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Ancient Legends Retold:


An Introduction


to the Series


This book represents a new and exciting collaboration between publishers and storytellers. It is part of a series in which each book contains an ancient legend, reworked for the page by a storyteller who has lived with and told the story for a long time.


Storytelling is the art of sharing spoken versions of traditional tales. Today’s storytellers are the carriers of a rich oral culture, which is flourishing across Britain in storytelling clubs, theatres, cafés, bars and meeting places, both indoors and out. These storytellers, members of the storytelling revival, draw on books of traditional tales for much of their repertoire.


The partnership between The History Press and professional storytellers is introducing a new and important dimension to the storytelling revival. Some of the best contemporary storytellers are creating definitive versions of the tales they love for this series. In this way, stories first found on the page, but shaped ‘on the wind’ of a storyteller’s breath, are once more appearing in written form, imbued with new life and energy.


My thanks go first to Nicola Guy, a commissioning editor at The History Press, who has championed the series, and secondly to my friends and fellow storytellers, who have dared to be part of something new.





Fiona Collins, Series Originator, 2013
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Introduction


The Seat Perilous or Siege Perilous is the vacant chair that sits at the round table in King Arthur’s court. This mysterious piece of furniture has been part of Arthurian literature for nearly one thousand years.


This literature is a complex cat’s-cradle of interweaving narratives which often contradict themselves and each other. These narratives and the characters they contain continue to grow and evolve.


Over the centuries, specific characters and themes are foregrounded in importance and then fade. For instance, Sir Lanval was internationally known in the twelfth century as a knight who was generous to a fault. He’s seldom heard of today, while Arthur, Merlin and Guinevere can be seen weekly on television in forms that those of the twelfth century might not recognise. Similarly the Grail, which is intimately connected with the Seat Perilous, changes its name, qualities, function and nature over time. It’s sometimes a serving bowl, a basin, a chalice or a stone. It is always a mysterious object with Christian symbolism – but the associations and levels of specificity change: it’s a source of healing; it can only be seen by one who is worthy; it’s a cornucopia of plenty which will satisfy all needs; it sustains life; it was the vessel which caught the blood of the crucified Christ.


In the same way, the origin and what the seat signifies is also in flux. The Seat Perilous recalls the chair left empty at the table of Joseph of Arimathea, which in turn resonates with Christ’s seat at the last supper, or the empty place that Judas left behind; some say Uther Pendragon, the father of King Arthur, created the seat at the command of Merlin; others that Merlin himself made it and brought it fully formed to the table. Meanings are always crowding in, shouldering forward, and shoving others out of the way.


A constant quality of the seat, in most of the literature, is that only the most worthy knight can sit in it. Those who are unworthy are consumed by fire. One tale tells of a French knight, Sir Brumant l’Orguilleus, who once made a boastful vow that he was destined to sit there and then realised his mistake – but it was too late by then. He wept all the way to Arthur’s court, sat on the seat and burst into flames. Your word really was your bond in those days.


There is always a potential most worthy knight. But the name and nature of that man also varies. In earlier versions, Sir Percival takes up that place. When he sits in the seat, he restores to life all those who were destroyed by it. Then the title of most worthy knight shifts to Sir Galahad, then back again to Sir Percival under the guise of Parzifal with a little help from Wolfram von Eschenbach and Wagner. And with this subsequent sidelining of Galahad, great stories, like the story of his birth have also dropped out of popularity.


Given this wealth and tangle of material, our job as storytellers is to listen to which manifestation of the characters, events and narratives speaks loudest to us, and then to see how we can tell that tale to best serve the times we live in.


As well as wishing to spotlight the stories of some of the lesser-known knights, we found ourselves drawn to two particular themes. The first is the journey of a knight from youth to maturity and his relationship with the ladies he meets on the way:





The knight errant wanders in a potentially limitless divagation between beginning and end, which is also a realm of potential error, delusion, lostness, enchantment … watched over by a lady who is often a figure of mediation. This forest is also the space of the inherited or appropriated remainders of Celtic myth which delineated a terrain imbued with marvels and to some extent free from morality, history and political reality.1





Secondly, we were interested in the theme of the Ladies of the Lake as powerful pre-Christian figures with their own agency. All these extraordinary female characters in the early stories are associated with rivers, pools and wells. By bestowing sovereignty they make things happen.


