



[image: This is cover page for the book]





THE PROPHECIES OF MERLIN



“This fine work, with its perceptive analysis of the state of the Merlin tradition in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, provides an important addendum to the seer’s influence throughout the Middle Ages and beyond. Among many other things, it illustrates just how influential a figure Merlin remained well into the Renaissance. Public fascination with his legend continues seemingly unabated today, and this handsomely produced edition will undoubtedly add to that fascination.”

NIKOLAI TOLSTOY, HISTORIAN, BIOGRAPHER, 
AND AUTHOR OF THE QUEST FOR MERLIN

“John Matthews and Maarten Haverkamp have accomplished a historic feat in translating and elucidating a little-known Old French version of the prophecies of Merlin, the magician of ancient Celtic lore and legend. A large part of the book consists of a wealth of valuable elucidatory and background material. In the prophecies themselves, skillfully presented by the two scholars, the spirit of Merlin comes alive and speaks to us loud and clear across the centuries.”

CHRISTOPHER MCINTOSH, AUTHOR OF THE CALL OF 
THE OLD GODS, OCCULT RUSSIA, AND OCCULT GERMANY

“John Matthews’s and Maarten Haverkamp’s The Prophecies of Merlin is a gem for esotericists and historians alike. Not only is Haverkamp’s translation splendidly accessible, but Matthews’s commentary illuminates and provides extra substance—and some sparkle!—without the slightest stodginess or obscurity. This is a serious and highly recommended addition to the whole field of Arthurian studies.”

LYNN PICKNETT AND CLIVE PRINCE, AUTHORS OF 
WHEN GOD HAD A WIFE AND THE TEMPLAR REVELATION

“A valuable and fascinating addition to the Merlin corpus that, like the voice of Merlin himself, emerges from the mist when needed most. Here is mystery and poetry, prophecy and power, insight and inspiration, breathing new life into the ancient tales. A must-have for every Arthurian library.”

ARI BERK, PH.D., PROFESSOR OF FOLKLORE AND MYTH 
AT CENTRAL MICHIGAN UNIVERSITY

“John Matthews and Maarten Haverkamp take us on an incredible 500-year journey from 1498 when The Prophecies of Merlin was first written in Old French, based on stories from a few hundred years earlier. For those of us who love the stories of King Arthur and Merlin, this awesome resource of 89 prophecies binds together these ancient and beloved stories while adding new stories from antiquity in a most fascinating manner. A most valuable resource.”

NICHOLAS E. BRINK, PH.D., AUTHOR OF 
THE POWER OF ECSTATIC TRANCE, ECSTATIC SOUL RETRIEVAL, 
AND BEOWULF’S ECSTATIC TRANCE MAGIC

“A new Arthurian chronicle coming to light is rare and exciting. We are witnessing the emergence of something extraordinary. John Matthews’s commentary gives us clear context and connects the original writing to the wider tradition, giving us both a helpful summary of the tradition and a way of locating the translation by Haverkamp within it. It is an essential text for those of us interested in the subject of Britain. Thoroughly recommended!”

IAN REES, AUTHOR OF 
THE TREE OF LIFE AND DEATH AND THE WAY OF DEEP MAGICK

“Merlin, in his various manifestations in literature and lore, has long been the voice of wisdom and vision, the open door between the struggling world of humanity and the Otherworld of spirit. In this rare and wondrous book, the authors have opened that door widely and given Merlin’s voice a new clarity. This is a treasure!”

DAVID SPANGLER, FINDHORN FELLOW, AUTHOR OF 
PARTNERING WITH SPIRIT AND DIARY OF AN AVATAR
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 . . . the dreamer Merlin and his prophecies . . .

SHAKESPEARE, HENRY IV, PART 1





FOREWORD
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R. J. Stewart

The popularity of Merlin as a fantasy figure within entertainment, be it cartoon, stage, film, or New Age product, inevitably clouds the deeper sources and the originative voice, which is a prophetic spiritual voice. A new book on Merlin themes, with genuine source material, is of considerable value to the tradition. John Matthews and Maarten Haverkamp have undertaken a huge and worthy task that will provide scholars, enthusiasts, and dreamers with material and inspiration for a long time to come.

Of considerable interest is the very lively connection between the Merlin text translated here and many themes in collected folklore throughout Britain and Europe, from oral tradition up to the early twentieth century. Indeed, the content is more European than early British, yet collected folklore and faery tales are surprisingly consistent from what was once called the Near East to the Far North. This certainly implies, as the authors propose, that the Merlin tradition, while arising from British Celtic mythical history, became something far greater that flourished out of the common ground of medieval consciousness, while still rooted in more ancient ancestral earth.

