other mysteries. here. owake

Thc learned Merl1n; lihen thoU shutst there,

Thou buriedst valurc too, for letters reare

The deeds of honour high, and rcake them live.

If then thou seellc to restore prowesse , give

Ilis spirit freedome. (101-106)

and so she calls on Herl1n to arise and begs forn:iveness

for her deeds. Jonson is here the first to msl,e use of

)'

I
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what .Ill.1ght seem to be an obvious extension of the story.

A fairy enchantment, result1ng in a living but unnaturally

prolol'lGed sleep for the victim, is a common enough situation

in roUlore. And coteon, too, is the belief that at the

riGht moment and with the right combination of propitious

circumstances, the sleeper may be awakened. Arthur himself,

it was belieVed, tfould return from Avalon, but more relevant

in this context are the legends which place the sleeping

Arthur in the Otherworld, usually in a cave or a hollow

h11l l1ith an entrance accessible from this world. Both

Loomis and E. K. Chambers describe several or these legends,

and shall that the expectat10n of Arthur's re-awo.l;ening has

survived into the twentieth century.J Nost of the authors

dealing with Merlin's enchanta:ent had stressed his im­

.cIOrtality and even allowed him to cOlilillunicate with the

outside world as a kind of disembodied voice from the tomb,

but none, before Jonson, had taken the further step of

arousing the vizard in the hour of his country's need.
4

The pamphleteers had hinted at a resurrection of the prophet

with the very common almanac titles 'Nerlinus Llberatus'

or 'Kerlin Reviv'd'. Jarman and Glemie5both describe

Kerlin's traditional burial place at Dummelzler, near the

confluence of the brook Pausayl with the river Tweed, and

they quote the old rhyme foretelling that

'dhen TNeed and PaUS£l11 join at ~erlln's grave,

Scotland and Enalflnd shall one monarch have.
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This is said to have occunm at the accession of James VI

of SCotland as James I of England. There is however

apparently no popular expectation of MerUn's return.

Jonson uses the resurrected Kerlin as a Douthpiece

for compliments about "'eliadus and to deliver a long speech

in which he tells the young knight how he should

governe and give lewes

To peace no lesse than armes. His fate here draws

An empire with it, and describes each state

Preceding there, that he should imitate. (175-178)

Merlin then recounts to Nel1adus, from the shield, the

history of Britain ending witb praise of -royal and m1ghtie

Jonson had still to get to the real business of the

dllYl which was the coobat to which Meliadus had challenged

all the knights. While Merlin was the obvious character

to dwell on past glories and disseminate t..isdom it was

equally obvious that Chivalry, whose ruined house the Lady

or the Lake had already lamented, should be aroused to call

the Knights to the list. Accordingly Merlin announces that

he will call on Cbevalrie, in the name of 1iel1adus:

Chevalrie, like Merlin, had been .Possess'd with sleepa,

dead as a lethargie" in a cave, but he awaltes and finally

Sll.!li.:J.ons the knights. ()8J-)85)

lihile JOnson's original treatcent of the Merlin

legend has some interest in a study of the history of that
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legend, the probable reaction of the spectators at the

~ 1n January 1610 has been suggested by Jonson's

editors: "Herlln's long sUlIlIDary of En8l1sh history has more

solidity than grace, and can have done little to conc1l1ate

the attention of spectators impatient for the Tllt.Ir(~.

II, 284) They cOlllr:lent also that "the purely Arthurlan

parts are imperfectly vitalized". and this may reflect

Jonson's attitude to Nerl!n and the Arthurian knights: when

collllrlssloned to cocpUment "Hel1adus" and his father the

Arthurlan legends might seem an unavoidable medium, but in

his ExecratIon upon Vulcan we find among things to be oon-

signed to the fire

The whole smne

Of errant Knight-hood, with their Dames, and

. ---..7·

Dwarfes,

Their charmed Bostes, and their Inchanted Wharfes,

The Trlstrams. Lanc'lots, Turplns and the Peers,

All the madde Rolands, and sweet Ol1veers;

To Merl1ns carvalles. and his Caballs losse

Wlth the Chimaera of the Rosle--Crosse. (VIII,20.5,

vs 66-72)

In The New Inn Arthur and his knishts are mentioned only

to be COndcllIIled as

publ1que Nothina:s

Abortlves of the fabuloUS, darke Clolster ,

Sent out to polson courts. ond infest /IlD.nners.

(1,v1,12.5-127 )

. I
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Jonson, then, 1n his use of Herl1n 1s representatl ve of

early seventeenth century stti tudes: he sees the obvious

pseudo-historical connection bebreen Arthur and James and

11'111 use it \fhen necessary, but by 1629. the date of~

~, shared hls core sceptlctJ.1 conteoporartcs' distrust

of the productions of the Itfabulnu3, (inr),e cloyster".

2. \!l1l1am. Rowley: "The Birth of Nerl1n M

The Urst full length dro[!1!l 'i1th Herlin ll:S a

central character Ims The Birth of I'letlin or The Child

F.ath found hls Father.6 The date of cOl:lposltlon of thls

plS1 1s not known 1flth any certainty, but it uas probably

about 1620. On the title PaGe of the rtrst, and only,

edition (1662) it 1s nscrlbed to U'1111B.lll Shakespeare and

1I1l11aI:1 Rowley. I cannot now go into the fesclnatln&

question of the nuthorship of this play I nor of the problelllS

of editing it presents. 7 The play is h011ever \1orthy of a

fairly detailed examination both on lts own cerits and, of

course, for its place in the developamt of the f1a:ure of

llerl1n In Enellsh l1teroture. A preliminary survey of the

J!.r!!.catis pcrsonnc w1l1 give sane indications of hoW the

ll3.in lines of the plot nrc gail'll; to develop. The noble

chtlracters ore predominantly British; there ore tuo Kins
s

,

Aurelius and Vorti~er, and AureliuS' brother, the Prince,

Uter Pendrae;on. The Earls of Chester, Gloster and corm1al,

and two noblemen, Toello and OS\fD.ld, alsO support the

I
I

" I,
I .
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Brltish cause against the S:lxons. The saxon army is re­

presented only by OstorlUs, the seneral, .::md Octa, a noble-

man, and tJ.;0 nameless Saxon lords. Each side has some help

from supcrnntural powers: The British have Anselme, the

herclt, and the Saxons, Proximus, a r.Jagician. But the dI'llm

1s not concerned only tfith the strugc;le for the dominntion

of Brit31n by the Saxon or British forces. One sUb-plot

follows the love-affairs of Constantia and liode~t1a,

Dor.obert's daughters, and these affa1rs will be cocplicated

by i-1odestia's extreme reluctance to wed and by Aurelius'

infatuation for Artesia, the &u::on general'S sister. The

Inin comic interest is supplied by the search of Joan Goe~

toolt, the mother of Herlin, for a father for her child.

Site is aided in her quest by her brother the clotm. Nerlin

and. his father, the Devil, with Lucina., Queen of the Shades,

and a Httle Antic}, Spirit complete the main characters

and \1111 represent beb'/een them a wide range of magical

acts fl'OCl crude practical Jokes to elevated prophecy.

The drama is however of more subtlety, the plots

considerably more complicated nnd the charncters more

carefully dralftl than a cursory inspection of the names and

affiliat10ns of the characters might s\l8Sest. The play

opens with the betrothal of constanti3 and eador, the Earl

of Cornwall, The DuM of Gloster also ma!tes suit to

Dof!.Obert for the hand of Donobert1s other daughter, Modestia,

for his son, Edwyn. ~lode$tia resists his advances and later,

/

I
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llhen she and Edwyn are left alone, tells him of her

resolution to live as a virgin find leEld a life dedicated

to reliGion:

here's somethin,s tells !DC that these best of

creatures,

These models of the tforld, wealt man and lioman,

Should have their souls, their making, life

and being

To some core excellent use. 8

~lodestia's M.l!IC and behaviour suggest il!llllCdiately an iron­

1cal contrast uith Joan Goe.too't; where the noble 1I0l:l8n

1s concerned with the preservation of her virginity and

honour, Joan's name suggests a free acceptance of promis-

cUity, and her '111l11nsness to accept anyone as the father

of her child implies that she has quite a different concept

of honour. The contrast is not only between Joan and

Hodestia as the norm of virtue, but also between mother and

child. The dignity and wisdom of the infant Merlin again

contrasts strongly with, and is emphasized by, the bawdy,

burlesque scenes in which his l'ilOther is involved.

In the first scene of the play while ~lodest1a is

arguin,s With &h:yn, the entrance of another ch3racter who

11111 act as a foil for l'!erlin is prepared for. Tocllo

announces that the enelll1 desire a parley and also that -a

Il8.n or rare esteem for holyness, a reverent Her:a.1t, that

by miracle not only saved our arlll1, but without aid of lIl3n

o'er threw the Pagan Host- has arrived at court. This

I
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I
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hermit, Anselma, 1s thus shoHIT1G the qual1ties 1n battle

against the Saxons 111th which ~lerl1n Is usually endowed;

he shores, too, Kerlin's gIft of prophecy. as we learn Khen

1'oell0 Wishes that the hermit' 5 pOlfer could find for them

the Prince who has been lost in the forest. Until the

birth of ~Ierlln In Act III it Is, 1n fact, the Hermit who

deXlnstrates his magic arts 1n competition wtth the Saxon

l/izard, prophesies doom for Aurel1.U$ if hp. persists in his

determination to marry Artesia and acts as a counsellor

-7

(or Modestia: after Merl1n's birth, however, the P.el"lllit

disappears and rle1'11n taltcs his traditional place at the

ruins of Vortlger's castle, and continues to display his

gifts of lIlaglc and prophecy untll the end of the play.

One of the themes developed during the early scenes

ot the play is the folly of trusting in fair prom1ses frol:!

the eneJ:I,Y. At Aurelius' first entrance we find hiD asking

tor tidings of his brother and also reading a message from

the hermit, which, while confirming the miraculous victory

o'er the Saxons, is also a warnins:. -As you respect lOur

safety, limit not that only pOI.,rer that hath protected you,

trust not an open enemy too far;

He's yet a looser, and Imows yOU have won,

iUschiefs not ended are but then begun.

Anselme the Hermit. _ Donobert and Gloster also varn AureliUS

ll8alnst trusting the word of the Saxons, as the SaXon

a:nbassadors are announced and Artesia enters with the Saxon
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lords. Artesia sues for peace on behalf of her brother,

Ostorius, and Aurelius, goine Im::ledlately beyond any tlere

trust In the Saxons, falls helplessly 1n love with her.

The Klns announces his intention to lll!1rry Artesia and malte

peace with the Saxons.

·"lost fair Artesia" he says:

Send the East Angles King this happy naHa,

That thou with De ha.:t made a league forever,

And added to his state a friend and brother.

The British nobles advise the King to go no further with

this match, and the Hermit enters and speaks even more

strongly:

Idolaters, get hence; fond King, let go,

Thou hug'st thy ruine. and thy Countries woe.

After some prophesies of disaster for the King 1f he

lll8.rrles Artesia, the act ends ~11th Modestia unfolding to

the Hermit her desire to lead a holy, v1rtuous life and

renounce ep.rthly Joys. Thus the whole f1rst act passes

w1thout any mention of the ostensible subJeot of the play,

the birth of Merlin and his meeting 111th his father. The

Characters of Modestia and the Hemit are, hOli'ever, 1n some

Way a preparation lbr Joan and Merlin, the one because of

the 1ron1c contrasts established and the other because of

the s1mllar1ty or h1s role to that of Merlin. The centlon

or the lost Pr1nce, Ut:h:r Pendragon, 1s the f1rst h1nt of

the link that will be established 1n Act II between the

7

; I

~I'II
'1



118

'lou', cO:lic characters and the court, and t:ll1 be developed

throughout the play unt 11 the closing scenes when the ruture

of Utter's line is prophesied by Joan's son.

Act II opens with the entry of the QClown, and his

slster great with child,· She is searching: for the father

of her chUd and tells her brother, "Alas, I lmow not the

gentleli,an's name brother, I met him in these woods, the

last &reat hunting:. He was so kind and proferred me so

wch, as I had not the heart to ask him more ••• He had

aost rich attire, a fair hat and feather, a gUt sword and

l:;ost excellent hangers.· The Clown's reply -A pox on his

hangers, would he had been gelt for his labour- is typical

of the bawdy hUlllour in which he and Joan indulge before

the birth of the child, but she gains notjreably in dignity

after contact with her son. Rowley has IIlade some obvious

changes in the legend of Nerlin's conception: he haS

abandoned the innocent maiden duped by an incubus in favour

or a cheerfully debauched girl whO will give her favours

to any well-dressed and generous young man. Rowley inCrf!BseS

the comic effect of Joan's hunt for the child's father by

taking her completely unaware of the true, deviliSh nature

or her lover. Parallels can be established here betveen

Aurelius's blind infatuation for Artesia and Joan's affair

with the devil: Auralius could no more suspect the treach·

ery of the Saxon lady than Joan could see the hornS and

hooves which are immediately visible to the audience when

/"
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the devll first enters ''In man's hablt, richlyattlr'd,

hls feet and hls head horrld.· That Joan can mistake,

however wilfully, the nobles for her devil-lover is a

cO::lllent not only on her stupldity and promisculty, but also

perhaps on the qua11ties of the nobles; perhaps their

faIr appearance should be as suspect as the devil's1

These elements seem to be a further exploratlon of the

thellle already cOI:llllented on In Act I, that Is, the problem

of dIstinguishing appearance from reaUty, of recognizing

the wolf in sheep's clothing and being, at least, prepared

to admit that the sheepskin may contain a wolf.

After Joan has described her lover, the cloKll

reluctantly agrees to help her search for him. As they

wander through the forest they come across the lost prince,

lfttrr, and overhear his lovesick Qusins:s about the unknown

beauty:

Oh my thoughts are lost for ever in amazement,

CoUld I but meet a man to tell her beauties,

These trees would bend their tops to kiss the air,

That from IIJ$ lips should give her praises up.

!he clown takes advantage of this declaration to claim Uter

as the first in the series of supposed fathers for ~oanls

child. .Give me thy hand sister. The child has found his

father. This is he sure as I am a man, had I been a woman

these kind words would have won me," and he advances on

Uter, commanding, "most honest and fleshly minded Gentleman,
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giTe me your hand, sir." The ?rince, or course, is angry

at being accosted in this way and denies all knowledge of

JoM and the child. Then in a scene or rorcical violence

UtiB' beats Joan. In the middle of her screams or protest,

TocHo and Oswold enter, at lAst finding their prince, but

before they can lead him away, they in their turn become

embroiled with Joan; who tries unsuccessfully to I:l8ke each

of them admit fathering the child. As the nobles and the

!lrince leave to return to the court, Joan follows TocUo

vith a coeic declaration of despair and hope.

The act ion then returns to the court and until the

beginning of Act III once more focusses on the affairs of

Au.rel1us. First, to the acconpanimcnt of loud music the

marriage of Artesia and Aurelius is sU8'gested 1n dumb show.

'rne stage direction reads "enter two with the sword and

llace, Cador, Edwin, '!Wo Bishops, Aurel1us, Ostorius leading

Artesia crowned, Constantia, Modestia, l'roximus a Magician,

Donobert, Gloster, Oswold, Tocllo, all pass over the stage."

The union of Saxon and British symbol1zed by this procession,

and the consequent uneasiness of the British, forms the

Subjeet of the rest of the act. Donobert and Gloster

declare their distress at the marriage, and Edoll, the King's

general, warns of the terrible consequenc.es and swears that

he ¥ill tight, if necessar" "'gainst all the devils in

hell to guard my oountry." The irony of this remark becomes

evident later when the devll does become involved in the
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struggle; his position is, however, amblvalen~ for at one

point he foretells the role of his son in the wars against

the Saxons, which seems to suggest that the 'devlls in hell'

are undeclared slUes rather than enemies of the British.

