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In 410 AD the Romans withdrew from Britain, leaving the country open to attack from Germanic tribes all along Europe’s north-western fringes. The pull-out was a gradual process rather than a moonlight flit, but for history to make sense it requires eras and periods separated by memorable dates and clear dividing lines rather than vague segues or blurred transitions. Viewed in those terms, it was as if the Romans had left overnight. A period of huge social turmoil was to follow, but with very little in the way of evidence or record, and it is in the shadowy, silent days of the next hundred or so years that the first glimmers and rumours of a character called Arthur are to be found.


Through the deep roots of Welsh folklore Arthur initially makes his name as a Celtic hero, defending the embattled people of the west of Britain against a variety of enemies, including the English. One of the earliest mentions of him comes in the poem Y Gododdin, possibly pre-dating the ninth century, in which another warlord is singled out for praise, despite being ‘no Arthur’, suggesting that Arthur’s fame and qualities were already widely known and needed little in the way of explanation. Arthur appears in other Welsh stories, some not written down till the turn of the first millennium but with their origins dating back to a much earlier age. In the ninth-century Historia Brittonum, sometimes attributed to a Welsh monk, Nennius, we get the earliest ‘historical’ account of Arthur in action. The text describes a series of twelve battles, culminating in the Battle of Badon Hill, in which Arthur is said to have killed 960 men in one day by his own hand. Similarly, in the Annales Cambriae, composed not later than the tenth century, the author presents as a true historical occurrence the Battle of Camlann, during which the fatal fight between Arthur and Mordred takes place. In 1136, Geoffrey of Monmouth created the first ‘biography’ of King Arthur in a section of his History of the Kings of Britain, written in Latin. At a time when literature and history were not necessarily approached as independent disciplines, Geoffrey positions Arthur in a succession of British monarchs dating right back to Brutus. It was a popular and cleverly conceived text, pleasing to the ruling Norman elite, and one that offered a unifying and rousing version of Arthur which appealed both to Norman aspirations and to the Welsh tradition.


A poet from Jersey, Wace, introduced the concept of the Round Table in his Roman de Brut (1155), and not long afterwards Arthur was to receive something of a total make-over at the hands of Chrétien de Troyes, the brilliant French author of several Arthurian Romances. In keeping with the literary fashions and social tastes of the day, ideals of courtly love and chivalric code became the all-important themes, with Arthur sidelined, emasculated even, by the deeds of the amorous Lancelot in pursuit of Guinevere and the adventurous Perceval in pursuit of the Holy Grail. In these stories, honour, faith and virtue became both motive and subject, and it is interesting to consider the extent to which the popular image of King Arthur, one of Britain’s greatest national heroes, is in a good part the creation of French-speaking poets.


Sometime around the end of the twelfth century, a Worcestershire parish priest by the name of Layamon wrote the long, sprawling poem Brut, an important moment not only in the transmission of Arthurian narrative but for English literature in general, since it was the first time that the story of Arthur had been written in the English language. Layamon drew heavily on Wace, just as Wace had drawn on Geoffrey of Monmouth, just as Geoffrey had drawn on the Welsh myths, but plagiarism, or ‘intertextuality’ as we might allow these days, was not only considered necessary and acceptable but often looked on as a badge of learning. Nowhere is this form of compositing more evident or successful than in the work of Sir Thomas Malory, the author of the prose work Le Morte Darthur, as published by Caxton in 1485. Possibly written during Malory’s incarceration, the book is a classic of world literature and the text by which most people have come to know the stories of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table. Malory’s achievement was to pull together many disparate and sometimes confusing strands of Arthurian legend and present them as one definitive and continuous story line, and to do so in a style which had all the excitement of fiction but also the gravitas of fact. The sword in the stone, the lady of the lake, Guinevere’s adultery with Lancelot: all these scenes and plots have their origins elsewhere, but it is through Malory’s retelling that they have become so ingrained in our consciousness and have remained so popular.