Some of the potent prophetic themes found herein, such as the Great Dragon, are at the core of early traditions regarding Merlin, and have, of course, been subject to centuries of Christian influence. Yet they are also found in Jewish kabbalistic sources such as the Bahir or the Book of Formation, which have no Christian influence whatsoever and have no connection to themes of the Antichrist. The relationship of the Dragon, which features strongly in the Merlin text found here, to the Theli, found in a number of Jewish and Arabic early sources, has a well-defined cosmological model. This is explored in detail in Hamlet’s Mill: An Essay on Myth and the Frame of Time (Giorgio Santillana and Hertha von Dechend, Gambit, 1969).

One further aspect of this book made a strong impression upon me. While strongly associated with widespread oral traditions, the loosely interlaced stories in this Merlin source were, of course, for literate people. Over time, the various themes, at first available in handwritten manuscripts to a relatively small readership, became very popular indeed, as the many printed editions and complex branches of iteration will attest. Merlin is immensely popular today, but John Matthews and Maarten Haverkamp make it clear to us, in the twenty-first century, that Merlin was vastly popular as soon as he could get into print—which is to say, as soon as printing arose in European culture. Long may he remain so!

R. J. STEWART is a Scottish author and musician. Among other books, he is the author of Merlin: The Prophetic Vision and the Mystic Life (first published by Arkana in 1995), a detailed exploration of the esoteric lore in twelfth-century Merlin texts written by Geoffrey of Monmouth.



PREFACE

Imagine the scene. Merlin, however you see him—as a grey-bearded but ageless man or as a youth with more knowledge in his eyes than he should have—sits in a room somewhere in Wales. He is speaking to a second man, a cleric or possibly a monk, who writes as fast as he can with a sharpened quill on parchment, by the light of a rush lamp or wavering candle, the words of the great prophet. Almost in what we now would call stream of consciousness, Merlin, perhaps with eyes closed, watches events unfold on the screen of his eyelids, describing things only he can see: the coming of the Great Dragon, the Antichrist; the crowning of Arthur, the greatest king of the Western world; the fall of kingdoms, the loss of crowns—all this and more. And in between these prophetic utterances, he tells fragments of stories from the vast panoply of Arthurian romance, some familiar—the quest for the Grail, the adventures of Lancelot and Percival—others never heard before—the dream of Guinevere and the bringing of letters to King Arthur from the mighty Prester John, whose fabled kingdom in the Far East became a beacon of hope for the beleaguered West in this long-ago time.

All this and more the scribe writes. Later, the scene darkens. Merlin falls in love with the Lady of the Lake and is imprisoned by her in a tomb beneath the earth. From there his voice continues to be heard, and a succession of other scribes and seekers hear and copy down his words. These are the prophecies of Merlin. Some so mysterious that even now we do not fully understand them. This is the voice of Merlin—hear him now!
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Discovering a hitherto lost or forgotten book about Merlin and King Arthur is a rare event these days. Yet here we present a virtually forgotten and, to date, untranslated book, which includes much that is new—and exciting—about the legendary king and his magical adviser.

Throughout the Middle Ages, a number of volumes were produced purporting to contain the prophecies of Merlin. Most of these were written retrospectively, after the events they predicted, and as actual prophecies are of little interest. However, within several of these volumes were hidden a series of clues that led to the heart of the Arthurian mysteries—secrets long hidden behind the obscure language of the prophetic utterances.

In 1498, Antoine Vérard—a French publisher, bookmaker, and bookseller—published Romans de Merlin in three folio volumes. The third volume, Les Prophecies de Merlin, was compiled and translated from Latin into Old French in the thirteenth century (c. 1279) by an unknown author, who wrote under the pseudonym Maistre Richart d’Irlande (Master Richard of Ireland). The book is a compilation of several older documents and purports to be actual prophecies given by Merlin, the great Arthurian magician. It is from this text, augmented by several other sources, that the anonymous scribe created the present volume in the fifteenth century, which we present here.

In 2017, Maarten Haverkamp, who is a collector of ancient texts, acquired an original copy of the fifteenth-century incunabulum, or early printed book, from a bookseller in present day Paris. Having gone in search of a book about Charlemagne, he was told this had already sold but was offered Les Prophecies de Merlin. He has never regretted that the book about Charlemagne had already been sold.

Heretofore, this book had received scant attention from scholars because the text was considered confused and unreadable and no one had attempted to translate the Old French into English. Maarten likes to translate the books in his collection and decided to undertake the challenge of translating the Prophecies. After he started, it became an addiction. He could not stop. He wanted to share the beauty of the story.