But later, In his CamHiar role of !l3anklnd's arch enemy,

he Is banished by MerHn.

After the general's oath Aurel1us returns with

Artesia and calls upon everyone to drink a pledge to his

r.elf queen. The hermit refuses and a discussion develops

about his part In the last battle. Here again the hermit

seems to share the qual1tles of the as yet unborn Merl1n,

and the arguments presented about the origins of his powers

would be equally relevant 1f appl1ed to Herl1n. The Saxon

view, expressed '01 Octa, Is that ·'Twas maglek, hell bred

~lek, did it Sir,. and Aurellus counters with -SUre you

are deceived, it was the hand of heaven, that in his

venue gave us a victory. - In an attempt to delllOnstrate

the powers of the hermit a contest in the magic arts is

arral18ed between him and Proximus, the saxon magician.

Promixus conjures Hector and Achilles and a battle between

spirit armies; the stage direction continues -and arter

SOl:le charges, the Hermit steps between them, at which

Seeming, amaz's the spirits, and tremble,- and they are

forced to retire.

At this point Tocllo enters to announce that

Aurel1us's brother is still living. The first climax of

;-
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the play occurs when Um Sees Artesia, and declares that

she is the woman for whose love he had been languishing 1n

the forest. Aurelius presents his bride to his brother and

retires with her. Rowley returns to his pervasive theme

of a beautiful appearanCe concealing a suspect reality in

the final incident of this :l.::t. Uttu, left alone, is

convincing himself that he must give up all thoughts of

Artesia when a gentlewoman enters bearing a jewel in the

shape of a crab, which comes to the ilrince from Artesia.

Ulter 1n'terprets the gift as an invitation and ilDlllediately

ll.~est1ons the new Queen's motives,

I will confer with her, and if I finde

Lust hath given life to envy in her .c.1nde.

I may prevent the danger.

He fears that >tit may be a practice 'twixt themselves [l.e.

the Saxons), to expel the Brittains and ensure the state

through our destruction," and on this ominous note the

seeom act ends.

The third act alternates comic and serioUS scenes

and culminates in the birth of ~lerlin, on. l~hich occasion a

Whole range of moods from farce to high seriousneSS i~

briefly introduced and mingled with no sense of incongruity.

The :let opens with the clown and his sister, who, in their

pursuit of Toclie, have arrived at the court and are still

seeltinc her lover. They overhear Donobert, Cador, Edwyn

and TocHo discussing the morri:lges of Constantia and
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Hodestia, and lie learn toot Donobert is still determined

that J·lodestltl shall mnr.ry Edwyn. The nobles 8"0, leaving:

&1",yn tIlth the o::lo!1t1, Ifho tries hopefully but 1fith a

cocplete lac!': of success to enlist Ed.w'"!1 as the father of

the chlld.

Clotm. -lihnt e.o .fou think of r:r:y sister?-

Ed.\;!"'!1. -~lhy, 1 thin\-; if she ne" re had a husband,

she's a t·,hore, and thou a fool, farel'felL"

E::I:it &h:yn

This cold rebuff has no effect on the thick-sUnned clown,

tlho plans to &0 to the 'Great I,redding' to lool;: for a

husband for Joan. But before he can cet to the marri8{';e

celebrations the clo~m is involved in an episode which

combines the st.ocl: sitUD.tion of the simpleton being gulled

bJ a courtier or superior sophistication with a parody of

the chivalrous code. The c!Ot,-n tells his troubles to Sir

Nicodemus Nothing, a courtier, who immediately promises

help, -I ao. bound by Mine orders to help dlstresSed I.edies,

and csn t;here be a Breater injury to a woman l1ith child,

than to lacl;: a fether for it?" The clown, however, finds

hiasclr tricked out of a 'legal fcC' and abandoned bl the

helprul courtier.

Then, unexpectedly, the search is over ~- "Enter

the DeVil 1n man's habit, richly attir'd, his feet end his

hend horrid.- Jo.:m's illlBlediate recosnition of the devll

as the father of her child provides a fine comic climax to

, I
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the quest. It priel;:s all the clolm's pretensions to a

noble husband for his sister and underlines the fact that

JCWl would give herself to anyone, even the devil, if he

1s sufficiently rich and attractive, tlithout recognizing,

or even questioning, his true nature. An added element

of farcical bewilderment is produced by the clown's obvious

iTlllbilit~' to sec the creature to whoa his sister is talkit\8.

After Joan's first cry "Ha, 'tis he, stllY brother, deRr

brother stay," the elmrn's initial lII1stif1eation incresses,

uhlle his sister listens to prophetic 110rdS of cocfort froc

the jevil,

7

But be of comfort.

Whilst lIlen do breathe, and Dritain's na.oe be k-nown

·rhe fatal fruit thou bear'st within thy wo'mb

Shall here be famous till the day of dooe.

Joan runs out after the devil, determined not to lose this

elusive lover now she has found him, and the clolm follows

her.

As an i!ll!lledlate contrast to the promiscuity of

Joan and her obvious fruitfulness, the next scene sholqS

J:todestia ooking vows before the hemit binding her to a

life of holy virginity. Edlf):n continues his unsuccessful

attempts to change her intentions, and musiC, heralding

the l:Illrrias:e procession of Const911tia and Cador, is heard.

Once again Modestia finds herself being persUD.ded to O!lrry,

this time by her sister and the rest of the wedding party.

, I
I ;
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An Wlexpected t~iist in the action is introduced when

Constont1a too, 110n over by Hodestia's arguments, expresses

with dignity and composure her filllll rejection of the un­

necessary trappil'l6s of our transitory 11ves,

I have no father, friend, no husband nOlf,

All are but borrowed robes, in l'ihich lie masque

'fo woste and spend the title, when all our life

Is but one Good between two Ague...o.ays,

Which from the first, e'er lie have time to praise,

A second fever takes us.

Rodel has Mlf presented in close dralll8t1c Juxtaposition,

three states possible to I'fot:len: a completely amoral approach

to promiscuity and fertility is presented in the farcical

scenes in which Joan Goe.too't seeks a father for her

child; the sexual relationship sanctified by the marriage

vows is exemp11f1ed by Constantia's original intentions;

and finally Modestia presents the opposite extrell"£ to Joan

in her adherence to holy virginit,; and in this allegiance

she is Joined by Constantio. The names of the three

UOtlen present symbolically their various 'attitudes, and it

1& a central comic paradox of this play that neither

constancy not modesty are involved in the birth of Herlin.

By the end of A~t V Merlin is the dominont ch."Iracter, and

his p<mers are derived froa very unprol:lisino parentas
e

,

the devil and Joan Goe-too't, and alsO, as we shall see,

from his god-mother, who is no good fairy, but Lucino,
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Queen of the Shades. Once again the expect3tlons set up

by superrlclal appearances are reversed by reality, however

thls time Howley has presented the other face of the coin:

instead of beauty masklng corruptlon, tIe nO\f see r;ood

eU!rGinc from evil. This deeply paradoxlcal core of the

play ls not, I thlnl<, expl1citly expressed durlTJB the

development of the various strands of the plot, but can

nevertheless be seen as a l:leanl~ful approach to nowley's

use of l-lerHn.

After Constantia's statement that she is going to

cut herself off from all human relationships. Donobert

once again sends for the hermit to seell hiS advice, and the

rarriage procession and the determined virgins depart,

leaving the stage free for the davll and the climactic

moment of ~ler11n's birth. The devll calls on Lucina and

the three Fates for their assistance,

Rlse, rise to aid this birth prodts:ious

Thanks Hecate, hall sister to the godS,

There 11es your l1ay, haste with the l~ates,

and help,

Give quick dispatch unto her labouring thrOWS,

To bring this mixture of infernal seed,

To humane beins. (exit l?etes)

And to beguile her pains. till back yOU co!:e

Anticks shall dance, and Husick flll the room.

I
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Rowley's use of the dev1l as Ncrlin's father is traditional,9

but as we have seen, his treatn:ent of the mother is his Olm,

os is his introduction of Hecate. He equates Hecate \'l1th

1.l.lc1na, the Homn soddess of ch1ld-birth, and in the list

of drlllilRtis personae she appears as 'Lucina, Queen of the

Shades'. Lucina's speech at the birth is appropriate to

her l:lultiple role of witch, guardian of child-birth and

over-seer of demons; this chlld, of course, will have none

of his father's demonic qualities and Lucina prophesies his

future greatness,

In honour of this childe, the Pates shall brir.g

All their assisting powers of lmowledse, Arts,

Learning, wisdom, all thc hidden part

Of all-admiring Prophecy, to fore-see

The events of times to come. Hls Art shall stand

A wall of brass to guard the Brittain land,

Even from this minute, all his Arts appears

Manlike in Judgement, Person. State and years,

Upon his brest the Pates have fixt his name,

And since his birthplace \18S this forrest here

They now have nam'd him HerHn Silvester.

~ And Merlin's name in BritlBin sh311 llve

Whilst men inhabit here, or Pates can e:ive

POlier to aoazing wonder, enV1 shall weep.

And mischief sit nnd shake her ebbone wings

Whilst all the world of Herlin's magiC sings.

7
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file pO\fers ascrlbed to Nerl1n and the permanence or his

r9.2 are completely tradltlonal. It ls lnterestlna; to note

that the \fall or brass of The Faerle Queen and Poly-Olbion,

has nOlf become fl metaphorical equ1valent for all the \,.izan"P s

art and that Rowley hlls been able, \,.1thout any 1nconsruity,

to vorl, the old naae. ~lerlin Silvester, into his new

1- _.
7

handlina; of the ~h. The child's amazing pr8cocity,

-Even rroc this mlnute ••• manl1lre in judjJement, person,

state and years" is also traditional; this Rowley could

use to combine a visualll comic errect with the serious and

dign1Cied speeches or Herlln at hls Clrst appearance. The

aUdience has been prepared ror the return or the newly

dellvered mother and ror a Clrst siGht of her child, but

unless thel have grasped all the implications or Luclna's

speech they will be as amazed as the clown at the sight or

Joan, accompanied by a m~n-chlld deep in a book. Merlin

txplains to Joan that he must read to

sound the depth or Arts, or Learning, Wlsdom, Knowledge.

.i.2wl, Oh my dear. dear son, those studies ritB thee

when thoU art a can.

~, Why mother, I can be but half a can at best

And that is your mortallty, the rest

In me is spirit. 'Tis not meat, nor tiDe,

That gives this growth and blgnesS, no, my years

Shall be more strange than ,et at birth appears.

This consciousness or his own powers and sole:ll1 acceptance

I
I j
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of theo had been hinted at in the behaviour of RerUn at

Aure11us's court in Layamon's!!!:'y!', and in passages in

Arthour and ~lerUn and Malory. 10 In the bttn worJrs are

early attempts at a rounded characterization of Merlin, but

Rowley is the first English author to present the wizard as

a convincir18 dramatic character of some depth, We find for

instance th3t this precocious chlld is not only concerned

to acquire tnowledge and wisdom as fast as possible, but

1s also able to converse with the clown in terms that he

ilill understand.

The clown's first reaction to his nephew provides

the first of Clllny shifts of tone in the scenes in which

Kerlin appears: he, of cO'J1'se. can see no further than

the physical peculiarities of this -baby", and describes

them with his usual vulgarity, "This is worse than Tom

ThUl:lb, that let a fart in his mother's belly. a chlld to

speak, eat and go the first hour of his birth. Nay, such

a baby as had need of 11 barber before he waS born too;

WIV, sister, thls is monstrous and shames all our Jrindred,"

J08ll, however, seems to have lost Qltch of her old vulgarity,

even after such a short exposure to her son, and defends

hlll in a llIanner which will have become completelY her own

by the end of the play;

That thus 'gainst nature and our cOlllDon births,

He comes thus furnish't to salute the world,

Is power of Fates, and girt of his great father,

7
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lli!!!!. \~h)'. of what profession is your father Sir?

&tl1n. He keeps a Hot-house 'ith' low Countries;

Ifill you see him, Sir?

lliJirl. See him? Why sister, has the child found his

fother?

~. Yes, and 1'le fetch him, Uncle. Exit.

When Herl1n returns \1ith the devll, the elol1l1 does

not realize with \ihom he is de3.l1l1l3, and there is nnother

cooie scene dependll'l& for its errect, as did the ear11er

one uith the 'invisible' devll, on the clown's i~orance and

stupidity (lnd the inco!1Gruity of his reaction!;; when focil1&

the devil, rtho rroald be expected to inspire in him a ho:r­

lined alHl superstitious fear. Then Rode:.' again turns his

attention to the wonders of Berlin and awny frOm the clown'S

discomfiture, and the ,1evll outlines what is to be the

child's Im:o.ediote role in BrHish history,

L _
7

No matter whence we do derive our naCC,

All Brittany shall rIna: of Merlin's fal'lC,

And l'londer at his aots. Go hence to Wales

There l1ve a whilej there VortiGeI' the King

Builds castles and strO!1GhOlds, lfhich cannot

stand

Unless supported by youllG !ledin's hAn(}.

There shall thy fame beGin, wars are a_breeding,

The Saxons practice treason, yet unseen,

Which shortly shall brea!;: out; Fair love,

f01'ol1e11,
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Dear son and brother, here must I leave you all

yct still I \~ill be neor at Nerlin's calL t:xit.

Prom this point on, HoI"l1ey interweaves the traditional

lesends of Herlln's relationships with Vortiger, Aurelius

and Ulrnr, l"lith the comic sub-plot involving the clown, and

uith the more serious history of the tre.:ison of the Saxons

and the affairs of Hodestia, Constantia find the British

nobles.

As a farcical anti-climax to the davil's prophecies

about his son, the clolm finally, and triunphantly, realizes

his 'brother's' identity; "Well, I do most horribly begin

to suspect IllY kindred, this brother in lau of cine is the

Devil sure, and though he hide his horns 'With his hat and

feather, I spi'd his cloven foot for all his cunning.
M

Rudel then returns to the theme of treason and we find

Ostorius, Oata and Proxiaus plotting to overthrow the

''Brittains~1 Uttar's earlier doubts of Artesia's integrity

are seen to be quite justified in the scene which follol1s.

ArteSia attempts to force Prince Utter into 8 situation 1n

IIhich she could call Aurel1us and announce that he has been

betrllled by his brother. Finslly he trusts her, embraces

her and she calls "Treason"; Ostorius and octa enter and

attack U1hr, and are folloued almost immediately by AureliUS

atJ:l. the British nobles. Artesia'S accusations of UthEr', and

her I18nipulatlon of the Brit1sh, fino1l1 result in Aurelius

declaring his support for the Ssxons and leaving I~i th them.

'-..::::
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The Brit1sh, led by Edwyn, then decide to lIltU"ch to Vales

and defeat Vortie;er, before he too can join forcc~ wi til

the &1xons. After the devll's advice to ~lerl1n that he

should go to Vortiser in Wales and Edl'lyn's decision, it

1s nOIf becooin,s: clear 11here and h0l1 the ttlO lISin plots will

be combined.