Malory had certainly read the Alliterative Morte Arthure (AMA), the academic and unglamorous title given to the poem of nearly four and half thousand lines written sometime around 1400, of which this book is a translation. Its title distinguishes it from another poem of the same era written in lyrical eight-line verses, known as the Stanzaic Le Morte Arthur, and both poems could be considered part of a renewed flourishing in Arthurian literature, which included Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Like Gawain, the AMA was written by an anonymous author and only one copy remains in existence, kept in the gatehouse library of Lincoln Cathedral. Because of dialect words and certain turns of phrase the author is thought to have come from the north-east midlands or possibly the north of England, though the manuscript is actually a copy, in the hand of the Yorkshireman Robert Thornton, who may well have contributed some of his own literary and linguistic mannerisms to the poem’s style and tenor. Both Gawain and the AMA are written in alliterating lines which harped back to the Anglo-Saxon style of poetic composition, but unlike Gawain, whose plotline hinges around one moment of jaw-dropping magic, the AMA concerns itself with the far more down-to-earth world of warfare and politics, specifically the ever-topical matter of Britain’s relationship with continental Europe, and the no less relevant subject of its military interests overseas. During the Christmas celebrations at Carlisle, the festivities of the Round Table are rudely interrupted by a messenger from the Roman Emperor, Lucius Iberius, demanding taxes and homage from Arthur in respect of disputed territories in France and elsewhere. Rising to the challenge, Arthur and his army embark on an armed campaign which takes them almost to the gates of Rome, before Arthur is forced to turn back to deal with matters closer to home.


The Alliterative Morte Arthure is hardly a story of suspense, since its outcome is announced in its very title, but the manner of the King’s death and the way in which every incident right from the opening passages are bound up in its conclusion are examples of sophisticated literary structure and storytelling at its very best. The tale also incorporates several subplots describing the fates of dozens of fighters on both sides of the battle lines, including Gawain himself, no longer the callow, naive wanderer outwitted by a green wizard and a wrinkled witch, but a fearsome warrior and Arthur’s most trusted knight. Nevertheless, three episodes are remarkable for their vivid flights of fancy. The first describes in the most graphic detail a battle to the death between King Arthur and a hideous, cannibalistic giant occupying Mont St Michel on the French coast, who counts the beards of famous kings amongst his grisly trophies. The other two are prophetic nightmares at the beginning and then at the end of Arthur’s European campaign. In the first, a monstrous bear from the east does battle with a massive dragon from the west, and in the second, the King is wooed then turned upon by an all-powerful lady as she spins Fortune’s Wheel. These dream sequences are internalised, private glimpses into the conflicted mind of Arthur, in stark contrast with the rhetorical world of court and the cut and thrust of war. Through them, we begin to see Arthur as a human being rather than just a figurehead, and as a consequence his fate becomes a matter of huge drama and poignancy.


In and amongst, fight follows fight, charge follows charge, and the poem itself is a battlefield littered with horribly disfigured corpses and no end of internal organs. Once the bowing and the trading of witty insults had been dispensed with, medieval warfare was a gruesome business, and the author of the AMA doesn’t seek to spare us from the details. In the heat of these battles, and at the heart of the story, stands Arthur, King of Britain and indisputably the central character of this very English poem. By contrast, Lancelot has only a walk-on part, and Arthur is restored from his peripheral role in the French Romances to take centre stage. It is Arthur’s fate which hangs in the balance, and if Arthur should fall then the Round Table and the country will fall with him; nothing less than the future of Britain is at stake. With Arthur’s demise, the author seems to be telling us what we already know, that all things must come to pass, and on that level the poem is a solid reinforcement of the inevitability of change. But there is also a moral dimension to Arthur’s fate, in which actions have their eventual consequences. When Arthur embarks on his military undertaking there is a sense of a wrong being righted, the prosecution of a war in the name of justice and honour. But when he struts about, god-like, on the walls of Metz without armour or shield we catch a glimpse of a man who has started to believe in his infallibility and immortality. As his forces push violently and without mercy into Tuscany and begin eying the bigger prize of Rome itself, personal glory appears to be the motive, coupled with boastfulness and pride, and it is at this moment that Fortune’s Wheel must turn.