Despite its title, the book contains very much more than the prophecies—most of which, as noted, refer to events that had already occurred and, as with most such collections, were written with hindsight. The compiler took the opportunity to criticise corruption within the Catholic Church and various political events that took place during his lifetime. But in collecting the prophecies, he included a large body of Arthurian material, much of which adds to existing versions or is completely unfamiliar. Clearly, he must have had access to a large library, most likely that of the Franciscan monastery on the island of San Francesco del Deserto in the Venetian Lagoon, and was thus able to bring into his collection a number of currently unknown or unfamiliar works. For students and lovers of Arthurian literature, this is a uniquely important manuscript, which adds significantly to our knowledge of the myths and legends of Europe’s most popular subject matter. Then, as now, stories of Arthur were in great demand, and the author was himself clearly interested in the subject matter, filling several holes in existing traditions.

In 2018 Maarten contacted Arthurian scholar John Matthews, coauthor of The Lost Book of the Grail with Caitlín Matthews and Gareth Knight, which uncovered another overlooked text known as the Elucidation. John’s enthusiasm prompted Maarten to continue with the translation. Now, five years on, he has completed the first English translation of the book, which both authors have studied for context and significance. The result is this book—The Prophecies of Merlin—which contains most of the original text, translated by Maarten Haverkamp and edited by John Matthews, with commentary from both Maarten and John.

Essentially, this is the first modern look into a book that was published in the fifteenth century but which has lain mostly forgotten for over five hundred years. Now it sees the light of day and exists for the first time in English. In this book, we have unravelled these lost stories and laid them out for all to see and understand. Here you will find the story of Merlin’s birth, his first adventures, his love affair with the Lady of the Lake, and much more. All those interested in the Arthurian legends, Merlin, and magic will be excited, as we were, by this unique volume, which adds to our understanding of Arthurian literature almost at the end of its initial period of development.

JOHN MATTHEWS, OXFORD, ENGLAND
MAARTEN HAVERKAMP, RIJSWIJK, NETHERLANDS
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The book you are about to read contains most of the surviving text of a fifteenth-century incunabulum, produced in Paris in 1498, by the publisher Antoine Vérard, possibly copying from an even older text written in circa 1270–1278, which now exists only in fragments. It has been largely ignored by interpreters of the Arthurian myths due to the often confused nature of the text.

Much of the material is indeed, at first glance, wildly confused, but repeated reading and checking of details has resulted in a surprisingly rational text, which both the authors felt was more than worthy of sharing.

Here you will read detailed accounts of the famous liaison between Merlin and the Lady of the Lake as well as an early glance at the Grail quest; a deep review of the imminent coming, at the time the manuscript was written, of the Antichrist; several interesting and mysterious adventures, hitherto unknown; a list of the various scribes responsible for writing down Merlin’s prophetic utterances—and much more. We will also demonstrate an extraordinary connection between King Arthur and Prester John, the semi-mythical ruler of a forgotten kingdom in the Far East and possibly the last recorded guardian of the Grail after the ending of Arthur’s reign.

Much of this was difficult to uncover and required a considerable amount of research, based upon an already detailed understanding of the Arthurian mythos. We will explain how we arrived at the text you are about to read more fully below. For the moment, we need to look more closely at the figure of Merlin himself and how his prophecies survived for so long and were so often copied and recopied, and at the way in which these writings attracted so much additional material, which was only tangentially connected with the prophecies themselves.
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THE ORIGINS OF MERLIN AND THE PROPHECIES

Really, there are several Merlins. To begin with, we have Welsh and Irish analogues, who bear all the characteristics of the seer, and then we have versions in the romances of the Middle Ages that range from the heroic to the demonic—depending on which version you follow. However, one aspect is largely unvarying: the seership and wisdom that permeates the stories that feature Merlin either as central or subsidiary figure.

The Welsh analogue is Taliesin the bard, reborn from the womb of the Goddess Cerridwen, cast adrift on the sea—much like Meliadus, who appears in our text and who, as an infant, was cast adrift on a boat. Taliesin speaks his first poem to the man who finds him while still an infant. The birth of Aí (the name means “poetry”), a less well known Irish divinity, is announced by a gust of wind, which brings with it a prophecy that the baby will come to equal his uncle Fiachu, a king of the magical race of the Tuatha Dé Danann. Fiachu at once demands the child to be killed, but Aí speaks a poem from his cradle, demanding his recognition as a bard, who under Irish law was a sacred personage.

Neither Taliesin nor Aí are Merlin exactly, though in the twelfth-century Vita Merlini (Life of Merlin) Taliesin visits him in the forest to which he has escaped in his madness, and the two have a discussion of the cosmos every bit as erudite as anything in the Prophecies. Both are bards, both are prophets, and both spoke wisdom as infants.