____1_
)'

Act IV opens with a scene of delightful slap-stlclr

cOl:ledy, in which once 8.8oin the clow is the butt of the

humour as Berl1n nnd 'a little antick spirit' tease nnd

torment him \~ith tricks l'lhich include the maGical rel:!oval

of all the coins from his pockets. As we have seen Herlin

has already been directed by the devil to go to Vortiger

in !'lrlles, but a fuller exposition of the situation seeJ:ls

to be necessary, and this fJ.erl1n hll1lSelf gives, on the

pretext tlut he lmows that the clown, "in hope of gain-,

wants him to join Qll the druids, wizards llnd magicians

who have been SUlIllDOned.

To calculate the strange and fear'd event

Of his prodigious castle now in building,

Where all the labors of the painfUl day,

Are ruin'd st111 i' th' night;

And to this place you liould have me go.

And he goes on to explain the dangers to hilllself, were he

to go: -Nay, Uncle, you oversl1P oy.danGers; the Proph~

ccies and all the cunning wizards, have certified the King,

that this his castle can never stand, till the Foundation'S

I'
I
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laid Ifith cortar tcmper'd w1th the fatal blood of such a

ch1ld, whose father 1fas no IIIOrtaL" Th1s account re-tells

the lI'ell established legend of Vort1/lier's castle, and

Rowley continues the dramotlzaUon of trad1t1onal material

Iflth the entry of two gentlemen, seeklnc ·the fiend be­

gotten child". From this p01nt until the end of the play

Rowley Gradually abandons his OIm invented plot and

characteu (altho\18h these, too, of course, have their

roots 1n the chroniole accounts of the struggles between

treacherous Saxons and valorous British), 1n favour of a

ouch closer adherence to the trad1tional stol1 of Merlin,

Vortigern and Merlln's propheoies, with some interesting

additions or deviations of his own.

When the two gentlemen find ~lerl1n, the clown,

8larllled, goes to fetch Joan. Meanwhile Vortiger himself

arrives; he is unaware of Aurel1us's new allegiance and

is awa1ting the aid of the Saxons, Ostorius and Octa, in

the battle he expects with Uter am. Aurelius, but meanwl11le

he 1s frustrated and hindered by his failure to erect his

castle. Joan and Merlin are brought before him, and he

questions Joan. Merl1n'S mother's defence and explanation

of her acUons is first found in English literature in

Leyamon, where the child'S mother is fetched from 'ane haYe

OUnstre' to appear before Vortigertt, and she tells him that

she saw in her sleep

tha faeirest thing that WIlS lOOren

i
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SI'lUlc it \~eore a muchel cniht

Al of golde idiht. (11,p.2)4,J-6)

Joan tells Vortigern that "a seelll1ns fair young man appear'd

unto me", and ROlder's stress on "seeming" lIlar!,s his intro-

--' - .7"

duction of a grenter subtlety into the story. for he is

relating the seduction of Joan once DQre to his theme of

the unreliability of outward appearances. The tradition

of the I:IOther's appearance before the King was continued

after Laysmon by the chroniclers, for instance Robert of

Gloucester, but in Arthour and Herlln,l1 the !lrose ~12
and. A L;rtel TretyslJshe appears before a Justice. Selden

in his notes to Poly-Olb19n does not explicitly accept

either tradition. but quotes an "antique passage of him",

which describes the messengers from Vort1gern who find the

child and are told that

is moder an Klnss doughter was of thulke lond

And woned at S. Petres 1n a nonnerie there.

Selden continues -His mother (8 Nun, daughter of Pub1dlus

K. of Nathraual, and cald 11atlldo., as by Poetical authority

onely I finde justifiable) and he belne; broU8ht to the Kine;

she colours it In these wordS:

__ 'wllanne lch ofto was

In chsmbre mid mine fellawes. there ecce tc a:e bies
s

A swlthe valr can mid a11e. and hi clupt me weI

softe,

And semblance made vair ynoU. and cust me weI ofte.·
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And tells on the story 11hich should follow so kind a

preface. But enough of this." (Illustrations to Song V)

This version, so impatientlY dismissed bl Selden, is a

return to the earlier tradition of the mother's appearance

before Vortigern, rather than before a Judge, and must have

been known to Rowley either in SOllle such version as Selden

quotes, or thrOUGh oral tradition. Heywood, writing after

Rowley, also tells how the child and his mother are brought

before the King, where she tells of the "beautit"ul fOung

man (11ho] had many times appeared unto her, seeming to

court her with no common affection," (p.20) Rowley's

subtle amplif1cation of the old material can best be

demonstrated by quoting Joan's speech to Vortigern, after

Merlin has advised her to speek freely,

In pride of blood and beauty I did live,

My glass the altar was, !D¥ face the idol •••

In midst of this most leaproUS disease

A seeming fair young man appear'd unto me

In all things suiting my aspiring pride,

And with him brought along a conquering power,

To which ~ frailty yielded,

Prom whose embrace this issue came,

Vhat more he is, I know not.

Joan has now become a penitent, rec08TliZ1ng 1n her "pride

of blood and beauty" a "leaprOus disease", which blinded

her to the true nature of the "seelll1ns fair young man."

, I
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Her earlier unthinking acceptance of the gentleltan, who

a11as so kinde, ••• [and) had most rich attire" is nOI1 re-

considered in light of her new self-knowledge, and she

un:Ierstands that his attractions were precisely those which

110 (lId tempt her "aspiring pride M and so ensure her down­

fall. If there seem to be inconsistencies between the nelf

Joan and the clown's companion in the first acts, these

can perhaps be explained by Rowley's attempt to show the

ennobling effect of l.Jerlin's presence and as a further

exploration of the theme of -seeming fair-: Joan's false

standards provide at least a partial explanation of how

evil can be so bUndly accepted as good.

After Joan's explanations to Vortlger, PrO%imus,

the Saxon Wizard, explalns that It was at his instigation

that Vortlger sought Merlin. Proximus has been hU!lllliated

once by the hermit but his final downfall and the defeat

of the Saxon maa:ic comes at the hands of Merlin, who says

to him,

Hast thoU such lelsure to enquire my Pate,

And let thine own hang careless over thee?

Knows't thou what pendelouS mischief roofs

t~ head,

How fatal and he_ sudden? •••

There's not a minutes time 'twiXt thee and
thy death.-

S.D. A stone falls and kills ProxlmUS.
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"his incident appears to be Rowley's own addition to the

story, but it is reminiscent of the many occasions in

earlier versions in which Merlin foretells the death of

'Jarious people, often, as here, remarking on the irollJ' of

their preoccupation with other affairs when their 01'.'t1

deaths are so close. 14

Herlin then turns his attention to Vortiger and

promises that

Herlin will ShOlf the fatal cause that keeps

._. -'-
/"

Your fatal castle dol'ffi anI!. hinders your

proceedings,

Stand there, and by an apparition see

The labour and ena. of 0.11 your destiny.

The following stage direotion for the "apparition" reads

'Thunder and lightning, 2 DT880ns appear, a white and a

red, they fight mthlle and pause ••• n;:;ht agen, and the

white dragon drives off the red. to ROldey h£ls omitted, pro­

bably as being too tedious for dramatic presentation, the

excavations lihich reveal the pool. the vases and the two

sleeping dragons, but he does, of course, include ~lerl1n's

explal13.tion of the toltens. "The Vanquisht t:ed, 1s Sir,

)'our dreadful Emblem," and the uhite represents the Saxons,

Who, brought in by Vortic;er, notl plan "to \10und your bosom,

not el!lbraee it, and with an utter extirpat10n to rout the

Brittains out, and plant the ~l1sh." Merlin Iiams also

that Uter 1s cominr;: to averlGe the death of' constantine, his

I I
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brother. 'I.'he next felf scenes fo11o'l1 the typlcal pattern

of battle sequences ln the work of ShIll,espetlre Ilnd hls

conteoporaries: Fdol and Uter refuse to parley with Uter,

then ·A13ruCl, Enter Edol rlrivinr:; all VortlGer's force cefore

hlm-, and "Enter Prince Utcr pursull18 Vortiger." Various

fjzhts ensue, and then a Blazing Star appears. "Flourish

Troap. Enter Prince Uter, Edol, Cador, Edtfin etc. and

Soldlers." This blazil"lG star, as thc Prlnce describes it,

it the traditional portent of the earlier leGends;

~. Look Edol,

Still this fiery exhalation shoots

Il1s frlghtful torpors on the amazed trorld,

See in the beam that 'bout hls flaming ring

A drae;on's head appears, from out whose mouth

Two flaming flaltes of f1re, stretch East and Vest.

~. And see frorn forth the body of the start

Seven smaller blazin,'3: streElms dlrectly point

On this affriGhted l::ins<\om.

Herl1n is asl~ed to explain this 1'Ionderful sight and he tells

01' the "nery fall of Vortiger- and that AureliUS hBs been

poisoned at Uinchester by the SUons; this Inter incident

adds to the Growing number of examples in the play of a

tUsplaced trust. Merlin further explains that the dragon's

head represents Utb:r, and the tlfO fires to east ;1nd west.

his son aml daughter. The speech ~Ihich follolfS , 1n lfh1ch

~.
l:
i I

I



1)9

iierlin prophesies to Uter the glorien of his son, both in

rotUe nnd £It the court, is .:l model of compression, and

Su:;l;ests in a short spnce most of the l:I3jor cxploits of

Arthur. HOlflo)' is here tryins to present in dr~mat1c form

the lIl..'\tcr1::lls of the prophetic histories of Britain, ;]nd in

fact nrter the appearance of the portents there wns very

l1Ule ~ore he could do to (\raJaOtlze the !!IIlterlal without

l1rltlnr; nn extremely lOl1B and tedious hIstory play.

Kerlin's speech would not be out of plnce in matl1 of the

chronicles uhich he mentions,

But of your son, thus l~ate and ~ierlin tells,

All nftcr times s113ll Ull their chronicles

With fame of his renOlfll, Hoose warlike sword

Shall pass throUGh fertile I~r£lnce and Germany,

Nor shall his conjuring foot be forc'd to stand

Till Bome's Imperiol t.,reath hath cro~m'd his fame,

';lith Nonarch of the Iiest, froo 11hose seven hills

\lith conquest and contributory Kings,

lie bacl( returns to inlarge the Brittcin bounds,

Ilis .heraldry adorned \l1th thirteen crotfns •••

He to the Horld sholl odd another worth,

And as a loadstone for his protteSS, dralf

A train of Harshal lovers to his court:

It shall be then the best of llnlght - hood ' s honour

At tHnchester to Ull his c3stle hall

And at his Royal 'I'able sit and feast

I
I i
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In \fOrHke orders, all their ar~ round hurl'd,

As 1f they meant to circumscribe the tforld.

The act concludes uith Herl1n VOI'ling alleGiance to U1i1s:,

"!-l.y service shall be faithful to your person, and all t:rJ

studies for l:lY Countries safety." Arter this rather static

conclusion to the fourth act and its heavy relio.nce on the

traditional materials, Howley turns his attention ar;ain to

the trio or devil, Joan and MerHn, and works up to an un·

expected and very satisfying climax which is entirely his

L _
)'"

The act opens with the entry or Joan, who is

terrified and attempting to resist the importunities of the

devil. He points out to her that her connection with him

should not be a cause of fear and share, for,

There is a pride which thou hast won by De

The mother of a fame shall never die.

Kings shall have need of writte~ chronicles

To keep their names alive, but f1erl1n none.

A,se to ages shall like Sabal1sts

Report the wonders of his name and glory

While there are tongues to tell his story.

However, this faith in the undying glory of his son and

recognition of his qualities will soon prove ironicallY in­

adequate in the face of that son's avenging fury. Por the

U!!Ie being however the devil appears to have the upper

hand; he calls on a spirit to reJIlOve Joan Crom Britai:l

~...

~
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but when her cry for help is answered by Nerl1n, the spirit

hastlly departs. The ensuing dia1or;ue sugcests that the

re:lllty of Herlln's presence is more thon the devll had

bars-sined for,

I!f:.Ul. Hal What's he?

.!i£!.ll.!:!. The chlld hath found his father, do you not

knolf me?

!!llll. !olerlln~

There follolfS one of the most carefully thought out state­

alents in literature of l-lerlln's paradoxic:l1 relationship

with the .levll:

.l2!!!.. Oh, help me gentle son.

l!!r.ll.!:!. Fear not, they shall not hurt you.

Qfi.U. Rel1evs.t thou her to d1sobey thy father?

!J!!:ll!l. Obedience 1s no lesson 1n your 50h001,

Nature and kind, to her commands my duty,

The part that you begot was against kind,

So all lowe to you is to be unkind.

The devU threatens Berlin "Ile blast thee, slave, to death

and on this rock sticlt thee an eternal JOOnument, II but

HerBn's power 1s greater: 600d must overcome and evll be

vanquished. In MerUn's speech the devil 1s not only a

fair seemil'llr young man with evil purposes, but all the

horror surrounding the incubus 1n cedieval and Ellzabethan

literature 1s 1ntroduced. He becomes, too, the serpent of

the Old Testament through whose begullement oan
k1nd

fell,

I

~
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and 8 denizen of the nres of hell;

ita I ha, thy pOl1er's too weal,. I1hat art thou devil

But an inferior lustful incubus,

Takins: advantage of the wanton flesh,

lihereldth thou rlost begulle the ir;norant 7

Put off the form of thy huean1ty

And crawl upon thy specltled belly, serpent

Or I'le unclasp the jaws of Achnron,

And fll:: thee ever in the local fire.

The punishment which Herlin inflicts on the devil is to

enclose him in the roclt, symbolically suggestill/J perhaps

the impotence of evil in the face of l300d. I aa not

certain whether Rowley meant his audience to rel:lCmber that

it was ultimately Nerlln's fate to be enclosed in a roclt

by a 'IIoman who had learnt her masicd powers from him, just

as he derived his supernatural qualities fro::1 his parentage.

Whatever the author's intention, for those who knoW the

c02plete legend the ironical echoes are inescapab~y

present. In deciding the fate of Herlin's oother, Bowley

again gives a new and unexpected twist to another common

eleCf!nt of the Merlin legends. The wizard tells his Il\Other

that he must go to aid Pendragon and that she should ret1re

to a solitary place

caU'd Herlin's Boller

There shall yOU dwell with solitary sighS,

With groneS and passions your companions,

I
I i
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To ueep away this flesh you have offended with

And leave all bare unto your aierial soul,

And lihen you die I liiH erect a flonument

Upon the verdant plains of salisbury.

flo king shall have so high a sepulchre

I'/ith pendulous stones that I \'1111 hang by art,

Where neither lime nor morter shalbe used

A dark enigma to thy memory,

For none shall have the pOlfer to number them

A place that I will hallow for your rest,

Where no nlght.hag shall walk, nor ware-wolf tread

Where ~lerlin's mother shall be sepulcher'd.

The penitential purging of the sins of the flesh which

RerUn here suggests for his mother 1s relOlin1scent of her

.L
7

retirement to a nunnery 1n earlier versions of the storYi

here hOliever her Ufe is to be solitary and 1n Herlin's

Bower, which does not s\l8gest a specificallY Christian

setting. The greatest change however cO!lles when he announces

that Stonehenge will be raised as both sepulchre and monu­

Dent for his mother. Stonehenge had previously been

erplained as the giant's ring, brought from Ireland by

MerHn's magic and set up on Salisbury plain as a monument

to the men who fell by Herl8ests' treachery. IS Rcwley does

not suggest that the stones will be brought fTOm abroad;

he i~ IllOre concerned with the fact that this, as 'a dark

enigma', a vast work made of pendulouS stones in whose

I

~
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construction 'neither HIDe nor mortar shall be used,' will

be a fitting monument from the hands of the greatest

wizard. Nerl1n's mother, because she is his mother and

because before her death she will be purged of all evil,

.111 be worthy of nothing less than this hallot1ed resting

pIece, \1here no manifestation of evil or black-magic can

intrude. Here Rowley cOlllPletes the 'cycle of Joan's trans­

formation from bawdy unselfconsc1ou5 wanderer in the woods

and blind partner of the devil's lust to a penitent recluse.