*





There are many challenges facing the translator of this poem. For all the candle-lit hours that the original scribe worked on what must have been a labour of love, certain words or even lines are, or have become, indecipherable, and a relative lack of punctuation leads to ambiguity and in some cases contradiction when trying to follow the progression of thought or the structure of an argument. Stock phrases and alliterative formulations are repeated again and again; to the medieval mind they might have provided a kind of reassuring continuity or even the glue by which the story hung together, but to the contemporary reader they often seem slack or unnecessary. For example, I can only assume that the soldiers of Genoa are ‘giants’ not because of some geo-specific DNA coding which enhanced their physical stature but because Genoa and giant happen to share the same consonant. The sheer number of characters is also a complication; some appear to have been created only for alliterative convenience, and some have very similar names despite fighting for different armies. The author of the manuscript obviously found the cast list somewhat confusing as well. At line 1433 Sir Berill appears to have died (at the very least he is ‘borne down’) in a Roman counter-attack, only to be found escorting the prisoner convoy at line 1605 and to be killed once more by the King of Libya in the Cutting of Clime, wherever that might be. Likewise, in the original, Sir Bedivere seems to have been buried first in Bayonne and then just a few lines later in Burgundy, just prior to Sir Cador being buried in Caen, only to be found standing at Arthur’s side 2,000 lines later ready to ride into battle with Mordred. Even the Emperor Lucius isn’t immune from this kind of apparent inconsistency. At lines 2076–9 he is speared by Lancelot, the lance entering his hip, passing through his stomach to protrude from his back by several inches, but by line 2220 he is fighting fit once again. I hesitate to say that these moments reflect lapses of concentration on behalf of the scribe since it is possible they have some deeper textual relevance, but rightly or wrongly I have tried to devise unobtrusive strategies to make sense of the most glaringly contradictory material, and I hope readers will forgive me my own errors of judgement where they have inevitably occurred. For reference, I have included a list of characters, and might well have attached an atlas of medieval Europe as well, though it has to be remembered that the AMA contains as many speculations about the ‘real world’ as it does about the world of fantasy, and that the original author’s ‘map’ should not necessarily be used for navigational purposes.


Typically, each line of the original has four stresses, two falling either side of a caesura, and contains three alliterating syllables, usually two on the left side of the divide then one on the right, followed by an unalliterating stressed syllable, a pattern which might be represented by the equation xx/xy. So for example:




‘I am comen fro the conquerour    courtais and gentle’ [987]





But other patterns exist within the poem, and some lines show no demonstrable alliteration at all, offering the contemporary translator a level of flexibility or leeway when it comes to reengineering the poem’s acoustics. It should also be noted that all vowels and the letter aitch share the same alliterative value in poems such as this, and I have happily followed suit. I have also attempted, where meaning and diction would allow, to imitate the original poet’s habit of continuing the same alliteration over several lines, like a kind of knowingly extravagant riff. The practice is unusual and something of a trademark quality of the AMA; it gives us a sense of a poet revelling in the playfulness of language and not embarrassed by the range of his vocabulary.


The original is inconsistent in its use of section breaks or what we might loosely describe as verses, so to open the poem up and make it easier on the eye I have added my own breaks and indents where it seemed appropriate. And one further imposition: after much deliberation, I took the decision to present this translation entirely in the past tense, when the original fluctuates between past and historical present. The present tense clearly helps to activate and animate certain scenes, and I had assumed at one stage that its usage was reserved for moments of high drama and close combat. But repeated reading of the poem reveals no such consistency of approach. In fact there are occasions when the poem switches tense within the same passage, within the same sentence, sometimes within the same line, and if there is an underlying pattern or a good reason for such variation, it has eluded me. It is possible that here and there I have sacrificed some of the urgency and emotion of the original for the sake of a smooth read and to comply with modern grammatical expectations, but at the very outset the speaker in the poem assumes the role of narrator, inviting us to gather round and listen to a ‘tale’, i.e. something that happened in the past, and I have continued in that storytelling mode.


I have used Larry D. Benson’s (1974) transcription and annotations as a foundation text for this translation, with reference as well to critical editions by Mary Hamel (1984) and Valerie Krishna (1976). No transcription agrees entirely with another on the meaning of words and phrases, and even the total number of lines in the poem is a matter of debate. Surrounded by such dedicated scholarship and research, I have not been in a position to judge the rights and wrongs of particular arguments, and on occasions, when faced with problems of interpretation, I have had to fall back on a sense of tonal consistency or simply trust my own poetic inclinations. Valerie Krishna’s New Verse Translation (1983) and the translation by Brian Stone for Penguin Classics (1988) have been essential reading, and two other indispensable publications were The Cambridge Companion to the Arthurian Legend (ed. Archibald and Putter, 2009) and Arthurian Studies ii, The Alliterative Morte Arthure (ed. Göller, 1994). Huge thanks go to Professor James Simpson of Harvard University for his advice and wisdom and for his scrupulous overseeing of this translation.