The earliest written references to Merlin come from the bardic literature of the Celts and from the life of the seventh-century Celtic saint Kentigern. Both refer to the figure of a wild man living alone in the woods, driven mad by his witnessing a battle in which his friends and kinfolk were slain. In the Vita Sancti Kentigerni (Life of Saint Kentigern), a hagiography of Kentigern written by Joceyln of Furness (c. 1200), we hear of the madman Lailoken who is brought back to sanity through the actions of the saint. In a handful of poems attributed to Merlin himself (here called Myrddin Wyllt; for a translation of these poems see appendix 1), there appears a fragmentary story in which the seer appears to be living alone in the woods, half mad and half inspired, occasionally attended by his half-sister Gwenddydd.

Because none of this material was written down before the Middle Ages, it is difficult to say with any certainly how old the stories are. It was the pseudo-historian Geoffrey of Monmouth (c. 1095–1155) who, circa 1134, made the Latinised name Merlinus into a household name by compiling his version of the Prophecies. When, in 1138, Geoffrey published his Historia Regum Britanniae (History of the Kings of Britain), he included the prophecies again and added a version of the story of the wondrous child Merlin, probably taken from the earlier writings of a ninth-century monk named Nennius. Geoffrey’s work rapidly became one of the most famous and popular books of its time, something, indeed, of a medieval “bestseller,” and the name and character of Merlin were forever after inseparably connected with those of Arthur, whose deeds Geoffrey also chronicled.

The earlier figure of Myrddin Wyllt (Merlin the Wild) was soon further immortalised by Geoffrey in his Vita Merlini in which the story of the king driven mad by the sight of the death of his friends and family is repeated and elaborated. His sources for this story were almost certainly founded on earlier Welsh legends and traditions relating to the figure of the Wild Man of the Woods or, as he is termed in Irish tradition, the Gelt. A description of this character, from the thirteenth-century Norse Speculum regale (The King’s Mirror) describes him thus:

It happens that when two hosts meet and are arrayed in battle-array, and when the battle-cry is raised on both sides, that . . . men run wild and lose their wits. . . . And then they run into a wood away from other men and live there like wild beasts, and shun the meeting of men like wild beasts. And it is said of these men that when they have lived in the woods in that condition for twenty years then feathers grow on their bodies as on birds, whereby their bodies are protected against frost and cold.1

In fact, Merlin and Taliesin have much in common. Both are the product of mysterious births, both possess prophetic abilities, and both are connected to the Arthurian court, Merlin as Arthur’s adviser, Taliesin as court poet. Their prophecies also have many points of similarity. They appear to be largely made up of compilations based on much earlier, genuine prophetic material, mostly anonymous, to which later generations have added stanzas in the style of the original bards. Myrddin’s prophecies are contained chiefly in dialogues either between himself and Taliesin, or himself and his sister, Gwenddydd, who was herself recognised as a prophet. These prophecies are, for the most part, of a general kind, referring to battles, political events, other known events, and people. They are identifiable as separate from the underlying matter of the poems, which deal with the story of Myrddin’s madness and of the period he spent in the wilderness attended by a pig (a creature sacred to the Celts) and remembering the terrible battle in which he lost his reason. He thinks also of his sister, Gwenddydd, who has deserted him because he (apparently) killed her son, and of his enemies, who seek his destruction. Interspersed with this are prophecies of events that took place long after—probably in the eighth or ninth centuries, when heroes like Cynan and Cadwallader had replaced Arthur as the expected deliverer of the Cymry.

That some of the material relating to Myrddin has been suppressed is beyond question, so we have little or no chance of establishing a full text of the remaining Myrddin poems. At one time these may have formed verse interludes of a longer prose account of Myrddin’s life—such as that one that evidently formed the basis of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Latin Vita Merlini, which tells the story in full and makes use of the poems attributed to Myrddin Wylt (see appendix 1) as well as others that belonged to the ancient saga of Myrddin.

THE LOSS OF MERLIN

According to the thirteenth-century French Arthurian text Suite du Merlin, the last person to hear the voice of the great seer was Sir Gawain, who carried home to Arthur the last words of the mage: “Never shall no man speak with me after you, therefore it is for nothing that any man should try to seek me out.”2

But this last call, the Cri de Merlin as it is called in some texts, still echoes in our ears, just as the figure of Merlin himself continues to exert a profound fascination on the Western world. The dozens of books, plays, and films that have appeared in recent years about Merlin have kept attention focussed on this remarkable being, who combines the roles of sage, seer, prophet, and shaman and whose story is one of the great native epics of Britain.

That Merlin is a British or at least Celtic figure is important. While the Arthurian legends of which he is such an important part betray the extensive influence of French and Germanic storytellers, the story of Merlin, in its purest form, draws almost entirely upon native British traditions and beliefs.