But the central paradox 15 still malnta.1ned, that it was

rrom her mOI:lent of greatest abandonoent to evil that

Merlin, the strongest power of good in the play, resulted.

And, of course, it is through Merlin's Intervention In her

life that th1s transf01"Ol6tion can take place. She has now

ceased to be a foil for Modestia and Constantia and has

Joined them 1n rejecting the world.

Bo~ley makes the cocparison wlth Modestla and

Constantia fairly explicit in the next scene,which serves

to tie up the loose ends of the plot and prepare for

Kerlin's triumphant prophecies about UthEr. We hear first

CrO:ll Edwyn that both Constantia and Modestia have entered

-the Monastery, secluded from the world and men for ever."

There 15, however, better news from the new King: the Saxon

King Ostor1us 15 dead, Octs. haS fled, Artes1a is imprisoned,

and Utl'er Pendragon 15 marching in triUDph to h1s coronation.

/"
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'l'he concludlng scenes of the pl8.J concentrate on the future

of Brltaln, and once ag31n the methods used are ·apparlt~

ions" lihich must be Interpreted by the wlzard. UltEr enters

w1th hls shleld and standard l/lth the red drB80n blazoned

on thelll, and in hls first speeeh expresses hls trust In

Hcrl111:

Set up our shield and standard, noble soldlers,

We have firm hope that though our dragon sleep,

Mel'lin NIH us and our flllr ldngdom keep.

Arter Artes1:1's punlshment has been discussed and she Is

led off to prison, thus sYl:lbo11cally rlddlng the kingdo::l

or the treachery that h3S pl~ued It, the Prince asks

Herlin to prophesy the fu\;ure. It Is not surprising to

fine. thnt Ho"dey, in!Juenced by contemporary history, does

not extol the future glories of the British 11ne, othe7

th.3n Arthur hlmself, but rather stresses that llate decrees

the rise of Saxon power,

Long happiness attend Pendr3Gon'S reign,

What Heaven decrees, fate hath ne- power to alter:

The Saxons, sir, Ifill keep the ground they h.::lve,

And by supplylng numbers stl11 increase,

'1'111 Britain be no more. So please your Grace,

1 lill1 In vislble apparitions present yOU

prophecles

Which shall concern

Succeedlng Princes, which my Art shall raise,
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Till men shnll call these times the Latter

(lays.

The -apparitions", 1n the form of [J dumb-shol". follou;

'Hedtn str1l':es iloeboys. Enter a ];ins: 1n armour, his

shield quortered Iflth thirteen crotms. At the other door

enter divers Princes \Tho pI'esent their crol'!nS to him at

Hs feet and do h1m h0m3Ge. 'l'hen enters Denth and strl!:cs

him, he Growing sick, cr011ns Constantine. Exeunt,-

iierl1n explains that this represents the history of Uter' 5

son, tina w111 win great victories, receive ho;:age from

I13ny nations but 11'111 soon be seized by death. The play

ends ~Ilth Uter' 5 fatalistic Ilwareness of the future and a

concluding compliment to Herl1n {lnd Arthur:

'l'hanks to our Prophet for this so ulshed for

satisfaction

And hereby noll we learn that always Fate

Must be observed, whatever that decree.

All future times shall stHl l"ecord thiS story

Of Nerl1n's learned Harth, ond Arthur's alory.

This llessage about the necessity of occepting Fate'S decrees

hns not, however, been made explicit until the closing

passacc and, in fact, the: stresS given to the British vict­

ories oight sU&8est a rather different conclusion: in the

!:!ain, as 1 have tried to suggest, Rowley has used the

strUSBles of Saxon and British and the story of the birth

I
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of Herlin to explore other themes I and the conventional

ending of the play is an acknowledgement of contemporary

English thought about Arthur and the role of the Saxons

in history.

3. Daveuant:"Brittania Triumphans"

The next draz:l8tlc appearance of Merl1n was in

Davenant's masque Brittan1a TrlUmphans.
16

This masque waS

presented at Wh1te Hall "by the King's Hajest1e and his

!cII'ds, on the Sunday after Twelfth Night, 1631." In1go

Jones, who by this tlme waS 'Surve;yor of his Majesties

Vork:es' was respons1ble for the masque machiner;y as he

had been for Jonson's~. revenant tells us that

"'nIe inventions, ornaments, scenes and apparitions, with

t~ descriptions, were made b;y Inigo Jones, Surveyer

General of his Majest,'s works; what was spoken or sung,

by William D'Avenant, his Majest;y's servant." (p.25l) The

masque can be compared with The Speeches at Prince HelU':c.!

!!artiers. There 1s SOl:le originality in the concept of

Merlin, but it 1s subordinated to the main object of the

I!lasque, just as Merlin's role 1n the~ was largely

dictated b1 the necessity to COlilPument the young prince

and prOVide a dramatic framework for the tilt.

The fact that the King himself took part in the

ltasque ensured that the virtues and tri~phS of "Br1tan­

oeles" would be its 1ll81n theme, and Merlin'S function is

7
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to demonstrate the follies of the past and the glories of

the present. Davenant sets out in a preface the sUbject

of the masque; "Britanocles, the glory of the western

world hath bl his own wisdom, valour and piet,. not only

findicated his own but far distant seas, infested with

pirates, and reduc'd the land by his example, to a real

kno;rledge of all good acts and sciences. These eminent

acts, Bellerophon, in a wise pit,. willingll would pre·

serve from devouring time, and therefore to make them last

to our posterity gives a command to Fame, who hath already

spread them abroad that she should now at home, if there

can be any mal1ciously insensible awake them from their

pretended sleep, that even the1 with the large yet stlll

increasing number of the good and 101al It8J' mutua1l1 admire

and rejoice in our happiness.- (p.2S6) The thece of the

lIlasque is, then, how and why' the fame of human actions and

works can be preserved from generation to generation, and

Kerl1n is used in the development of this theme. The

opening debate is between Impost\U'8 and Action, who tl7 to

establ1sh which of them is more important in the "manage

and support of human works. - Imposture is convinced that

That universallJ' shall take which most

Doth please, not what pretends at profit and

Imaginary good. (p.269)

Action tries to persuade him that there are so~ good and

Upright men, to which Imposture arrogantl1 replier;

7
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Of reason have but a few followers,

And those go ragged too: the prosperous. brave

Increasing multitude pursue rtJ¥ steps. (p.272)

And at this point he calls up Herlin to help him prove

h1s thes1s. Davenant's attitude to Merlin, as it 18

revealed as the masque progresses, is ambivalent. From

the first the fact that he is summoned to the a1d of

IlIl.posture makes him a suspect figure. Imposture announces

The great devourer of l!IJ'sterious books

Is come~ Merlin. whose deep prophetic art

Foretold that at this particle of time

He would forsake's unbodied fr1ends belOW

And waste one usual c1rcuit of the moon

On earth, to try how nature's face 1s chang'd

Since his decease. (p.272 )

Davenant 15 coC!pletely traditional in his stress on Kerlin's

learning and prophetic sieHl and he echoes Jonson in his

suggesUon that the w1zard would return to the earth. The

phrase "unbod1ed friends below. suggests that Davenant seeS

I'lerl1n as an inhabitant of hell. or the underworld, rather

than condemned to isolation in a cave or WIder a rock.

The desoription of the wizard as he first enters

1s iUl::lediately recognizable as the forerunner of all the

stage Wizards am even of Disney'S Merl1ni he trear
S

a

g&rtQent which as early as the seventeenth centW'1 would be

7
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recognizable as belonging to a departed world of romance

and magic I an age which we should label as llmedleval".

The stage direction reads "Merl1n the prophetic magician

enters apparel'd in a gown of light purple dovn to his

ankles. slackly girt, with wide sleeves turned up with

powdered ermines and a roll on his head ot the same. with

8 tlppet hanging down behind; in his hand a sllvered rod.­

(p.272)

Action realizes that Iol.erlln has been summoned

specifically as an &111 for Imposture;

Your eyes encounter him

As you would make great use of's visit here.

Imposture replies,

With reason, Sir, for he hath power to wake

Those that have many ages slept, such as

When busy in their flesh were r:J:f disciples,

Hail thou most ancient prophet of this Isle!

I that have practised superstit10US rites

Unto thy memory f beg thY 111lt1Ortal aid

To ralse their figures that, 1n t1mes forgot,

Were in the world predom.1nant: Help to

Confute this righteous fool, that boasts hiS s:::all

Neglected stock of w1sdom comes from Heaven,

and shOW

How little it prevalled on earth, since all

The mlghty here are of my sect. (pp.21
2
-

273
)

7

, I

~
'!



151

Kerlin here seems to be expl1citly equated with dubious

and fraudulent science and learning: Imposture has

'practised superstitious rites \ltIto (Kerlin's] melCOrr,lI

as if to a patron saint, and clailllS the wizard's aid in

confuting l'this righteous fool." The masque, with its

dependence on spectacle and sudden changes of scene, was

a natural setting for the conjuror's power and in this

masque Herlin is used to introduce the transformation

scenes, or, as Imposture S&1s liTo wake those that have

$4Jl1 ages slept.' Kerlin's answer to !rlposture stresses

this function and also suggests that his powers may still

be used for good, rather than evil, purposes;

Tis long

Since this my magic rod hath struck the air,

Yet los s of practice can no art impair

That soars above the reach of nature's JI1ght.

Thus then I charm the spirits of the night,

And unto hell conjure their wings to steer,

And straight collect from discal corners there

The great seducers of th1s Isle, that by

Their baits of pleasure strove to multiply

Those sad inhabitants, who curse that truth below

Which, here on earth, they to-'k no pa1ns to know.

Appearl Appear! Nimbly obeY lIl1 will

T'express 1 died t'1ncrease Jl1 magic skll1.(p.27J)

Merlin's attitude seems to be fundamentallY in opposition

7
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to Imposture's when he recognizes that the 'great seducers

of this Isle' woo men away from the truth which is avail·

able to them: althoua:h he acknowledges and calls up carl1

followers of Imposture, the use of such phrases as 'great

seducers', 'baits of pleasure' and 'sad inhabitants' is

an impllcit condemnation of them. This ambiguity in the

presentation of Merlln, our uncertainty as to whether he

ill slUed with good or evll, is probably due less to a

conscious and subtle attempt on Davenant's part to suggest

the legend.ar1 blending of good and evll in ~lerlln, the

Devll's chlld (although one cannot deny the possibllit7

of this ) than to the exigencies of the masque form, which

decands that the intellectual content be clearl1 and brief·

If presented, and usually depends more on spectacle than

011 characterization.

In response to Herlln' s co~d -the whole scene

was transformed into e horrid hell, the further part

terminating in a flam.1ng precipice, and the nearer parts

expressing the suburbs, from whence enter the several Anti­

lDasqueslt, and then Bellerophon appears riding on Pegasus.

(P.274) His function 1s obviously to act as a parallel to

MerHn, for Action welcomes him

Thou com'st to help me to despise and scorn

These airy m1a1c apparitions.

alDd. Bellerophon edmits he is there
as aid to shoW .,.

;7
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How dull the 1mp1ous were to be so s111111

Misled, and hoW' the good did ever need

But l1ttle care, and less of bra1n, to scape

Th'apparent baits of such gross fools. (p.275)

Davenant seems to be mak1ng a comment on the questionable

value of medieval romance and legend in comparison tlith

classical l1terature by giving Action as his centor a

character from the latter, whlls Imposture is still rely­

ing on Merlin, to whom he says

Asslst lllll once more with thy cl\arD1ng rod.

To shew this str1ct corrector of delights,

What ladles were of yore and what the ir knights,

Although their shapes and manners now grow

stran&e,

Make him admire what he would strive to change.

(p.276 )

And so once more Merlin conJures and the -hell suddenly

vanisheth, and there appears a vast forest, in which stood

part of an old castle kept by a glant, proper tor the

scene of the lllOck Bomanza which followed.- (p.278) 'llle

!:lock Romanza is in rhyming couplets which, beside the

blank verse of the earl1er part of the masque, is meant to

suggest the essential triviality of the romance form. The

characters are the stock romance figures, a dwarf. a

dalllSel in diatress. a knight, a squire and a giant, and Just

as the knight is about to fight the giant, Merlin inter~

"I'
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1'enes in this mock heroic combat and deflates it even

further:

~. My art will turn this combat to delight.

They shall. unto fantastic music, fight.

S,D. They fall into a dance and depart.

Bellerophon cOllllllents

HOlf trivial and lost thy visions aret

Did thy prophetic sclence take such care,

When thou went mortal, with unlawful power

To recollect thy ashes 'gainst this hour,

And all for such import? (p.282)

Herl1n is now seen as divorced from the romance literature

in which he had. so often appeared with the knights,

sqUires and dwarves. Davenant dismisses all the trappings

of courtly romance; they are products of Imposture, one

oC the 'ba1ts of pleasure' whlch seduced earlier gener­

ations but are not worthy to be preserved b1 Fame Cor

posterity. Merlin hlmself, however, is stlll the master

oC 'prophetic science', and has one more sign1ficBllt

function attrlbuted to him at the end oC the Masque. All

this suggests a devaluation of the romance; only twenty

years before, Jonson's compliments to Prince Henry and James

I had been clothed in the symbolism of Arthurian romance,

but the trappings of this masque are classical in origin,

and Brltanocles, Galatea and Bellerophon are as important

as Merlin. This was, in fact, a period of distrust oC the

7
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British legends, of Geoffrey of Monmouth and of the romances,

snd Davenant mirrors this distrust, while preserving the

figure of Herlin which, paradoxically, had its origins in

all these things.

After h1.s scornful Judgment of the romanza, Beller·

ophon dism1.sses Ker11n:

Awayt Fame, still obedient unto fate,

Th1.s happy hour is calPd to celebrate

Britanocles, and those that in this Isle

The old with modern victortes reconcile,

Awayt Fame's universal voice I hear

'T1.s fit you van1.sh quite when they appear.

[Exeunt Merlin, Imposture. ](p. 283)

The relll8inder of the masque provides various settings for

lavish praise of Britanocles. A IIrlchly adorn'd palace II ,

the Palace of Fame, appears with Fame, Aras and Sclence, a

chorus of Poets sings, the gates open and Britsnocles Is

revealed. The palace sinkS, the Masquers dance and a song

bJ the Chorus and Fame honours Brltanocles. Then the scene

becomes Britain and a IInew chorus of our own modern poets

raised by Mer11n, in rich habits differing fro. the rest,

yUh laurels on their heads gilt, make their addresS to the

Queen." (pp.28J-287) This final mention of the wizard only

serves to point up Davenant's ambivalent attitude towards

hhl: Bellerophon dismisses HerUn because his Tisions were

-trivial and lost", and symboliC of past decadence, yet it

-/
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Is he who ra1ses the lIOdern poets 1n the1r golden laurel

wreaths.

Davenant I S attitude to the romance materials and

the ancient legends 1s a dramat1c equ1valent of selden's

scept1cIsJ:I, and directl:y m1rrors the preva1l1ng op1n1ol1s

of hIs contemporar1es. The romances were widely read,

but equally w1dely abused, and the opinion of the canon

In~ perhaps sums up sevel1teenth centUl7 critical

opinion, "they are unoouth in style, their adventures are

incred1ble, the1r 9JlIours l1centious, the1r compl1ments

absurd, their battles boring, their speeches doltish,

their travels ridIculous, and, finall:y, they are devoId of

all art and intelligence and therefore deserve to be

expelled from a Christian republ1c as a useless race.,,1?