*





So did King Arthur exist? There are no bones, no crowns, no credible documents and no archaeological evidence of any type whatsoever to say that he did, and those geographical sites across Britain which claim some connection with his birth, his life or his death are either those of legend and fancy or tourist destinations conceived by the heritage industry or avaricious monks. True, some modern scholarship points to a set of circumstances in which Arthur might have operated as a leader in battle, not in the south or west but in the north of England between York and Hadrian’s Wall, but it is little more than a vacancy which an Arthur-size figure might have occupied, or conditions in which someone like Arthur could have existed and succeeded. It makes Arthur a possibility, and even if those odds are increased to a probability, we would still need to strip away the fantasy and the anachronisms before we could even begin to consider him as a genuine inhabitant of sixth-century Britain. On the other hand, King Arthur lives on in the imagination perhaps as strongly as he ever did, and not just in literature but as a star of screen and stage and in many forms of popular culture and high art. No matter how many times he receives his death blow and is carried to Glastonbury or ferried to Avalon, Arthur remounts and rides again. It is also interesting to note how adaptable and available Arthur has been, from the first whisperings right up to the present day, flying the flag for whoever has needed or embraced him, be it the Welsh, the Celts, the Normans, the French, the British, the Cornish or the English. In that sense, all those claims which describe Arthur as ‘The once and future king’ have yet to be disproved.


SIMON ARMITAGE   
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Opening lines of the manuscript of the Alliterative Morte Arthure (Thornton Manuscript, Lincoln Cathedral MS. 91)
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The Death of King Arthur







Here begins the Death of Arthur. In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen for Charity. Amen. 
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Now may God, great and glorious, by His very grace    [1–16]


and the precious prayers of His perfect mother,


shield us from shame and sinful deeds,


and through His grace may we guide and be governed


in this wretched world, so by virtuous ways


we may come to His court, the kingdom of heaven,


where our soul and body shall sever their bond


and abide there by Him in bliss for ever;


and may words trip from my tongue at this time,


not hollow and vain but in honour of Him,


and which profit and please every person who hears them.







[The poet introduces the poem]


        You who are listeners and love to learn


of the heroes of history and their awesome adventures


who were loyal to the law and loved Almighty God,


come closer and heed me; hold yourselves quiet


and I’ll tell you a tale both noble and true


of the royal ranks of the Round Table    [17–45]


who were champion knights and chivalrous chieftains,


both worldly wise and brave in battle,


daring in their deeds, always dreading shame,


kind, courteous men, courtly in their manners.


How they won in war the worship of many,


who ripped life from wicked Lucius, the Lord of Rome


and conquered that kingdom through the art of combat …


Attend with your ears as this tale is told!







[A summary of Arthur’s conquests]


        King Arthur had at length acquired by conquest


many castles, kingdoms and countless regions


and recovered the crown of all those countries


once owned by Uther in his earthly days:


Argyll, Orkney and the outer isles,


the whole of Ireland, hemmed in by the Ocean,


malevolent Scotland to lead as he liked,


Wales, which he took at will through warfare,


Flanders and France, which were his for free,


Holland and Hainault, both of which he held,


Burgundy and Brabant and also Brittany,


Guyenne, Gotland and magnificent Grasse,


Bayonne and Bordeaux where he built so beautifully


and Touraine and Toulouse with their lofty towers.


They declared him Prince of Poitiers and Provence,


of Valence and Vienne, so high in value,


of Anjou and Auvergne, prosperous earldoms;


after crushing conquests they saluted him as Sovereign


of Navarre and Normandy and also Norway,


and of Austria and Germany and umpteen others; 


Denmark he suppressed through the power of his person,    [46–73]


and from Sluys to Sweden with a swish of his sword.







        When these deeds were done he dubbed his knights


and dealt out dukedoms in different lands,


anointing his relatives as royal rulers


of the countries whose crowns they coveted the most.


Then as ruler of those peoples in the realms he had ridden,


the rightful King rested, convened the Round Table,


and spent that season perusing his own pleasure


in the heartlands of Britain, which he liked the best,


then went west into Wales with his warring companions


and swung to the south with his swiftest hounds


to hunt down his deer through those high hills.


In Glamorgan gladness was as great as anywhere,


and with his lords’ assent he constructed a city


of well-built walls which they called Caerleon


on the banks of the beautiful river which runs there,


where his army might assemble should he summon them to arms.







[Christmas at Carlisle with the Round Table]


        For the Christmas season he was seated at Carlisle,


that celebrated Sovereign, asserting his majesty


over dukes and the like from distant lands,


over earls and archbishops and others of their ilk,


and bishops, and knights whether bannered or not,


who would follow his flag wherever it flew.


On Christmas Day, when the crowd were all gathered,


the conquering King gave his guests a command


that no lord should so much as mention leaving


until ten days of feasting were fully taken. 


So in royal array the Round Table was hosted,    [74–102]


amid splendid entertainment and extravagant cuisine,


and in human history never was such nobleness


witnessed in mid-winter in those western marches.