Merlin also represents a very ancient strand of wildness within human nature. He grows out of the tradition of the wild man who was seen, by medieval writers, as akin to “natural man,” a being somehow poised between the states of wildness and civilisation, belonging perhaps to a lost golden age. This is especially poignant when we consider that, in the mythology, Merlin himself strove to re-create that golden time, a perfect earthly kingdom over which Arthur, his protégé, would rule, guided by the mage’s wisdom, protected by his magic, steered through the shoals of life on his way to winning the greatest of goals—the Holy Grail.

But these things were not to be, given the nature of humanity. The kingdom fell because the vessels—including Arthur himself—were too weak to contain the glories of the Grail. The great vision of the Round Table, built by Merlin himself—“Round, in the likeness of the world”—where all men would meet as equals, fell away, broken by the internecine quarrels of the knights, the illicit love of Lancelot and Guinevere (strength and beauty personified), wracked by the bitterness of Arthur’s son Mordred, begotten upon the king’s own half sister. Small wonder if Merlin chose to flee from this failure of his dream—chose to withdraw into his esplumoir (moulting cage), or else into an observatory built for him by his sister, there to live out his days studying the patterns of the heavens: a far more productive study than that of human frailty. Alternately still, as in the present text, he is murdered by the Lady of the Lake and installed in a tomb in a state of living death from which his spirit could speak.

It is this atmosphere of potential glory, crossed by impending doom, that provides the Arthurian cycle with its peculiar power to enthral us to this day. We know the torments and sufferings of these people as well as we know ourselves. Merlin, a principal mover in all of this, is bound to capture our attention, concentrating as he does so many of the themes of the great story of King Arthur in his person. In our own time, archetypes of Merlin have continued to reemerge in a variety of disguises. He can be recognised in the character of Obi-Wan Kenobi in George Lucas’s Star Wars films, in the figure of Dr. Who in the popular British TV series, and in the powerful character of Gandalf from J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings.

The most interesting thing about all these appearances—as in the character of Merlin summoned up in so many modern versions of the story—is the underlying consistency of the characterisation. Despite all the years that have elapsed since Merlin first walked the stage of literature and tradition, his personality has changed very little. He is still, to this day, a wise and generally beneficent being, whose actions and purpose, while seldom wholly revealed, suggest an ongoing influence in the affairs of humanity. An element of the trickster also exists, and Merlin can be at times as cunning as he is wise.

Nowhere is this more obvious than in his collected prophecies, though these were not initially written down until the twelfth century. Collected from earlier sources by Geoffrey of Monmouth, they can be seen to date from a much earlier period and to be part of the great tradition of prophetic literature, which begins in the Roman Empire with the Sibylline Oracles and continues into the time of the great eighteenth-century poet and prophet William Blake.

It is interesting that Merlin is almost always presented with two aspects: the nonhuman, supernatural being and the somehow very human man who longs for love and human experience, even as he uses his otherworldly skills to advise and shape King Arthur and his father, Uther Pendragon (spelled Uterpendragon in the manuscript translation). In the text edited here, we find one of the clearest accounts of this dual nature. It follows the idea, first proposed in Latin and then the French romances, that presented Merlin as the son of a demon—an inevitable characterisation in a medieval Christian world—while at the same time giving him the needs and ideas of a human male. This Merlin is, on the one hand, able to prophesy events, not only from the time of Arthur but also of later times, while at the same time falling for the wiles of the Lady of the Lake, whose teacher he becomes, ending up caught between the two worlds as a spirit that may, or may not, be subject to death. In this form he gives forth a series of prophecies concerning events happening from the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries, overheard by passing seekers or those employed to relay his words. The Cri de Merlin thus gave the present manuscript’s author an opportunity to criticise the establishment, in the form of the church and the rulers of the time, while at the same time offering a unique perspective on the Arthurian epic.

Less well known than the central Arthurian theme of Merlin as the son of a demon, the circa fourteenth-century Middle English romance Sir Gowther3 deals with a second child begotten by the same demon (or more simply the devil) with a noble lady. Gowther, the offspring, described as Merlin’s half brother, grows to manhood and leaves a trail of violence and terror, including the burning of a monastery and the rape of its nuns. Finally, the truth of his fatherhood emerges, and Gowther heads to Rome to ask forgiveness. This is granted by the Pope, but with the prohibition that he will not speak to anyone and only eat food intended for dogs. With this penance, Gowther then undergoes a series of adventures, ending when he saves an unnamed emperor from a Saracen invasion and marries the emperor’s daughter, finally inheriting the throne. The romance falls into the category of penitential literature and was a powerful propaganda vehicle for the church. It demonstrated the idea that demons were able to beget children, who are more generally inclined to evil than good—Merlin clearly being an exception.