4. John Dryden: "KiM Arthur or the Brit1sh Worth:."

Geoffrey of MOl1Illouth's Historia waS the source for

the historical material in Dr;yden's Yns Arthur or the

British WorthY (1691)18 but this 'draJ:8tic opera' can be

compared with Rowley's plaY in the use made of the sources;

in both works we find the saxon-Brit1sn struggle providing

the structural background against whIch are worked out

love intrigues and clashes between good and evil magical

powers. The operetic framework of Dryden' s work ensures,

tOOl that a great deal of emphasis .111 be given to song,

dance and spectacle, and here, as in the lII8S11ue, the powers
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or conjurors and magicians provide the dreJ:latlst with IlI8J11'

opportunities for dramatic effecti. Dryden had originally

considered an Arthurlan epic, but, like IUlton, abandoned

the idea. The t1.rst plan of his King Arthur whlch he

described as lie tragedy mixed with opera" wes that it

should have a definite pol1tlcal purpose and be produced

to strengthen the power of Charles II j however the pro­

duction was delayed so long that it was not ftnally staged

until William and MarJ's reign and consequentlr extensive

rnls10ns were needed, and the opera as we have it has

considerably more fantasy and less history than was origin·

8117 planned.

The opera 1s set 1n Kent at the period at which

Arthur 1s about to fight his decisive battle against the

Saxons to ensure his possession of the British throne. His

arch enemy and rival 1n love is Oswald, the Saxon lUngi

both men are determined to win Emmel1ne, the bl1nd daughter

or Conon, duke or CornwalL Drydeq, wtllke Bowley, intro­

duees Merlin from the first moments of his play; Arthur,

on his first entry i5 reading a letter from Merl1n promising

magical. aid in the battle;

Go on, Auspicious Prince, the stars are ki~i

Unfold thy banners to the willing wind;

While I, with Aiery legions, help th1 Arms:

Confronting Art with Art, and Charms with
Charms. (I,l,P.14Jl
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The confrontation of the Saxon and British magical arts

provides a grea.t deal of the material of the play, and

!luch of the spectacle. Most of the flrst act is taken

up with the SaxO!!S' pagan rites: Oswald, with the aid of

Osmond, a heathen Saxon magician and Grimbald -a flerce,

earthy Spirit- is shown worshippina: Thor, Freya and WOllen,

with lIlusical offerina:s from Priests and Singers. A noise

of battle is heard off stage and a song of victort is suns

by the Britons: MerUnts arts and charms are more potent

than heathen sacrifices. (I,l1,pp.i4?-15i)

The next act exPloits more of the dramatic poss­

ibilities in the confUct between British and Saxon magic.

A new character, Philidel, is introduced to allow complic­

ations of the plot, which comes to resemble nothing more

than a modern story of seoret agents and double-agents.

Philidel 1s meant to be aiding Oswald and Osmond, but he

is shown as a very sensitive and soft-hearted spirit who

15 mourning the dead in battle. The stage direction annou~

Mes that -Merlint with Spirits, descends to philidel, on

a chariot drawn by dragons," and the Wizard coJDlD8nds

Philidel to tell who he is,

Speak, I conjure thee,

'Tis Merlin bids thee, at whose awful wand,

The pale Ghost Q.uivers, and the grim fiend

"asps. (II,i,P.i52)

Prom this moment, the first entrance of the wizard, Ih-yden ~
I
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takes for granted Merlin's powers over the natural and the

supernatural and his role as Arthur's guide 1n battle.

Host of the wizard's activities 1n the play are centred on

this tradit10nal concept of his function, and are varied

I11th incidents which show Merlin's intervention 1n Arthur's

love affair. There 1s nothing about Merlin's birth or

early history. nor anything about Arthur's origins or his

marriage to GU1nevere. Only the Saxon-British conflict 1s

taken from Geoffrey of Honmouth and the figures of Arthur

and KerHn from well established tradition, the rest of the

pseudo-historical and legendary material 1s ignored 1n

favour of the spectacular presentation of the supernatural.

MarHn 1s able to enlist Ph1l1del's aid on the side

of right and assures him that to continue to support the

Saxons would be to challena:e the 1nev1tab111t l of fate:

1'hou know'st, 1n sp1te of val1ant Oswald's arms

Or Osmond's powerful spells, the field is ours.

(II,i,P.1SJ)

In an opera of this kind there 1s no real suspense: the

interest lies in the incidentals of 80116, dance and

Spectacle. Kerlin gives Philidel the task of warning the

victorious Britons of bogs and other dangers which m1ght

ensnare them as they folloW the defeated and flee1118 Saxons.

Meanwhile, Grimbald. disguised as a shepherd 15 supposed11

leading Arthur 1n the path taken by Oswald. The spirits

7
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of Grimbald and Ph111del contend. in a song, for Arthur

and nnally Grimbald is vanquished, and Arthur makes clear

the assumption that the Saxons are aided by the forces of

the devil, while the Britons have the powers of heaven

~S8ed on their side;

Atlast the cheat is plain;

The cloven. footed fiend is vanished from us.

Good angels be our gUides and bring us back.

(lI,i,Pp.i5J·156 )

E=ellne. await11'\8 the victorious Arthur, is entertained

by songs and dances of Shepheros and Shepherdesses and is

then drlllllatically seized and carried off by Oswald, who

has socehow strayed into the British ranks. Arthur and

Oswald then meet for a parley. Oswald refUses Arthur'S

offer that, in return for the restoration of Emmeline, he

should receive half the kingdom, and a battle is planned

for the next day. (lI,l1,Pp.i57- i64 )

The third act opens with the realization of the

Britons that Osmond has prepared trapS and unnatural horrors

for them. Arthur is resolved to face them single.handed.

if necessary:

Now I perce!ve a danger worthY t:ae;

'Tis Osmond'S work, a band of hel1~hired slaves,

Be mine the hazard. mine shall be the Fane.

(III,i,P.i65)

But Merlin enters and persuades the impetuOUs young King

/"

I
\
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to wait until he can discover how to "dissolve these

charCS-, He also promises the restoration of Em:rael1ne t s

sight and Arthur expresses his complete faith in the

wizard's powers:

Oh might I hope (and what's impossible

To Merlin's Art) to be myself the bearer,

Thft with the light of heaven she II8J" discern

Her lover first, (III,1,pp,16S·166)

Kerlin, ln return, prophesles the happy outcome of the

adventure,

'Tis wondrous hazardous,

Yet I forsee th'Event, 'tis fortunate,

I'll bear ,e safe and br1ng ye back unharm'd,

and he bears Arthur away, The next scene shows Ph1l1del,

deep ln a wood, setting spells to trap the fiends and

seek1ng Emmeline. He 1s recaptured by Grlmbald and acts

the part of the w111 double.agent, as he 'confesses' to

Grlmbald,

Aye, then I was seduc'd by Merl1n'S Art,

And half persuaded by his sooth1ng Tales,

To hope for Heaven; as if eternal doom

Could be reversed and undecreed for ceo

But I am now set right,

I fled trom Merlin, cree as all' that bore me,

T'unfold to Osmond all his deep designs,
(III,l1,Pp,167-168 ) ~!,

,!
;



162

and he continues to protest that he 101111 now follow Grim­

bald, who, of course, becomes ensnared by the spells that

Ph1l1del has already prepared. Merlin enters and praises

Philidel for his work, and gives to him the phial contain­

1118 the magic l1qUid which w1ll restore El!lmel1ne's sight.

The Spirit sprinkles her eyes, her sight 1s restored and

she rapturlzes over the sight of her companion Mat1lda, over her

own face which she sees 1n a mirror, and f1na111 over

Arthur, who tells her that the war 1s not yet over and

that he came there

By Merlin's Art to snatch a short lived bUss

To feed my fa!ll.lsh'd love upon your eyes

One lIloment and depart. (III,l1,pp.168-17J)

Philidel presents "air;y spirits 1n the shapes of men and

wooen" who sing, prale1ng the J015 of sight. Merlin puts

a temporary end to the trlwnph when he enters to warn them

to beware of Osmond and to rell1nd them that, although

Elllmellneis s1ght 1s restored, they cannot take her with

them, for she 1s stlll w1thin the power of the enchanted

grovel

She's held by Charms too etrona:

Wh1oh. with th' inchanted grove must be

destroyed

T1ll when. 1tJY Art is vain. But fetU not.

El!IlllEl:l1ne,
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Th ' Enchanter has no power on innocence.

(III,l1 ,Pp.17J-175)

Dryden does not stress this unexpected fsnure of r.erl1n's

powers; 1t would seem to be dictated by dramatic exped­

leney, there are stUl two more acts to be fllled in and

the happy, final reunion of the lovers should, for maximum

effect, be delayed to the fifth act. So for the time

being Arthur and Merl1n are forced to abandon Em::lel1ne and

when Osmond enters. and real1zes that her sight has been

restored, the love which he too had harboured for her, is

even more infl8llllld. He has tricked Os,,-a1d into a drUnken

stupor and imprisoned him, and Emmel1ne is frozen with

horror by his advances. This proves to be a drlllllB.tic device

to introduce a song and dance sequence, for OstlOnd says

that he will show her the power of love to thaw anything

and he .strikes the ground with his wand: the scene changes

to a prospect of winter in frozen countries." (III,l1,Pp.17)

~177) Cupid arouses the Genius of the place, and singers

and dancers musically present the proposition that "Tis

love that has warmed us." After thiS interlude Osmond

tries to overpower Emmeline, but i8 interrupted by Grimbald'S

cries for aid, from within. OSlllOrn goes to release him,

and Emmeline, as the act closes, is given a short respite.

(III,ii.pp.177-180)
However, Act Four opens with Osoond still detera1ned

to "take IlU' full gust". But once again he is distracted
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when Gr1mbald enters to warn h1m that Arthur 1s at hand

and that Merlin has counterworked his spells. (IV.i,p.181)

Osmond and Grimbald leave and are replaced b,. Arthur and

.lerlin, and we discover that Merlin's powers are still

circumscribed, allowlng further opportunities for the

clssh of conflicting magical arts.

~. Thus far it 1s permitted me to gat

But all beyond this spot is fenced with charl:lS.

I ma,. no more, but anI,. with advice.

Arthur. My sword shall do the rest.

~. Bemember well, that all is but 11lusion.

(IV.i.p.i82)

Kerlin leaves his wand with Philidel for Arthur' s protect~

ion. and describes its potency.

The touch of which, no earthy fiend can bear,

In whate'er shape transfOrl:led, but must lay down

His borrowed figure and confess the devil.

Arthur goes on alone. surrounded by the illusions of this

enchanted place. Syrens, rising frail. the vater, teopt

him to turn aside; Nymphs and Sylvans' exhort him to

enjoy the pleasures of love. Arthur commandS the "false

Joys" to begone and strikes the tree which seems to be

"Queen of all the Grove". Blood spouts from the tree,

and a terrible groan and shriek is heard. and "Emmel1ne

breaks out of the tree, shewing her aI'1II blood,.." She ~; j
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declares that she can only l1ve as lol'l8 as the tree stands.

Arthur, aware of the dangers of the place, is besieged by

indecision, which grows even worse when she offers herself

to him. Despairil'l8ly he declares his confusion.

o lovet 0 Merl1nt wholD should I believe?

(IV,i,p.i87)

He is just decidll'l8 to east off reason and embrace love,

when Philidel runs in, strikes ·Eczline· with Merlin's

wand and reveals that she. too, is an illusion and is, in

fact, Grlmbald. Arthur destroys the tree. Philidel drags

Gril:lbald out, and at last the pass is free for the British

arl!ly. (IV,l,pp.187-188) In this act Dryden shows very

clearly that he is subordinatil'l8 the development of heroic

character to spectacle. Merl1n is shown as impotent in

the face of heathen magic and Arthur as irrational and

helpless in spite of his proud boasts. But the possible

impl1cations of this reversal of the traditional character

of both king and wizard are not stressed and in the fifth

and flnal act both Arthur and Herlin take part in the

Victorious cl1max of the play.

The last act opens &s battle is about to commence;

Oswald challenges Arthur to single combat and is accepted.

The stage direction describes the ensuing action, "They

flght with spunges in their hands dipt in blood; after

Some equal passes and closing, they appear both wounded.

Arthur stumbles among the trees, Oswald falls over him,
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they both rise, Arthur wounds him again, then Oswald re­

treats. Enter Osmond from among the trees, and with his

wand, strll(es Arthur's sword out of his hand, and Exit.

Oswald pursues Arthur, Merlin enters and gives Arthur his

sword, and Exit. They close, and Arthur 1n the fall dll­

arQS Oswald,· and Arthur is v1ctor1ous. (V,i,Pp.189-191)

Oswald will be given safe conduct home with the Saxon force,

and finally Arthur and Emmeline are reunited. Merlin

declares Osmond's doom:

Take hence that lIlOnster of ingratitude

Him, who betrayed his master, bear him hence,

And 1n that loathsom dunseon plunge him deep

"'here he plung'd noble Oswald. (V,i,p.i9J)

The play ends, l1ke Jonson's~, Rowley's play and

Davenant's masque, ,dth Herlin fulflll1ng his prophetic

fUnction and preparing for a spectacular conclusion which

w1l1 in some way emphaSize the glories of Britain. The

rather ineffectual Arthur who has been portI'll1ed in the

opera is abandoned for the heroic Arthur of tradition

as Merl1n speaks to him:

Por this daY's plan. and for tbJ' forcer acts,

Thy Britain freed and foreign force expelled

Thou, Arthur, hast acquired a future fame,

And of three Christian worthies art the first,

And nOlf at once, to treat tbJ' sight and soul,

Behold what roul1t18 ages shall produce;
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The wealth, the loves, the glories of our Is1e •.•

(to Oswald) Nor thou, brave Saxon Prince, disdain our

trlUl1lph

Brltalns and SUons shall be once one people

One common tongue, oDe cOl!:!lon fa1th shall bind

Our Jarring bands 1n a perpetual peace. (V,l,p.19J)

Dryden was, I belleve r the first to stress, 1n a draJ:llltlc

..~ work, the fact of the blending of the Brit1sh and Saxon

and the presence of Wlll1am of Orange on the throne of

England probably explains why not Oswald, the Saxon King.

but Osmond, his heathen magician, 1s the real vl11a1n of

the piece.

The play closes with the spectacle provldlng a

vlsual cOl:I:Dentarl on the polnts belng made ln the nnal

sOn&s and speeches. -Herlln waves hls wand, the scene

changes and dlscovers the Brlt1sh Ocean ln Storlll. Aeolus

in clouds above, Four Wlnds hanging etc." and as the

spectacle contlnues the sea becomes calm, Brlttann
la

, Fish­

ermen, Pan and the Nerelds appear, and finally Venus, who

slngs several S0085, one of which "Fairest Isle, all Isles

excelllng" is the only part of this play gener4D1relllembered.

Then "arter the dlalogue, a warlike consort: The scene

races rather than the earl1er and historically more quest-

.~ 10nable theory of the replacement of one by the other and

J the ultimate restoration of the British Hne. This lIlOre

~ critical attitude towards received historical tradition
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opens above, and discovers the order of the Garter. Enter

Honour, attended by Heroes· (V,l1,pp.19J-198) Merl1n

explains this:

These who last enter'd, are our valiant Britains,

Who shall 't:7 land and sea repel our foes.

Now look above, and 1n Heav'ns high abyss,

Behold what fame attends those future hero's,

Honour, who leads 'em to that steepy height

In her lW110rtal song, shall tell the rest.