[Messengers arrive from Rome]


        But on New Year’s Day, on the stroke of noon,


as bread was being brought to bold men at the table,


a senator of Rome appeared suddenly in their presence,


with sixteen knights standing in his shadow.


He saluted the Sovereign and those seated in hall,


inclining respectfully to king after king


and greeting Queen Guinevere as courtesy required.


Then, bowing to Arthur, he embarked on his business:


‘Sir Lucius Iberius, Emperor of Rome,


salutes you as his subject, under imperial seal;


this statement is worded with stern instruction –


his sign is its truth, so treat it as no trifle.


[A summons is served]


Now on New Year’s Day, signed by a notary,


I serve you this summons to sue for your lands,


so on Lammas Day, without detour or delay,


be ready in Rome with your Round Table


to appear in his presence with your princely knights,


just as daylight dawns, on pain of death,


in the famous Capitol, before the true King,


where he sits with his senate in the style that suits them,


to answer what he asks of you: why you occupy his lands


that owe homage of old to his ancestral elders,


and why you have robbed and ransacked and ransomed


and killed his kinsmen who are royal kings.


You are called to account for the actions of your company 


who are rebels to Rome and default on its revenues.    [103–131]


If this summons is snubbed, he sends you this warning:


he shall seek you overseas with sixteen kings


and burn Britain to oblivion and obliterate your knights,


and leash you like the tamest beast that ever breathed;


you shall sleep not one wink under watching skies


though you hide in a hole being hunted by Rome.


For if you flee into France or Friesland or further


our forces shall fetch you and finish you forever.


We find in our records that your father paid fealty


to the registry of Rome, and rightly so.


No more trifling. You are told we seek tribute


won by Julius Caesar and the soldiers who served him.’







        The King fixed the foreigner with a fearsome stare,


the anger in his eyes like glowing embers.


His face became flushed with the fire of fury


till he looked like a lion, and he bit his lip.


And those Romans fell to the floor in fear,


appalled by his expression, expecting the end.


They cowered like pups in the presence of the King –


they seemed utterly alarmed by his looks alone.


Then one knight, from his knees, pleaded imploringly:


‘Most natural of kings, courteous and noble,


for your honour’s sake spare us emissaries from harm;


since power here is your privilege we appeal for mercy.


We are ruled by Sir Lucius, Lord of all Rome,


the most marvellous man in the width of the world,


and to do as he likes is our loyal duty.


We come at his command, so have us excused.’










[Arthur’s response]


        Then the Sovereign spoke and his words were scathing.    [132–160]


‘Ha! Craven knight, what a creeping coward.


If one knight standing near were annoyed in the slightest


you’d be loath for all Lombardy to look at him once.’


‘Sir,’ said the senator, ‘as Christ is my saviour,


the cruelty in your eyes has cut us to the core.


Of the lords I have looked on, you are the lordliest.


I speak no lie – your stare is lion-like.’


‘You have summoned me, and your statement is spoken;


for your leader’s sake I shall suffer you still longer.


Since my head was anointed with holy oil


no beast ever blustered so brazenly before me.


But with holy kings I shall hold council,


and dukes and nobles and doctors of degree,


and peers of the parliament and also prelates,


and the esteemed ranks of the Round Table.


Valuable advice from the valiant I shall seek,


and shall work by the wit of my wise knights.


Now, to waste further breath would find me unworthy,


as would reaping revenge in a frenzied rage.


You shall lodge here, therefore, with these loyal lords,


for seven nights be hosted and shall stable your horses,


and see life as we live it in these humble lands.’







        Respectful of Rome, which was ever the richest,


he commanded Sir Kay, ‘Take care of these lords,


serve them to the standards their status insists,


and make haste to house them in the choicest chambers,


then show them to the hall to be seated and served.


What they hope for they shall have, be it hay for their horses


or wine or wax candles or all of earth’s wealth.    [161–188]


Spare no spices and spend without stint,


the breadth of abundance shall know no boundary.


Uphold my honour, sir, and hand on heart


you shall be wealthily rewarded, and never go without.’







[A feast is prepared]


        So they are harboured in court and hosted most highly,


welcomed warmly by the knights within those walls.


In their chambers by firelight they changed their clothes,


then a chancellor escorted them with all due ceremony.


Soon the senator was seated, as his status demanded,


at the King’s top table, with two knights in attendance,


by himself, singly, as Arthur would be served,


like royalty, from the right, at the Round Table.