THE PROPHECIES AS STORY DEVICES

The history of Merlin’s prophecies has always been intimately tied to his own story and character. Sage, visionary, enchanter, magician—these are the words used to describe him. Yet it is significant that in the stories told of him throughout the Middle Ages, he is seldom given any title but that of his name. Merlin is thus synonymous both with his own story and the role he plays in events—while the dream of the Round Table and ultimately of Camelot itself is specific to him rather than to Arthur himself. Merlin is thus the true architect of the Arthurian epic.

In the Prophecies, we find this spelled out for us. The order of Merlin’s visions—not infrequently muddled—serves as a key to the underlying narrative of the book. Merlin is thus shown to be a master storyteller who offers us the keys to his true place within the Arthurian epic—and beyond this in the medieval world, where he was seen as a real (if ancient) figure whose wisdom was undeniable, even though his origins were as mysterious as any other character in the stories themselves.

There are, essentially, three types of prophecy within the various collections attributed to Merlin—both in our book and the many others, dating from the twelfth to sixteenth centuries, which preceded and followed the 1498 edition. These are:


1. Political

2. Religious

3. Arthurian




The first two are closely linked and very typical of all prophetic literature, where the pre-Christian, biblical, or fabulous are treated with equal seriousness. Their purpose is to offer a means of criticising and attacking established foundations such as the church, political organisations, and the ruling classes. Attributing the prophecies to Merlin, a source that by its nature was difficult to impugn, gave the authors a freedom they would not have under ordinary circumstances. The prophecies contained in this book include references to the teachings of the polemicist Joachim of Fiore, to the followers of James the brother of Jesus, and to the prophecies attributed to the biblical Jonah, all of which were, at one time or another, pronounced at worst heretical and at best suspicious by the Roman Church. Merlin’s voice is thus heard though a series of filters. His persona can be seen as a kind of puppet, delivering the polemic of others.

We should be in no way surprised at the connection between magical and occult beliefs and ideas and politics. As Francis Young has outlined in his groundbreaking book Magic in Merlin’s Realm, this link has existed for a considerable time. Nor are we talking of more ancient civilizations such as Greek, Roman, and Hebrew, each of which incorporated magical beliefs into both daily life and politics. Looking back to the early medieval period—when the Prophecies of Merlin were first produced—we can see that in the years that followed up to the end of the seventeenth century, many of the same precepts were followed. Merlin’s name, whether believed in or not, counted for something and was literally used by politicians throughout this whole period. The prophecies we find here were based on the idea that Merlin knew of the patterns of history and prophesied of them. The resulting texts began in the twelfth century and continued until the sixteenth and were regarded as serious knowledge. Here, in the 1498 edition, traces of this can still be seen in the many references to contemporary political events and figures. But it is to the stories included by the scribes who continued to compile new editions that we owe so much in the context of our theory and law and literature.

In fact, the tradition of what we may call political prophecy existed over many generations during the Middle Ages. These prophetic utterances were usually ascribed to figures such as Merlin or Thomas the Rhymer and were often written in deliberately obscure language, thus giving the writer the freedom to say whatever they wished about an important person or organisation, very often of royal birth or hallowed establishment.

The language often included references to animals of various kinds, including the mythological. Geoffrey of Monmouth’s huge collection of prophecies, attributed to Merlin and dating from the eleventh century, were quite clearly made to be both acceptable to his Norman audience and to augment the adventures of Arthur.

Geoffrey used the prophecy about the battle between the red and white dragons, in which the red dragon represented the British and the white represented the Saxons, to fit his own agenda—or at least that of his masters. In its original form the British dragon was triumphant, but Geoffrey implied that the British had requested help from the Norman invaders as a fulfilment of the prophecy. The earliest version of this story survived in Wales and along the borders, where it was frequently borrowed by would-be leaders and used to suggest their own triumph. The most obvious and well known of these is that of the Owain Glyndwr, who sought to overcome the Norman occupation of Wales territory—and who vanished under mysterious circumstances in a manner similar to that of Arthur’s passage to Avalon.

In this way stories of Arthur and Merlin were interpreted and reinterpreted by various writers during the medieval and even Renaissance periods to support their own theories, ideas, or beliefs. The Prophecies of Merlin can thus be seen to remain a very important underlay for so much of the history of Britain from the twelfth to the sixteenth century.

The third category—with which we are principally concerned in this book—consists of references to stories from the Arthurian tradition: many from existing works but some apparently devised for the first time. The figure of Merlin himself, therefore, becomes a character whose prophecies frequently open the way for the authors or compilers to retell or create their own additions to existing literature.