And, obediently, Honour sings and there 1s a f1nel offer­

ing fro!:!. the chorus, ·~rter which the Grand Dance,-

Arthur's concluding speech to Merlin 1s l1ke that in Rowley's

play, in that 1n both there 1s recognition that Fate w111

not always be favourable to the Brlt1sh, and here also one

can detect a definite anxiety abOut the ruture, whlch

perhaps mirrors Dryden'S uneasinesS about the contemporary

status quo. Arthur cOmlllents on the wizard's revelations

in this way:
Wisely lOU have, whate'er lIill please, reveal'd.

What would displease, as w1,sell have conceal'd.

TriuophS of war and Peace, at full , e shOW,

But swiftly turn the pages of our woo

Rest we contented w1th our present state,

IT1s anxioUS to enqu1re of future fate;

That race of Hero's is enough alone

Por all unseen disasters to atone.

,~ "'7

i

I
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Let us make haste betimes to reap our share,

And not resign them all the praise of war.

But set th' exaople, and their souls inflare.

To copy out their great forefather's fame,(V,i,p,199)

Dryden, like Bowley, had re-drawn the traditional figure

of Merlin. but unlike Rowley he did not succeed in prow

ducln& a memorable dramatic figure i hi!J Merlin is one

dicensional. and eyen the apparent faHlZ'C of hls powers

passes wlthout cOllllllent.

5, Aaron Hill: IHerlin ln Love l

The seventeenth century taste for spectacle, comedy

and music in the drama can be seen clearly in those few

dratlas ln which Merlin appears, and the cullll1nation of

these popular preferences in a dramatic form whlch combines

them all can also be illustrated in the eighteenth century

pantollllne opera Merlin in Love or Youth against Kagie,19

We are told in the Preface that Mr, Hill left this work 1n

manuscript and that it .seems calculated to please an

Engl1sh audience,. The pantomime provides all the scenic

attractions of the masque which had already been brought to

the English opera by. for instance, Drydel:l.. Aaron Hill

recognized the necessity for impressive effects, and, in

Cotlllllentlng on the deficiencies of Italian opera, noted that

~anting the I:I8chines and decorations, which bestow so

great beauty on their appearance, they have been heero and

seen to very considerable disadvantage,1
20

Indeed the

-7
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l1bretto he wrote for Handel's .E!!lBl!!2 is full of opport­

unlties for -machines and decorat!ons-, As well as writing

opera Hlli tried his hand at Shakespearian adaptation, but

not very successfully, and in his Preface to his Henry V

tried to explain one reason for its tallure, "There is a

kind of dumb drama, a new and wonderful discovery! that

places the wit in the heels! and the experience of both

our theatres might have taught art1 writer but so dull a

one as I am, that the Harlequins are gentlemen of better

interest than the Harrys, ,,2i

The exploits of Harlequin had been familiar to

London theatre-goers since the Restoration when a compat11

of Italians had visited the London stage, and soon after

pantomiae in the Italian manner was being produoed at

Drury Lane, Generally the English panto~S combined a

serious mythological theme with the burlesque activities

of Harlequin and Columbine, As Fielding ironically

described -That Ilost exquisite entertalrment-, it -consist­

ed of two parts. which the inventor distinguished by the

names of the serioUS and the~' The SerioUS e::chibited

a certain number of heathen godS and heroes, who were

certainly the worst and dullest company into which an

aUdience waS ever introduced, and (which waS a secret known

to few) were actually intended so to be, in order to

cont rest the~ part of the entertainment, and to ~~S­
play the tricltS of Harlequin to the better advantage,-

7
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A simllar but more SYlIIpathetic account of John R1ch's

achievements in pantomine is given by Thomas Davies in

IUs life of Garrick; -By the help of gay sClllnes_, flne habits,

grand dances, appropriate music and other decorations, he

exhibited a story from Ovid's Metamorphoses, or some other

fabulous writer. Between the pauses or acts of this

serious representation, he interwo'le a comic fable consist-

ing chiefly of the courtship of HarlequIn and Columbine,

with a variety of surprising advantures and tricks, which

were produced by the magIc wand of Harlequin; such as the

sudden transfoI'll'.8tion of palaces and telllPles to huts and

cottages; of men and ~fomen into wheelwbarrows and Jointw

stools; of trees ••• to houses; colonades to beds of tulips;

and mechanics' shops into serpents and ostrlches-,2)

Hill included 1n Merlin In Love both the -dumb

drSlll8.- and characters from the Barlequinade which he saw

that popular taste demanded, as well as the lmacb1nes and

decorat1ons" whlch added to the appeal of opera. He did

not, however, follow In all Its aspects the pattern for

English pantomime laid down by Weaver and Bich, for he haS

ignored what Flelding called the Idullest
l part, that is

the serlous, m¥thologlcal eleJ:lents and the whole play is

concerned with the courtshlP of Columbine and Harlequin.

The figure of Herlin perhaps replaces the -heathen godS

and goddesses-; he can be seen as a legendarJ character

With all the wl!l1ght of the serIoUS tradition behind him.

T
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But Hill does not treat Merl1n seriously; he uses hill to

provide the compl1cation in the courtship of Harlequin and

Columbine, to play the buffoon throughout and in a final

retuorphosis -the conjurer proves but an ass.- (p.)42)

'l'here are several possible explanations for this cocplete

debasement of the British \~izard, which occumd again in

Fieldine;'S Tom Thumb.

As we have seen, popular astrological and prophetic

pamphlets and almanacs were oft~n attributed to Kerl1n, and

as Ernest Jones comments, "it was perhaps this use of

&!rl1n by Quacks that accounts for the complete fall1ng off

of his reputation in the eighteenth centUT1= the sage and

wizard became a charlatan and buffoon. ,,24 At the same time

Geoffrey of KonDlOuth's reputation as a historian, and with

it the whole history of Arthur, was sinking rapidlY into

disrepute; Arthur and ~lerl1n were no longer felt to have

their roots in a respectable historical tradition with

contemporary political significance, as nad been the case

in the sixteenth and seventeenth .centuries, and writerS felt

free to divorce them from that tradition and use thelll in

8h1 way they pleased. Kerl1n was usefUl to Hill because

he was a wizard and with his conventional trappings of wand

and conjuring tricks could prove an appropriate foll for

Harlequin and his wand, as well as beins the obviouS person

to conjure up spectacles as he had in Davenant's ~,

Jonson's Speeches and Rowley's play.

=---;r
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daughter, Columbine, who present "in sHent action" the

"gradual advancement of a courtship". They are interrupted

by the Doctor and Merlin, who is "dressed like a conjurer,

with his wand, long beard and trailing robe." The Doctor

fool1shly exclaims that all he has is Kerlin's, and the

wizard accordingly claitllS Columbine. He is, however,

completely unsuccessful in his attempts to win her affect~

ions so he conj~s up Cupid, who woos on his behalf in

song, but he too is unsuccessful.. Fortune, Wisdom, Honour

and Power, whom the wizard then calls up in succession to

aid him, have as little effect on the lady. Durins the

dance and song "Merlin's dumb action expresses hope, love,

desire, respect. The Doctor's wonder and delight at Merlin's

skill; but anger at his daughter's obstinac1. Harlequin,

terrified, despairir18, hOping, appears lively and dejected

by turns, with all the wanton variety of air, look and

action adopted to his character.- (pp.)21-J2;) 'n1e point

is already being made that in spite of his apparent skill

the wizard is inept and impotent, and Columbine underlines

this impression when she sings, rejecting the "vain,

deluded Pow'rs" which Merlin had conjured. The toc
tor

tries to cheer the dejected ~lerlin with a bottle, and meen­

whlle Harlequin steals Herlin'S wand and he and Coluablne

make their escape in "a triumphal chariot, drawn by two

doves, whose reins are held by a cupid" and "as theY ascend,
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it thunders and lightens." (p.)26) Merlin 1s overcome by

anguish, but recovers enough to conjure up a new wand, and

"taking a book out of his pocket, describes a circle with

it on the stage". The Doctor's interpretation of the

ritual 1s seen in his exclamation "You've business with the

dev1l1" (p.J27) but Hlll does not even dignify Merl1n's

~lcal powers by developing the suggestion that they are

ult1mately cormeeted with the fountain head of evU: Merlin's

powers are here neither heavenly nor demonic, but merely

IIUrlbo~Jumbo. The continuation of the conjuring epito-

mizes the wizard's skill as presented 1n the pantomlne,

"Herl1n mutters 1n his book the following incantation, 1n

Recitative •••

Swlngswang hopandthUlllpO lethale farc1flcando11

Grande tastexalto, quadrl11 at Ombretlaorno1

Tossalong stradl1ngo, beaut1lOSto mascullnando1

(p.)27)

(And 1ndeed all the mascul1ne beauty and strength of. for

1nstance. Rowley or Malory's presentatlon of Kerl1n 1s

completely lost 1n th1s pantom1ne debasement of the trad~

1t1onal flgure.) The charm 1s successful, and w1th his new

wand the w1 zard conjures up the four w1nds and charges

them to return the lovers to him.

As Act II opens the scene 1s -8 w1ld, rockJ,

prospect, with an openlng 1n front that descendS to Kerl1n's

Cave, an old holloW' tree growtng close by Its entrance·~p.J29)

I
I'
!
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In the eighteenth century the cave had become as closely

associated with Nerl1n in the popular imagination as his

wand, and fUll makes use of the cave in Acts II and Ill.

The spirit of one of the winds brings news to !'!erl1n and

is placed in the hollow tree, as the chariot with the

lovers returns. They are happy to have escaped from ~lerlin

but the ground begins to rise under their feet and Harle­

quin hides Columbine in the tree. The action is inter­

rupted by one of the "decorations" Hill was 80 fond of,

as a huge mushroom arises and fairies and a fairy Black­

amore page appear. The fairies, played by children, go

into a song and dance routine on top of the mushroom before

it disappears and Harlequin and Columbine take refuge in

the cave. (PP.JJO-J32)

Act III shows the inside of Merlin's cave. It is

furnished with a moss-bed, table, books and on one side a

large easy chair. It is not surprising to find the

conjurer who gets his courage from a bottle making use of

a large easy chair, but these very hUI:l8n comforts had no

place in the earlier legends of the wizard; Hill, like so

many of his contemporaries, humanizes and delllYth010gizeS

the traditional materials. As Act III opens Harlequin and

Columbine en',,;er. Columbine is very weary and lies down on

the bed, "and he offers to 11e by her side, which occasions

a whimsical dumb scene of entreaty on his part, and refusal ,
I'

I'
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on hers," (p.)J3) Harleqll1n retreats to the chair, which

imprisons him and he 1s so startled that he drops Merl1n's

wand. The stage dlrection descrlbes how "the easy chalr

rises, slowly, Into the figure of a !ll8ll (the back part

falllng down to form the tall of his robe) and appears to

be Merl1n."(p.J)4> Once agaln one can compare ~lerl1n's

disguises and transformations in earlier literature with

this, which, although not particularly incongruous In its

context, Is a cocpletely new conception of the vizard. As

the act10n proceeds, Harleqll1n is 1n Herlin's power.

Columbine pleads for her lover and the wizard allows hlm

to leave, then "HerHn leads off Columbine: Harlequin in

sad and dismal airs goes off on the other side. They look

back, step by step, and at last, burst away in agony at

the opposite doors, in mimlc Imitation of distress'd lovers

in tragedy:'(p.JJ5)

In Act IV H111 introduces new characters and soca

complicatlons to the plot, but the aethods of presentation,

in dumb-show, song, dance and spectacle, remaln the see.

The openlng scene is a wheat-field, in which a reaper and

a woman binder are dlscovered at dinner. Harlequin appears

and "in dumb courtship appears suddenlY fond of the woman,

who expresses contempt, and throws cheese-parings at him."

(p.JJ6) The Clown-reaper attempts to resist Harlequin but

is overcome by the powers of his wend. Harlequin continues

his attempts to win the girl, thiS time by making the

'.
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sheaves dance, but he only succeeds 1n arousing her anger.

(P.J)?) The parallels between this act and Merlin's

lI'ooins' of Columbine 1n Act I show clearly how very limited

were the plots available for this klnd of dramatic present­

sUon, and 1n s:ny case. the plots were subordinate to the

other, more spectacular. elements of the play. Harleql:.ln

brings his unsuccessful wooing to an end by waving his wand

again, but the only result 1s the sudden reappearance of

I-:erl1n and Columbine, and the latter naturally reproaches

him for his inconstancy. Merlin regains possession of

Ha1'!equln' 5 wand and "at the end of the sOIl8S it thunders

again, and the scene 1s changed, 1n a moment, into the

prospect of a rolling sea, surrounded with cllffs, steep

rocl.s and precipices at sight whereof Harlequin runs off

the stage." Furies with tridents pursue him, he is caught

bl one of them, and -HarleqUin stickinc> on the points of

his trident- is plunged into the sea. (p.J)8) Act V opens

With a continuation of the sea scene and with Columbine

pleading on Harlequin's behalf. Herlin alloWS her to

conjure up Neptune,whO will restore Uarlequin, and Columbine

promises that she 11'111

once, upbraid him - bid him live,

And never see him more. (p.JJ9) ,

She sings an incantation, during which "there arises out of "

the sea a hUOe whale, that covers the whole flat of the .

,tag.. In tho mouth or thO whal' .It, Harl.qul
n

with' •

Ii
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lanthorn in his hand ll and the scene expands untll the

whale forms the roof to a ClaI'lne palace, with the sea

bela',,", and a coral rocl; on which sits Neptune, surrounded

by Tritons and Nermlds. Neptune s1ngs I approving

Columbine's ,~lsh. and. Harlequin is restored to her by two

Cupids. (pp.J40-J41) Columbine then sings to Merlin, who

believes himself secure as her plighted lover,

Tum, turn suay your face,

Lest this last favour,

This final act of grace,

This leave you gave her,

Shou'd bring your mlstress woe

By your repentlfllS:

And you should jealous grow,

And curse consenting.

Herl1n obedlentl1 turns away his face and "Colu.mblne after

winking upon Harlequln strikes Herlin with the wand, and

changes him into an ass, with an halter about his neck:

after which she dresses Harlequin 1n his rival'S robe and

puts the wand into his hand; with which he struts and dances

about in ecstasy, and at length lllOtmting on the ass's back,

is led off In triumph by columbine.·(P.J42) In this final

transmogrification H111 comes closest to the traditional

legend of Merlin, as well as Clost widelY departing rro:n It.

'!be presentation of HerUn as an aSs is well cuts Ide the ~
conventional versions of the wizard'S fate, but the starT

Ii
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of Herlin tricked by a woman he loves, who uses his 0,,71

J:lSgic to trap him, is as old as the story of the schemlnB

Viviane. However, the SOnB which Columbine sings as she

leads off her lover seated on the ass, shows qUite clearly

that Hill is still concerned with the triumph of love and

the defeat of forces which threaten love, rather than with

a more detailed examination of the story of Kerlin.

Columbine concludes the pantomlne with this triwphant

clichE,

The wise may take warning, as well as the,. can

Still thus, will it Mme to pass!