For the Romans, in their reign, were regarded greatly,


and their blood was as royal as any on earth.







[The feast is served]


        The first course was carried in before the King in person,


boars’ heads strewn with sparkling silver


served by smartly dressed, highly skilled men


of noble descent, sixty in number.


Then came flesh that for a season had fattened on frumenty,


plus beasts of all manner and many a grand bird,


peacocks and plovers on golden platters,


porcupined piglets which had never known pasture,


herons half hidden in their own fine feathers,


plump swans presented on silver plates,


Turkish tartlets to tantalise the tongue,


meat in pastry that would melt in the mouth,


shoulder of boar, the best meat served sliced, 


bakings of bitterns and barnacle geese,    [189–216]


young hawks in bread, not easy to better,


and belly pork that bubbled juicily on the plate.


Then steaming stews to delight and satisfy,


in azure sauce, so they seemed to be aflame.


And fire appeared to flare from each slice of flesh


that all lords who looked upon it would love.


Then cranes and curlews cannily roasted,


rabbit meat coloured by the cream sauce it came in,


and pheasant which flashed with silver flourishings.


and dozens of dainty decorated pastries.







        Then came claret and Cretan wines cunningly decanted


through a system of pipes made of pure silver,


wines of Alsace and Iberia and others of that ilk,


of the Rhine and Rochelle which are reckoned the richest,


and valued white wines from the vines of Venice


from fine gold taps to tempt their taste-buds.







        In the King’s own cabinet, covered with silver,


gilded goblets gave a golden glow;


there was a chief steward, a chevalier of some standing,


courteous Sir Kay who would charge the cups,


and the Sovereign possessed sixty, a matching set


exquisitely crafted, intricately carved,


every part being studded with precious stones


so no poison could be secretly slipped inside


or the blend would blast the bright gold to bits


or the virtue of the gems would make void the venom.


The Sovereign himself was resplendently arrayed,  


robed in rich gold, surrounded by his knights,    [217–242]


adorned in his diadem on the high dais,


being deemed the most dignified that dwelt on earth.







        Then the conquering King spoke politely to those lords,


put the Romans at rest with his royal words:


‘Sirs, be bold in your manner and brighter in your mood;


we know nothing in this country of notable cuisine,


for in this barren land of Britain no game is bred,


so force down the food without doling out false praise,


and fill up on poor fare, which you find before you.’


‘Sir,’ said the senator, ‘as Christ will save me,


within Rome’s walls never reigned such royalty.


Any prelate or pope or prince in this world


would be happy to eat such an excellent meal.’







[The feasting comes to a close]


        Then in order of worthiness they washed and went hall-wards,


the conquering King and his noble knights,


Guinevere with good Sir Gawain to one side,


and Sir Uhtred on the other, Overlord of Turin.


Then spices were served with no expense spared,


then malmsey and muscatel, both marvellous wines,


went rapidly around in ruby red cups


to each and all, be they Roman or otherwise.


Then the courteous King, since he cared to do so,


assigned to the senator some stalwart lords


to lead him to his chamber when he chose to leave,


among the mirth and merriment of gracious minstrelsy. 


[Arthur holds council in the Giant’s Tower]


Then the Conqueror, in due course, went into council    [243–271]


with his lords and liegemen who were loyal to his cause;


to the Giant’s Tower he went in good temper


with his generals and judges and just knights.


Sir Cador of Cornwall addressed the King


with a pleasing expression and warmth in his words.


‘For the trouble that threatens I thank God thoroughly.


You’ll be trapped by this treachery, unless you trick better.


This letter from Sir Lucius makes my heart laugh!


We have lived at our leisure now for many long days,


capering as we please through all points of the compass


till the fame that we fought for has frittered away.


I blush, by our lord, for our best baronage


whom we painfully disappoint by our abuse of power.


Now war has awoken – may Christ be worshipped!


May valour and vigour bring us victory again!’







        ‘Sir Cador, you counsel is noble,’ said the King,


You’re a marvellous man of merry words.


But you take no account of the case or its consequences,


simply hurling from your head what happens in your heart.


We must tease out the truths and proceed tactfully,


giving talk to this topic which troubles my heart.


You see that the Emperor is certainly angered,


from his messengers it seems he is mightily dismayed.


His senator has summoned me and spoken at will,


behaved hideously in my hall with hateful words,


slurring and slandering and sparing me no shame.


I could hardly answer, for my heart shook with anger.


Like a tyrant he told me to pay tribute to Rome,


so sadly conceded by our conquering forebears    [272–300]


when foreigners, in the absence of armed defences,


claimed it from our commonwealth, so the chronicles say.