They are a fluid force which cannot be controlled. They are dangerous and so face danger. Ladies who “by virtue of their sex they should be protected, but by virtue of their sexuality they deserve to die”.’2


Not surprisingly, by the end of Malory’s Morte D’Arthur, most of these ladies are nuns. The stories of this shift in power mark a break – a pivotal moment in which belief changes. This turning point can be seen in the transformation of Elaine’s spring into a boiling bath, her imprisonment in it and her rescue from it, and also in the self-sacrifice of Percival’s sister.


The sacrifice through the feminine makes the Grail possible. These events parallel the wounding and the healing of the Grail king.


The work of Anne Wilson has been influential in the retellings of some of the stories. She identifies in Arthurian Romance a phenomenon that the storyteller and the shaman take for granted – that a function of the traditional wonder tale is to take the listener through a series of emotional positions designed to gain control over particular aspects of the problems of being human. She calls these Magical Plots, not in the sense that the stories are about magic, but in the sense that the stories themselves act in the way that magic itself traditionally acts – as ritual control. She suggests that the Arthurian stories were originally Magical Plots, taken by the early writers who put a ‘rational gloss’ on them, trying to make rational what was, by its function and nature, irrational. The way in which the two fit together – the old traditional Magical Plot and the twelfth to twenty-first century literary gloss, leads to ‘interesting and strange effects’.3


We found ourselves implicated in this process, sometimes seemingly against our wills. In some retellings of the stories, we have followed the logic of a plot, and in some we have followed a character who was just determined to be heard.


When reading this book, we urge you not to be constrained by arbitary gender boundaries. Remember, men can be maidens, women can be warriors and we can all go on that journey following the river to its source.





June Peters and Bernard Kelly, 2013
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‘While the road is the way of the knight and the river is the way of the lady, the most blessed places are the bridges where both meet.’
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One


The Knight


without a Sword


It was Pentecost, the feast of tongues, and all the King’s men had gathered at the Round Table. No knight was absent; no seat was empty, except the one that was always empty.


This was the time to talk; mostly of ladies, up towers and down wells; tales of ladies being rescued and sometimes tales of ladies doing the rescuing. It was a brave knight who told that kind of story.


There was a great appetite for this; to speak of what they had been doing when they were apart; a hunger to remember, to put the table back together again. And as the tales grew larger, so, it seemed, did the knights telling them.


And Authur, sitting next to his Queen, Guinevere, all the while, was watching and enjoying the world he had created.


It might never have ended had not a young lad rushed into the hall, waving his arms wildly. What he was saying could not be heard above the sound of the boasting, the toasting and the all-round good-natured banter.


Arthur raised his hand and all fell silent. But the wild animation of the boy continued, still screaming to be heard above a noise which was no longer there. He stopped, embarrassed, and then could not contain himself again.


‘A marvel! Your Majesty! A marvel!’


‘What kind of marvel?’ asked Arthur, his face already lighting up.


‘Out on the river, sire, a great stone floats over the water and out of it there sticks a sword.’


‘A sword? A stone? That is my kind of marvel,’ said the King, ‘or at least it used to be.’


In truth it was everyone’s kind of marvel and the knights who had not yet told their tales left their ladies still stuck in their towers and rushed out of the door with the others to see it for themselves.


The lad did not lie. There, by the water’s edge, hovering in the air, was a sword in a stone. As they approached they saw inscribed upon its blade, the words, ‘There shall never be a man who can hold me except one – a knight without fault.’


‘Great sport,’ cried Arthur ‘Who will be the first to try?’ No one moved. ‘Sir Lancelot! Do not be so modest. Be the first and surely the last to take the challenge.’


A look passed between Lancelot and Guinevere which the King did not see. ‘My lord, choose a better knight than me,’ replied Lancelot.


‘A better knight?’ repeated Arthur. ‘You are renowned as the best knight in the world!’


‘Sometimes a reputation is bigger than the man who wears it,’ said Lancelot, looking away.
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