Let a ;young woman loose at an old cunning can,

The con3Ul'9r proves but an ass. (p.)42)

6. '"The Royal Ch&.ce"

Dryden's opera was produced in 1735 with a new

Prologue and Epilogue, but otherwise his text was unaltered

in this version, which was reprinted in 17)6 with the t1tle

Merlin or the British Inchanter and King Arthur, t.he

British Worthy. With this was publ1shed an entertainment

given at Covent Garden, IDe Royal Chase or Merl1~

Hermitage and caye.25 Queen caroline'S additions to the

gardens of the royal estates at Richmond included a herm1t~

age and a subterranean grotto, "adorned with Astronomical

Figures and Characte~.'s·, which waS known as Herlin'S cave,

An engraving of this cave serveS as a frontispiece to~
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Royal Chace, and the entertainment opens on a "a view of

the Hermitage in the Royal Gardens at Richlllond,". (p.7)

The use of this sett1ng, wlth the presence of "! Royal

Huntress, ln the character of Diana" as one of the maln

characters suggests that this pantomlne may have been

intended as a cOlllPl1ment to the Queen, and this impression

1s confirmed by detalls of the presentation. The title

page announces that this "new dramatic entertainment •••

vith several new Come Scenes of aetion (is) introduced

into the Grotesque Pantomime: of Jupiter and Europa ••• the

vords in the scenes of the Hermitage and Merlin's Cave

b1 Mr. Phillips." The comic scenes are indicated, but

not described, in the printed version of the entertainment.

The royal hunt provides a semi~serioUS framework for what

vere probabl1 scenes of mime and burlesque ill. the pantom1r.e

tradition, for the east list inoludes, besides Jupiter in

the character of Harlequin, Pluto, Neptune and Pan in the

characters of Punch, Pantaloon and scarGouch. (p.6)

11erlin is introdueed in his Cave, in Scene IV, and he

praises the delights of his solitary existenoe:

o Solitude! 0 pleasing Sol1tudel

Here contemplation holds her Sacred seat i

And to her studioUS sons the knowledge deep,

Of nature'S laws unfoldsl Here with content

And converse sweet with sages of old tiDe,

Merlin hath many a creeping 1f1nter past
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With joys to luxury and power unknown:

Till \~isdom pleaa'd, at length has crown'd his

toil

With s\~eet prophetick strain. (p.16)

'nIis Merlin, with his dedication to contemplation and the

'Iveet prophetick strain' is a surprising reversal to the

lIore dignified wizards of earlier literature, particularlJ'

after the use already made of him in pantomine by Hill.

But the desire to compliment the Queen seems to guide

Phillips towards an overt identification of Merlin's cave

as presented in the play with C6l'oline of Anspach's grotto,

so that both its inhabitant and the eave itself are seen

as providing a fit welcome for royalty. JI.erl1n"
s

peace

and soli tude are broken by the sound of French horns and

the entry of Diana, the royal huntress. The wizard

welcomes her graciouslY
o Virgin GoddesS of these shades, accept

After the toilsome pastime of the chace,

Refreshment from an old but honest heart,

And with thy presence grace lllY huble celL (p.lS)

Phillips, following the dran:atiC81l1 usefUl conVention of

!'terl1n's power to conjure, Dl81tes Herlin wave his wand to

produce 'pleasing shapes' and an 'Antick vision', in the

form of a dance performed by the Graces, the Rour, cupid,

Zeph¥rs and Psyche. (p.l9) Diana tJ1atlks Kerlin for the

delights produced by his 6l't and the .,izard's replY provides

, i

~,
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the focal point of rOlal compl1tl1!nt in the play

This courtesl, this honour done my cell,

With pleasure I acknowledge. Ne're before

Cou'd this my humble roof the presence boast

Of such divinity, nor ever shall,

'Till Pallas, l1.ke a British Queen, descend

And her great lIlind frolll tolls of empire here

unbend. (p.20)

'ibis identification of Athene, goddess of wisdom, with a

British queen and her presence in Herlin's cave cOlIPletes

Merlin's role in the entertainment. Y.erl1n is given an

unusually conventional and sedate part in this pantomlne,

and as had so often happened in the past, it seell1S to be

the desire to mirror contemporary pol1.tical affairs and

compliment a ruling monarch which decides his role.

7. Henry Fielding: ·The Tragedy of Tragedies·

'lhe main interest of Tragedy of Trssedies or the

Life and Death of TO:ll Thumb thl; Great (iZll) , 26
11e51

of

course, in its very successful t\JI'lesquina: of heroic

tragedy. The satire extends to the pedantiC learning

which Fielding' 5 contemporaries were so fond of displaying

in foot-note and cOJIll)l6ntary and he provides for his

tragedy "the annotations of H. Scriblerus 5ecundu
s

". The

Arthurian legends do not escape the satirical attack of

Pieldins; the dramatis personne include two Arthurian
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figures who even in this brief, prefatory description are

stripped of any pretensions to dignity or I:I1ste17:

King Arthur, a passionate sort of King, husband to

Queen Dollal1011a, of whom he stands a little in fear;

father of HunCal!lUllCa, whom he is ve17 fond of; and

in love with Glumialca ••••

Merl1n, a conjurer and in some sort father to Tom Thumb.

(,.111)

Herl1n appears only brietly in the drama, but nevertheless

Fielding manages to parody his traditional attributes of

magical arts and prophetic power. Pielding uses him

primarily in his explanation of the origin of the hero,

Tom Thut1b. True to heroic tradition the birth of the hero

is vened in mystery and his progenitors are suspected to

be more than human. In the opening scene of the play

Noodle and Doodle, two courtiers, are discussing the exploits

of eighty ToCl ThUIllb

Noodle: They tell me it is whispered in the books

Of all our sages, that this mighty hero,

By Herl1n's art begot, hath not a bone

Within his skin, but is a lum.p of gristle.

Doodle: Then' tis a gristle of no IllOrtal kind,

Some god, my Noodle, stept into the place

of Gaffer Thw:lb. and more than half begot

This mighWTol:l. (I,i,P.174 )

Later in the play Merlin himself appears, dur1l'l8 a wild

'I
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storm whlch rages as a great and terrible battle is waged

on Aprll 1st between Grizzle, who is thwarted of the love

of Huncamunca, and Tom Thumb, the latter's new husband.

The conjurer explains Tom Thumb's orlgins to hill!;

Hear then the llI,Tstic gettina of Tea Thumb---

Hl s father was a ploughtlan plain,

IUs IllOther mllked the cow.

And yet the way to get a son

This couple knew not how.

Untll such tice the good old oan

To learned Herlln goes,

And there to him, in great distress,

In secret canner shows.

How in his heart he wished to have

A child, in time to come,

To be his heir, though it might be

No bigger than hls thucb:

Of which old Merlin tlas foretold,

That he his wish should !lave,

And so a son of stature small.

Tile cbarJ:l8r to hlm gave. (III,Vl1i,P.20S)

P'ieldlng burlesqueS the powers of magicianS in general and

of Herlin in particular by haVing him consulted by the

good old man who does not know how he should go about

producing a child. FrOI!l the king needing cagical help

in battle, to an old man visiting a quack's rertll1
t
1 cl1nic

11

I!,
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is a long step, and Fielding is here Wlconsc1ously complet­

1ng the process of deflat10n and debasement which began

perhaps wi th Merl1n the thwarted husband 1n the Ylla, con­

tinued throlJ,!!;h the parlour games of Heywood's Life and here

perhaps finds its final statement. Merl1n's part is not,

of course, cocplete w1thout some d1spl81' of h1s prophec1c

pOI'lers, so F1eld1ng ends Nerl1n's speech with the annoWlce­

men'

Thou'st heard the past, look up and see the
future.

ThUlllb: Lost in amaze~ent's gulf Illl senses sink;

See there Glumdalca, see another Det

Glum: 0 sight of horror: see you are devoured

By the expanded Jaws of a red cow. (III.Y111,p.205)

Blazing portents in the sky, dragons wlth menacing aspect,

!tings with quartered shields are all replaced by the

expanded Jaws of the red cow, and in this brief aoment the

whole convention of prophetic visions is parodied. Merlin

continues

Let not these sights deter thy noble m1nd,

For lo! a sight more gloriouS courts thy eyes,

Sec from afar a theatre arise,

There ages yet unborn shall tribute pay

To the heroic act10n of this day:

Then buskin trazedy at length shall choose

Thy naoe the best supporter of her muse.(III,vil1,

p.205)

i I,
}
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Thumb's reply to this final prophecy is one of the high

points of the mock heroic bocbst

Enough, let every warlike music sound

l:Ie fall contented, it we fall renotmed. (III,

viii, p.205)

By Pl'olilisins: a "buskin traoedy" t;hich Ifill iC1l:iOrto.lize the

fa.ce of the hero, Fielding is parodyill& the convention by

\"Ihich the prophet foretold the praise of future ages for

the hero's fame, as well as further burlesquing the heroic

tragedies tdth his claim that this play, Tom Thumb, Ifill

prove the epitote of the art which Helpocene cla.\:JS as her

own. A footnote is provided at the conclusion of Nerl1n's

speech: "The character of Nerlin is wonderful throUGhout,

but most so in this prophetic part. We find several of

these prophecies 1n the traaic authors, \1ho frequently

take this opportunity to paY a compliment to their country,

and somcticcs to their Prince. None but our author (who

seems to have detested the least appearance of flattery)

would have passed by such an opportunity of being a

polltical prophet." (p.205) A footnote to this footnote

would be superfluousj Fieldlnc;'s purpose is obvious and

his rcmar!ts appropriate.
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141n the~, for instance, MarHn la\l8hs
at the young man buying shoes who 1'1'111 be deed before
nightfall and this incident also occurs 1n A LItel Tretys'
~~talSO Atthour and HerUn, 1305 tf; prose~. ChaP.'

15Th1s legend originated with Geoffrey of Monmouth
and 1s repeated by most Engl1sh writers who deal extensive­
ly with MarHn. According to Geoffrey the stones were
brought over "hUe Aurelius vss still alive. because of
their heal1ng properties. Layamon describes how after
Aurelius's lmlghts were unable to shift the stones

MerHn eode abuten
with 1nnen and with uten

:~~os~ur~~/;~n:~~74Jo-114JJ)
and the stones are retlOved to Salisbury Pldn. Bobert of
Gloucester adds the detall from Geoffrey that the stones
were originally brought to Ireland. for medicinal purposes
b:r 'Arrie geandes'. Robert of Brunne includes the tale of
Stonehenge in his~ and it 1s retold in the prose

~!,b~n~h~h;i:o~~st:er~~~e~~:~~rf:~eu~:;a;;sahave
memorial to h1s brother Pendragon, treacherouslY slain by
the Saxons. Drayton in a dialogue between Stonehenge and
Wansdike puts forward the theory that the legend of Merlin'S
work at Stonehenge obscures the more anc1ent and glor10Wl
truth of the or1gln of the stones. Stonehenge callS
Wansdike "a paltry ditch" to which

The old man taking heart. thUS to that Trophy saldl
Dull heape that thus they head above the rest doost reare
Precisely ;et not know'st who first did place thee there;
But traytor basely turned to Merlin'S skill doost fiie.
And with his maglQ.ues doost thy makers truth beUe:
Conspirator with T1me. now grOW1!n so lreane and poore.
Comparing these his spIrits with thOse that went before,
Yet rather are content thy builders praise to lose,
Then passed greatnes should thy present W!~~st~;~~l~~~;ie
~;td~:s~h~~~g:~;;1r~~~,t~~tr::~dwthee for theIr '

glorie.
Por all the Lr 1fOndrOuS cost, thoU that hast served them so I

lihat 'tIs to trust to tombes. by i~~kiI~a~~~ ;J0W'

Por once Selden 1s lesS critical of pOPul~~ l:~~~~ ~~a~he
Drayton and n h1s note merely reproduc~S ndethe settiD6 up
"treacherous slaughter of the Brit~1nsno~ of victorie, but
of Stonehenge "to remain as a tropny. lUeal as ever
of wronged innocence:,!' HeYWOod is as Uller

\

il

~
I
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VIII

MERLIN IN SEVENTEEIfI'H AND EIGHTEENTH CENTURY POETRY

The quest for Herlin in seventeenth and eighteenth

centur,. drama led to casque, p3ntomiae, opera and a pseudo­

Shakespearian pIa,.: poetr,. of the same age does not

prove to be such a fruitful source of reference.

The Arthurian legends as inspiration for poetr,.

onl,. recovered froc the disfavour into which they fell for

more than two centuries after Spenser and Drayton's works,

....hen Tennyson drew on Malory and presented, in~

of the King, ,.et another interpretation of the matter of

Britain. In the interilil: however, the history of Arthur,

the British worthy, was several times considered by authors

planning an epic poem, for, as Drayton had suggested,

For some abundant brain, oh, there had been a story

Beyond the bl1nd man'S might to have enchanced our

glory.

Spenser, Milton and Dryden all considered writing epiC

poems on Arthurian thea:eS but onl,. Richard BlackUlOre

actually produced not one, but two, epics with Arthur as

their central charaoter; It is impossible to tell from

The Faerie Queene, as we have it, what would have been

Spenser's flnal treatD!nt of Arthur. The outline of Arthur'S

,89
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career that he gives in his letter to Rale1gh combines

the traditional materials with his own allegorical addition

of Arthur's vision of the Faery Queen and his subsequent

quest. He lmagines Arthur, he says, Narter his Ions

education by Timn, to who!ll he was by Nerlln delivered to

be brought up, so soone as he was borne of the Lady

Igrayne, to have seene ln a dream or vislon the Faery

Queen, wlth whose excellent beauty ravished, he awakins

resolved to seeke her out, and so belng b1 Merl1n an:aed,

and by Tlmon throughly lnstructed, he \lent to seek her

forth in Faerye land."l As we have seen, Spenser used

Herlln as the provider of armour for Arthur and at several

other points ln the story, notably ln connectlon with

Chastlty and Justice, that ls wlth Brltomart and Arthegal,

but Spenser never describes ~lerl1n's role at Arthur's

birth, nor ls his status ln relationship to Arthur ever

clearly defined.
Prom an unflnished Arthurlan epiC we can turn to

an unwritten one in wh1ch ~Ierlln might, lf Mnton had

fulfllied his intentions, have been glven a lesS admirable

role than he has in spenser. He announced ln ]n.ltaphiUlll

Damonis his lntention to "sing of BrennUS and ArVlragllS,

captalns, and of ancient Bel1nUs t too, and of the settlers

from Aroorlca subject at last to Briton'S lawS. Next I

shall sing of 19ra1ne, mother-to-be, thrOugh fateful

triel,ery, of Arthur, I shall sing of lying features, of ~
.,

,.
! .
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the tal.ing of the arms of Corlois, all through gulle of

Merlln. 0, if only llfe shall endure for me, you, my

Pan's pipe,will hans far away on aged pine, utterly

forgot by me. or else. transmuted, you will, with the aid

of native ~luses. sound forth a truly British strain.·
2

Hilton mentions Merlln again in his History of Britain

(1655), first in connection ,,'ith Vort1ger who ·~t1r'd

into Wales and. bu1lt him there a strong castle in Radnor~

shire by the advice of Ambrosius a young prop~t, who!!l.

others called ~lerlln." (Works, VoLX,p.119l A few pages

later he attempts to unravel the compllcations surround~

ing the identification of Ambrose with Herl1n, ignoring

the more fabulous elements of the legend in an attempt to

arrive at the historical truth. (VoLX, p.122) In his dis­

cussion of the historicity of Arthur he reveals clearly

his distrust of the legendary material; Arthur, he says,

is not mentioned by the l:lOnk of Halmesbury, and only

briefly by Nennius, "a very trivial writer let extant",

and by Geoffrey of ~lonmouth. so that his history was "utter­

ly unknown to the world, till more than 600 years after

the days of Arthur, of whom (so Slgebert in his chron1cle

confesses) all other histories were silent, both foren and

domestic, except only that fabuloUS book. Others of later

time have sought to assert him by old legends and cathe~

drall ree;ests. But he who can accept of legends for good

story, may qUicklY swell a volume with trash, and had need

I
I i
: j

~
1
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to be furnished with two only necessaries, leasure and

belief, where it be the writer or he that shall read."