In truth, it is Rome that owes tribute to me!


For my ancestors were Emperors and owned it outright;


Belinus and Brennius and Baldwin the Third


occupied the empire for eight score winters,


each inheriting it in turn, as the old men tell.


They won the Capitol and sent its walls crashing,


and hanged their head men a hundred at a time.


Then our kinsman Constantine was its next conqueror


who was heir to all England and a Roman Emperor,


and by armed combat captured the cross


on which Christ the Heavenly King was crucified;


on which evidence we ask the Emperor to explain


by what right those who reign in Rome make their claim.’







[King Angus of Scotland swears his loyalty]     


        Then King Angus spoke, giving answer to Arthur.


‘You ought to be overlord above every authority,


you are wisest and worthiest and the mightiest warrior,


and most kingly of counsel that ever wore the crown.


I speak for Scotland, and we suffered from their skirmishing;


while the Romans reigned here they ransomed our nobles


and ran riot through the regions, raping our wives,


robbing us blind without reason or right.


So I shall swear an oath to our Saviour in heaven


and devoutly make a vow to the vernicle most virtuous,


that vengeance shall visit this great villainy


when my valiant knights vie with venomous men.


I shall find you the finest of fighting forces,


twenty thousand men within two months    [301–328]


to deploy as you please, paid from my pocket,


to attack those foes who would treat us without favour.’







[Pledges of support from Brittany and Wales]


        Then the burly Baron of Brittany, a bold man,


gave opinion to Arthur, politely imploring


to answer those aliens with hard-hitting words


and rile the Romans till they rode through the mountains,


saying, ‘Verily I make a vow to my Messiah


and the holy vernicle, that I shall hold hard


in the face of all Romans who reign in any realm,


and am rigged out ready and waiting for war,


less worried by the forceful wielding of their weapons


than by damp dew as it drifts downwards,


less bothered by the swing of their sharp swords


than by fair flowers that spring from the fields.


Battle-hungry men I shall bring into the breach,


thirty thousand in total, all armed to the teeth,


in a month and no more, to march at your word,


and to deploy in any province just as you please.’







        ‘Ah ah!’ said the Welsh King, ‘and worshipped be Christ!


Now the agony of our ancestors shall be answered with vengeance.


In the west of Wales such atrocity they wrought


just to think of that war causes weeping and woe.


I shall have the vanguard, and have it as my own


till that rogue the Viscount of Rome is routed


who wronged me once, did me villainy at Viterbo


as I passed in pilgrimage through Pontremoli.


Being in Tuscany at the time he took my men,


arrested them without right then held them for ransom.    [329–356]


I promise him now no peaceful appeasement


till fortune finds us face to face


and we deal out our dreadful blows to the death.


From my purse I shall pay for princely knights,


the most mighty from Wales and the Western Marches,


two thousand all told, sitting tall in the saddle,


the most weapon-ready warriors in the western lands.’







        Sir Ewain Fitz Urien then made urgent inquiry,


a kinsman of the Conqueror and himself courageous:


‘Make us privy, sir, to your plans and we shall put them into practice;


whether adjourn for a while or journey now to war:


to ride against Rome and ravage their land


we would ready our soldiery to sail at your say-so.’







[Arthur vows to fight]


        ‘Comrade,’ said the King, ‘you kindly enquire


if my counsel accords to the conquest of those lands.


By the first of June we shall fully engage them


with the cruellest of knights, so help me Christ.


To my Saviour, therefore, I do solemnly swear,


and make a vow to the vernicle, wholly virtuous:


at Lammas I shall leave and linger as I choose


in Lorraine or Lombardy just as I like,


then move on to Milan and undermine the walls


of Pietrasanta and Pisa and Pontremoli.


In the Vale of Viterbo my knights shall find victual,


and with their sovereign shall enjoy a six-week sojourn,


while riders will be sent to besiege the city


unless terms of a treatise be offered in that time.’










[Arthur’s knights rise to the challenge]


         ‘For certain,’ said Sir Ewain, ‘I swear the same:    [357–384]


should I ever set eyes on the man that you mention


who occupies your heritage – the Empire of Rome –


I shall risk all to rip down that eagle


which is borne on his banner of brightest gold,


wrestle it from his retinue and rive it to pieces


unless rough-minded knights rush in for its rescue.


In the field I will supply you with fresh reinforcements,


fifty thousand of the finest on thoroughbreds,


to descend on your foe as you find fitting,


in France or in Friesland, fighting as you choose.’