Thus, in our collection, we have for example the link provided by Meliadus, as the brother of the famed knight Sir Tristan, which becomes the jumping-off point for a lengthy retelling of episodes borrowed from the literature concerning this hero. And, of course, there is Merlin’s own, often-told story of his passion for the Lady of the Lake (or one of her handmaids), which resulted in his death or interment. The punishment meted out by she whom he loved enabled him to prophesy into the future and also made him a safe source for Christian compilers seeking to record the visions of a Pagan seer. In this way, the scribes responsible for compiling Merlin’s prophetic visions could demonstrate the doom that came upon unbelievers and sinners, while at the same time enabling Merlin to offer several kinds of wisdom, which could be seen to benefit all. Merlin’s antiquity authorises religious propaganda while still delivering extensions to the Arthurian canon.

The Prophecies thus become a storytelling device. Merlin prophesies an event or episode, which is then described in a varying degree of detail—ranging from two or three lines to two or three pages. Merlin opens the door to the Arthurian story in all its detail, prophesying not only the later events of Arthur’s life, up to his final battle and departure for Avalon, but also the Quest for the Grail and much more.



1. Trans. by Laurence Marcellus Larson.

2. Gaston and Ulrich, Suite du Merlin.

3. In Mills, Six Middle English Romances.



WRITTEN RECORDS OF THE PROPHECIES

To understand and appreciate the nature and content of the collection of the Prophecies presented here, it is necessary to understand how the book came to be written. Collections of prophecies attributed to Merlin began as long ago as the sixth century, where poems relating the sage’s prophetic visions were composed by Celtic bards in Wales. (A selection of these can be found in appendix 1.) Later, Geoffrey of Monmouth compiled a large collection of prophecies, which initiated so much interest that he later included them, in a revised form, in his widely disseminated bestseller Historia Regum Britanniae (History of the Kings of Britain), which as well as dealing with early and semi-mythical kings, such as Brutus, Lear, and Cymbeline, also introduced the figure of King Arthur, who was already famous in the folklore and traditions of Britain but, thanks to Geoffrey, became a phenomenon. Since Geoffrey’s time, the fascination with all things Arthurian has not really ceased, despite something of a lapse during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, until the present.

Among other things, Geoffrey was responding to political pressures, which by his time had seen a consolidation of British and Norman traditions following the invasion led by William of Normandy in 1066. In response to this, Geoffrey made Arthur into a Norman warlord and even took him to the walls of Rome as a conqueror, thus reframing the traditional stories for all time.

Building upon this, Geoffrey next composed Vita Merlini (Life of Merlin), drawing on older Welsh myths and painting a very different character than the one who has since become familiar to us from the Arthurian canon, which began to develop in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and continued to supply a vast outpouring of literature from Europe until the fifteenth century. After this it lost some of its glamour, which was only recovered in a general way in the nineteenth century through the writings of Alfred Tennyson and Algernon Charles Swinburne and the paintings of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood.

In the early fourteenth century, when the 1303 Rennes manuscript was written—and became the foundation of the later 1498 book published by Vérard, presented here—the passion for all things Arthurian, among them the prophetic utterances of Merlin, was at its height. We do not know with any certainty the identity of the man who compiled the first extraordinary collection—upon which all that followed it was, to varying degrees, based. It is possible that he could be someone called Robin Boutemont, who left his name in one of the copies of the original Rennes manuscript. It seems most likely that he was not himself a member of a religious order but rather a professional copyist of books and texts, probably for a rich patron.

Other, internal evidence suggests that the compiler of the 1485 manuscript might be a monk who had access to a library such as that once held by the Franciscan monastery on San Francesco del Deserto, one of the many islands that makes up the archipelago of Venice. We do not know for certain why he felt impelled to collect the many fragments of Arthurian lore and vision. The existence of the library, which may well have included some of the dozens of romances then emerging from France and German, is further attested to by another great collection, the Codex Marciana, currently held in the Marciana Library (St. Mark’s Library) in Venice. This was founded in 1468, a mere thirty years before the printing of the Prophecies of Merlin translated here. One or other of these collections of early medieval manuscripts almost certainly provided everything required to compile the stories included within the Prophecies. Our text certainly emphasises a powerful connection with Venice and its people, who are referred to as “the Good Mariners” or “Faithful Mariners” throughout.