(Vol.X, p .128) By this title MUtoD was not only sceptical

about the Arthurian legend ltseH, but had, as we might

expect in the l1ght of his support of Parliament and its

ancient rights founded in Saxon law, little sympathy with

the British cause. His intention to write an Arthuriad

had been 1Il0st strongly expressed in~ (l6;8) where

he reveals his desire to Irtlring back to my songs the kings

of lll,Y native land, and Arthur, who set wars ln traln even

'neath the earth, or shall tell of the high-hearted heroes

bound. together as col:lI'ades at that peerless table and •••

I shall break to pleces Saxon phalanxes under the mlght

of Britons' warring.U(Vol.I, p.29J) T1l1yard has traced

the collapse of MUton's intentions to write an epic on

this topic and its relationship to his involvement ln the

political upheavalS of the next decades.;

As Scott sadl1 comoents, Arthur "waS doomed, 1n

the seventeenth century, to be reluctantlY abandoned by

MUton and Dryden, and to be celebrated by the pen of Blac
k
­

more, ..4 Wil11am Ill's physic1an 1n ord1naI'1, 1n two ten-­

book Arthuriads.5 These he modestly described as "an

1nnocent amusement to entertain me in such lelsure hours

which were usually past aWaY before 1n conversation and

unprofitable hear 1ng and tell1ng of news." Blackmore

follows Geoffrey of Monmouth for the outlines of Arthur'S

I
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wars and makes of them R pol1tical allegor1 of the acquisi­

tion of the British throne by William of Oranae. The

rellgious allegory, which also forms an important part of

the work, is closely related to the pollt1cal framework

of the book: God and Arthur are victorious against

Lucifer and the Saxons, Just as the first task of ViUiam

on his accession to the throne was to restore Protestantism

and oust Cathollcism. In spite of an apparent11 close ad­

herence to the story as told in Geoffrey, Blackmore's

Arthurian characters bear very llttle resemblance to their

legendary counterparts and his treatment of Kerlin in

Prince Arthur is particularly unconventional. Kerlin does

not appear unt 11 Book VII, l'hen the reader learns with

some surprise that the British wizartl is utilizing his

evll magic on behalf of the saxons. Before this Blackmore

has described occasions in which, traditionallY, Arthur

would have looked to "erlln for aid and Blackmore ingen­

iously fllls the ,.,izard' s place with other characters.

Por instance, Kerlin's prophetic fUnction is on one

occasion usurped by the angel Gabriel, who, after Utta-'s

death1visits Arthur and prophesies doom for the SaXons and

advises the prince on his course of action. (Bk.IV,p.115)

Similarly it is Raphael who purifies the air of disease

after ASlOOdai and the demons bring the spirit of "riot

and dObauch" to Arthur'S camp. (Bk.VI, p.l08 ff) The pro­

phetic vision of the future of the British line, without
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which no history of Arthur would be complete and which is

normally provided by Mer11n, is given to Arthur In a dream

by the spirit of Uthlr. The prince is told that he will

marry a Saxon princess and that he lf11l beCOIE King, and

then he sees In his vision the future heroes and Kings of

Britain. The exploits of the Saxon Klngs are shmm,

including the learning of Alfred and the founding of Oxford

Unlverslty; the history covers the Danish Invasions, the

conquest of "'illial:l I and contlnues to the Tudors and

Stuarts and as the end of the seventeenth century 15

reached Arthur, convenlently, awakes. (Bk.V, p.14J ff)

Merlln is first introduced as the supporter not

of Arthur, but of the Saxon K1ng, Octa. The Saxons are

preparing an attack on Arthur, who haS been promlsed victory

and the ald of the Almighty by Raphaelj they are, however,

perturbed by "111 boding aua:ur1es" and a battle seen 1n the

clouds which seem to portend their defeat. Oota determine

to defy the aua:urles and announces that

At a small v1l1age nOlf unknolm by name

There dwelt a sorcerer of wondrouS fame.

The pagan Briton KerHo, that of late

Par his dire art, driv'n frOID the Brit1sh

State,

Did with the pagan SaXons safell dwell

And kept hls correspondence up with Hell. (Bk.
VII

,

p.202)

·1
I
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The insistence that Herlln is a pagan is unusual, although

his connection with Hell was often hlnted at. The des­

cription of Herlin continues to stress activities which

in folklore and legend are associated primarlly with

witches and black-magic; he is depicted as gathering herbs

for spells and as flying to 'rich nocturnal feasts' on his

'Magick Wand'. The wizard is brought to Octa, who asks

him to use his arts to aid the Saxon aI'lI1 and to curse the

British, for
Your curse and that of Fate i6 deem'd the saz:;e.

(p.20))

This is a new treatment of the traditional view, suggested

in Halory and Spenser, that Merlln's power was for good

and could be seen as an expression of the will of God. In

aiding Octa, of course, Merlin would also be avenging him­

self and so he ae;rees to observe the 'infernal rites' on

their behalf. Once again he is seen as the t:ypical pur­

veyor of the black arts,

Then with his potent wand, he walks around

And with dire circles, llI8l'ks th' enchanted ground,

and. as he conjures, wolves howl and storlllS rage around him,

l

and
spectres Bnd ghosts break from their holloW tomb

And glaring round the necromancer come.

All Hell waS lIlov'd, the pOliers drawn frolll their seat

Arise, whlle "'erHn his dire words repeats. (p.204)
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Blackmore's the~ requires for its full developlgent that

the powers of Heaven shall be vlctorious even agalnst the

most lntractable foes, and in the l1a:ht of thls we perhaps

are not much surprlsed to read that, as Kerl1n prepared to

launch hls curse agalnst the Brltish,

the masiclan's breast an unknown flre,

Laps'd from above, did suddenly lnsplre.

A warmth divine hls spirits did invade,

And once a Sorcerer, a prophet lll8de,

The Heavenly fury Merlin did constraln

To bless, who:D he to curse design'd in vain.

(0. 205)

\

All Hell within shook the magician'S breast,

But by a pO~ler divine straight dispossest.

~terlin realizes that
In vain with divination we assail

The Christian arll1S, where all enchantments

fall, (p.206)

and he returns to his usual role as he foretells the in­

evitable victory of the British, before disappearing from

the epic, pursued by the fury of Dets.
rt seems most likely that the anomalies in Black-

more's treatment of Kerlin can best be explained in terms

Octa, understandably furious at this perverslon of his

intentions, commands Kerlin to repeat his charms, which he

does and
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of the htstorical allegory which forms the framework of his

poem. The obvious correspondences have frequently been

pointed out: Arthur is W11liam; his enemies, Octa the

Saxon and Clotar the Frank, can be identified with James

II and Louis XIVi he marrles Etheline, the Saxon princess

who corresponds to Nary, the daughter of James II and Anne

Hyde. But Blackmore probablY carried his historical

parallels further to include some of his minor characters,

and in Merlin I believe \ie have a portrait of Sunderland,

the apostate and time-server who ensured his position of

power under James II by becomil16 reconc11ed with Rome, but

when he realized that Janes was going too far and that

revolution waS imminent reversed his position once more

and entered into secret correspondence with V111141l. James

became suspicious of his activities and he waS dismissed

from his office in OCtober, 1688, just before the invasion

of William and his arlllY in November. Blackmore's allegor­

ical portrait of Herlin stresses partioularlY the changing

affiliations of the wizard, from Brit1sh to SaIon,and the

miracUlous reconversion to the British side. He is paYing

one of his many compliments to William, I think, by

suggesting that heavenly influences and the inescapable

rectitude and virtue of the Brit1sh oaUse I~ere what Ifon

back the wizard, rather than the I:lIlch more selfish and 0

Maohiavellian reasons whioh aotuallY motivated SUnderland.
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ISpenser, "Letter ••• to Sir Walter Raleigh tl ,

~, ed. de Sel1ncourt (Oxford, 1959).

2Milton,-Ep1taphium Damonis- Works, ed. Frank A.
Patterson et a1., {New Iorl;:, I931-40fv'Of:I, Part I, p.313
v 162 ff. vs 166-8 ln the origInal read

Tum gravidum Arturo fatall f'raude .T6gernen
~lendaces vultus, assuoptaque Gorlols area
l~erl1ni dolus.

3E• H. W. Til1yard, .J:!!llQ!!, Revised ed. (London,
1966), pp.79, 93, et passim.

4"Scott's Preface to Klng Arthur", Dryden~,
Vo1.VIn, p.126.

s",illiam Blackmore, Prince Arthur (London, 1695)

6Por a discussion of Sunderland's role in the reign
of James II see G. ~l. Trevelyan, The En;l1sh Revolution.
1688-1689 (London, 1938).
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IX

CONCLUSION

Hnynardler's summat10n of the fate of the Arthur­

ian legends 1n the early eighteenth century 1s just: -In

this capital burlesque of Fielding's [l,e. Toc Th\1!!!.b), 1n

Partridge's Merllnus Llberatus, and 1n BlackJ:lore's epics,

we see perfectly the attitude of this age of prose and

reason towards the Arthurlan stories. It could make them

the subject of a satiric travesty, or it could treat

them seriously with the dullness of Blackllore or the

~i

II~

poetic narratives, with their 8careel1 recognizable Arthur­

ian characters. ShOlf the only dignified treatlr.ent of the

stories that waS possible. When an Arthurlan character

still appeared true to his old self. he had to sink as low

as Herlin 1n the company of vulgar almanac-makers and

fortune_tellers.-1 The search for eighteenth century

interest in the Arthurian legend generall;r and in Merlin

particularlY can however extend belond the purelY literary

evidence. For instance, ThomaS Hearne the historian aM

antiquarian prepared, in 1724, editions of Robert of GloU­

cester's Chronicle and of Robert Mant1Yng of Branne's tranS­

lation of Peter Langtoft'S French £h!:gP!£l!.2 He explained

pre tent lousness of PartridGe. The former' 5 elWllSy. un--

199
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J T

in his preface to the latter that he was not printing the

first part of Robert )lannyng's work, thnt is, up to the

death or Cadwalader, ror 1t is only a third hand translation

of Geoffrey of l~onmouth, 11hereas the second part contains

many original insertions. But he did, houever, chose to

print from the first part the account of Stonehenge,

Guessing that contet:IP0rar1 historians might be interested

in 1t. and "for the sake of those who shall undertake to

11I'ite about Stonehenge, which our old Engl1sh historians

unanimously affirm to have been a Br1tish work. ~ But

Hearne's view of Geoffrey of Konmouth waS generallY sceptical;

in his Ductor Hhtoricus (1704) he had briefly summarized

the Historia and concluded that "this Author has but a

slender credit in the world •• , the general vote has always

gone against his story of Brute, as also that his hiStory

of Arthur is too rocantick. and that of Merlyn totally

erroneous. ,,3 In fact, much of the non_uterary eight-

eenth century interest in Arthur is of this rather negative

kind; historians were concerned to expose the erroneous

accounts of the origins of the nation preserved in GeoffreY

and the early chroniclers I and lithe widespread view that

the 'monkish chronicles I were del1beratelY designed to lIlis~

lead, that they were but one more example of the wiles of

priest-craft, also prevented historians froo taking them

seriouslY. 114 Late in the centuY'1 WUliam Rayley pointed

out the contro.st between good and bad illonkish historians.
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!md incidentally revealed his attitude to the old tales

of Arthur and Herlin;

If Brit ish Geffrey flU'd his IIOtley page

With Nerlin's spells, and uthel"s amorous rage;

With fables from the fteld of mae;ic glean'd

Giant and Dragon, Incubus and Fiend

Yet life's great dralC8 and the deeds of lZn,

Sage ('lank of Malm'sburyl engaged thy pen.'

Caroline of Anspach's grotto and )lerlin's cave I~ere

co~limented by Phillips in The Royal Chace, but the Tory

opposition made it the butt of heavY satire, and a crop

of parodies of !'lerlin's prophecies appetlred in the

opposition Journal, The Craftsl'J8n. A writer to another

Tory paper, F08's Journal, noted that Guinevere was so

called "as Geoffrey of Monmouth informs us, froD her in­

ordinate love of Guineas .,. We have no authentick account

of the birth and f~ily of Merlin, only that being born 8

~Ielchman, it is to be supposed he 'I1aS a Gentleman.,,6

The decline of Merlin in literature, histori-

ography, satire and popular prophecy had, then, reached its

lowest point in the first half of the eighteenth century.

The wizard regained some of his former status with the

upsurge of interest in the medieval in the work of Warton,

Warburton, Ritson and Percy and the nineteenth and twent­

ieth centuries have seen a renaissance of the Arthur
ian
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I

pamphlets and almanacS whose only connection with the

seer of 11terature 15 a COml1on origin ln Geoffrey of

Monmouth's !I0phec1es. Paul Zunthor's useful dlstinction

ls partlcularly relevant to !'lerl1n's prophetic persona.

The relationship of the wizard to Arthur ls usually close­

ly ailled to his role as seeri when Arthur plaYS a lead­

ing part in a worl( l~erlin is often of secondary importance,

and his function is to foretell the glories of Britain

and cocpu
ment

Arthur. In Tudor snd early Stuart times

particularlY, when Arthur could be used as a oeaningful

symbol of the contemporary situation, we find Merlin beine;

legends in Utcrature from Scott? to Charles "'l11iams,

and most recently a nelf bastardization of it ln Caoelot.

The fortunes of Merlin ln these works ls outside the scope

of th1s study, wh1ch has been an attellPt to surve,. the

major changes 1n the treatment of !-;erl1n !'I'o:! Geoffrey

of ~Ionmouth to Fleldlng.

Writers found in the legendary figUre of the wizard

two main functions which could be exPloited in mal1J'

different l1ays. These functions centred, firstly, on

~lerlin'8 role as prophet and seer, with its close relat­

ionship to his traditional connection with Arthur, and,

secondly, on hls lIiS8ical powers. The use of the first

of these functlons led, as I have trled to demonstrate,

to a political and quasi_historical role for Kerlin 1n

both verse snd drame. It also gave rise to a series of
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used to underl1ne, through his prophecies, Arthur's

polittcal significance.

The treatlllent of Herl1n's oagical pot\'ers seeDS to

reflect the changing attitudes of generations of writers

tOllOrds the supernatural. We see in the romances the

freest acceptance of the role of the irrational in hWDan

affairs, but almost illlI!lCdiately, particularly in the

chronicles. a more sceptical spirit seelllS to take over

and f1nally with the 'age of reaSon' we see the wizard

become £I conjurer, completelY isolated from his original

connections with the Grall, the Round Table and the birth

of Arthur, performing tric!tS with the aid of his maoic

wand and the effect aimed at is often comic rather than

serious. Because Herlin lies a peripheral, although

important, figure in the Arthurian legendS it was easier

to detach him from his traditional role and impose new

functions upon him, but always, of course, the innovations

depend ultimatelY upon the wide recognition of Merlin as

prophet and wizard. These attributes remain as constants

while the variables are introduced by the political,

historical or literal'Y prejudiceS of particular authors

and ages.

l
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l Edward Haynardier, The Arthur of the English Poets

(Boston. 1907), p.)l).

2nobert of Gloucester, Chronicle; Robert KanJ11n,$
of Brunne. Chron1cle, ed. Thomas Hearne, OXford, 1724
(printed London, 1810).

)Quoted 1n Jones, Geoffrey of NonJDouth 1640-1800,

•• )79.

4 Ib1d , p.)78 •

5 Ib1d , p.)8).

6 Ib1d , p.40j.
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