         ‘By my Lord,’ said Sir Lancelot, ‘now lightens my heart.


I thank God for the loyalty these lords have given.


Let lesser men have leave to speak as they like


without tying their tongues, but I tell you this:


I shall fight from the first with my fellow knights;


on my quick-footed steed, copiously equipped,


I’ll brawl with Sir Lucius before battle is launched,


joust as his giants and Genoans stand by,


swiftly strike him from his steed by the strength of my hand


right under the eyes of the army that aids him.


Once my retinue is arrayed, I rate it straightforward


to rush into Rome with rampaging knights.


Within seven nights, with six score of soldiers


you shall find me at sea, ready to set sail.’







         Then Sir Lot laughed and spoke out loudly,


‘I like it that Sir Lucius longs for such sorrow;


since war is what he wants, his worries now begin;


our work is to wreak the wrath of our fathers.    [385–412]


I vow to God and the virtuous vernicle:


should I meet those Romans who are reckoned so mighty,


arrayed in their ranks in battle’s arena,


I would readily, for the reverence of the Round Table,


ride in and rout them, frontline and rearguard,


slash swathes with my sword for my allies to swarm through


and where my steed rushes so red blood shall run.


He that follows behind and is first in the aftermath


will find in my footsteps many fallen to their death.’







[Arthur salutes his comrades]


         And the Sovereign solemnly saluted those knights,


praised them greatly for their pledges of support.


‘May our God in heaven honour you all;


as long as I lead you may I never lose you.


My title and name you maintain across nations


and uphold my honour in alien kingdoms;


you have won me my wealth and my worth through this world


and the claims of my crown were secured by your courage.


He whose fellows are such friends need fear no foe,


but is free to take force to whatever front he likes.


No king under Christ will I fear or kowtow to


while you stand at my side. Your strength is my all.’







         After talking in trust, a trumpet sounded


and they dutifully came down, dukes and earls


to assemble in the hall and swiftly take supper,


this gathering of the good with their grace and their splendour.


Then the mighty monarch amused his men


with uproarious entertainment for the whole Round Table


for seven full days, till the senator insisted,    [413–440]


with unsubtle speech, on an answer for his Emperor.







[Arthur’s reply to the Romans]


         Once Epiphany had past, when all points had been raised


by peers of the parliament, prelates and others,


the courteous King in his council chamber


summoned the strangers and spoke with them personally.


‘Give greeting to lord Lucius, but allow for no illusion:


if you follow him faithfully then inform him at once


that I leave at Lammas and shall set up lodge


and take leisure in his lands with my fellow lords,


like the ruler of that realm, taking rest as I please;


then by the River Rhone call together my Round Table,


and confiscate assets all across the countryside,


no matter how mighty and menacing he might be.


Then will I move through the mountains and march on his heartlands,


to marvellous Milan to wallop down its walls.


In Lorraine and Lombardy I shall leave not one man


who lives by his laws or is loyal to his cause,


then turn into Tuscany at a time that suits me


and ransack wide regions with my riotous knights.


Bid him hurry to salvage some scrap of his honour


and meet me on the plains if he prizes his pride.


He will find me in France, let him hunt me as he fancies,


from the first of February in those foreign fields;


before forfeiting any land or falling to his forces


the flower of his folk shall be ploughed into the furrow.


I swear, with all certainty, by the sign of my seal,


to besiege Rome’s citadel within seven winters


and so strictly encircle it from every side    [441–469]


that many senators will sigh at the sound of my name.


My summons is signed and served to you, Sir,


with a promise of safe passage. You may leave when you please.


I shall plan your journey, plot it out personally,


form this place to the port where you put out to sea.


Seven days to Sandwich and not a second more:


sixty miles a day – the distance should not daunt you.


You must strike with the spurs never sparing the steeds,


going straight by Watling Street and no other way.


Dismount for the day where dusk comes to meet you


be it forest or field, and not one foot further,


then bind your horses to a branch by the bridle


and lodge by a lime tree in what comfort you can.


No foreigner will be found moving furtively at night


with such a callous crew as accompanies yourselves.


The limit of your licence is witnessed by these lords:


fair or unfair, however you find it,


your life and your limb hang by its every letter,


though Lucius has risked on this the lordship of Rome.


Should you still be found standing within our strandline


on the eighteenth day when the dawn bell tolls,


hurtling horses will tear you into hundredths


and hungry hounds will gnaw you where you hang,


and all the red gold and the riches of Rome


will be found insufficient to fund your ransom.’
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