The eventual publisher of the text, Antoine Vérard (active 1485–1512), was a late-fifteenth to early sixteenth-century bookmaker and bookseller working in Paris at the turning point between the eras of illuminated manuscripts and modern printed editions. He combined these two types of books by printing works illustrated with cheaper woodcuts, of which he then produced versions on vellum with handmade illuminations for wealthy clients. Vérard used the older, handwritten texts to create his own incunabula or early printed books, specializing in Books of Hours, stories from the Arthurian canon, including tales of Lancelot, Tristan and Isolde, and the life of Merlin, as well as French folktales. The volume used as the basis for our book is a real incunabulum from the fifteenth century. The colophon to the whole book gives us a wonderfully precise description of the site of Vérard’s shop: “For Antoine Vérard on the bridge [sur le pont] at Notre Dame at the statue of St. John the Evangelist / Or at the first pillar of the palace opposite the chapel where the holy mass is sung for the monsignors of the parliament.” In fact, the wooden bridge was washed away by a flood in 1499, which makes our text extremely rare. When it was reprinted in 1503, the colophon read “opposite the bridge” rather than “on the bridge.”

THE MANUSCRIPT AND ITS CHALLENGES

The volume from which we have worked presents several challenges for modern readers, the most notable being the often confusing and seemingly deliberate misalignment of the text, which is at times disjointed or organised in a way that seems to have been entirely deliberate.

Writing in the latter part of the thirteenth century, the original scribe would have been aware of the sometimes heretical ideas presented in the stories of Merlin, which would have made his work likely to incur the disapproval of his brethren and masters. This is at least one possible explanation for the extreme complexity of the manuscript, and of the volume published by Vérard, which seems determined to misdirect its readers. It appears that whoever the scribe was, he copied materials from other manuscripts, some of which may have later vanished from the world, but it is also possible that he deliberately mixed up the stories he was telling to disguise their sometimes heretical or, at the very least, challenging content.

The comments of the few scholars who have examined either the original manuscript or the printed book have almost all focussed on its disjointed and confusing nature. This, as we noted above, has made most Arthurian scholars back away from what seemed to them a worthless manuscript. However, our own research has revealed a veritable gold mine of Arthurian material, some of which is only to be found within the pages of this book.

In fact, the various versions of the Prophecies, from the earliest manuscripts of the thirteenth century to the present collection in the 1498 incunabulum, are amongst a very few texts to combine prophetic statements with aspects of the Arthurian legends. In the instance of this edition, it seems evident that the compiler of the collection was equally in love with the romances of Arthur as he was with Merlin and the prophecies. The result makes for a very tangled web, through which we have combed with great care to separate these two strands or, where necessary, to explicate the direct connections between the two.

Lucy Allen Paton, the editor of the medieval French edition of the Prophecies (the Rennes manuscript), makes it clear that trying to interpret everything in the original is not only a very long drawn-out activity but also, by inference, not necessary to recognise the original power and vision of the work. The version presented here is the work of two scholars who, independent of each other and of academic circles, were brought together by a love of Arthur.

To overcome the issues that might arise for a modern audience, we have elected to create a reading version of the text, in which we have moved certain blocks of text to where they seem to make more sense and have omitted some lines or passages, the inclusion of which seem intended to confuse the reader unfamiliar with the Arthurian romances of the time or to conceal details bordering on the heretical. In addition, we have smoothed out the inconsistent tense shifts within the text, which, to a modern reader, would be difficult to follow. In each case, these changes are noted in the footnotes or the commentary.

What you will find within these pages, then, is a version of the text that we have striven to make accessible to a modern reader. It is thus not always a literal, word-for-word translation but rather a reinterpretation of the original in modern language. The anonymous scribe of the text had the unfortunate habit of starting a story, interrupting it with several other incidents, and forgetting to return to the original—a method known as entrelacement (interlacing) found in many medieval works. Where possible we have noted this in the commentary and supplied the missing details where these can be traced.

In addition, where the sequence of events has been deliberately misplaced, we have restored it to the narrative sequence. For example, the section numbered 5 in the subheadings clearly belongs where the remainder of references to the Crusades are gathered. We therefore moved it to section 70. We also chose to omit certain of the prophecies, which were either entirely religious or politically motivated and which have little or no relevance to a modern audience.

The numbered subheadings or rubrics are from the original text and break up the material into smaller pieces. In this edition they are important, as they are matched with the same headings in the commentary, enabling readers to easily cross-check with our interpretation. Lacunae or amplifications to the text are shown within squared backets, thus [ . . . ].

Our work on both the text and its associated materials has been rigorous. We visited all the best sources and consulted with those more familiar with certain areas. However, it should not be seen as definitive. This leaves the door open to alternative interpretations amongst those wishing to follow in our footsteps, but our work stands as a reasoned unravelling of the often complex material.

THE SOURCES OF THE PROPHECIES OF MERLIN

The earliest known surviving text on which the Vérart edition is based is the Rennes manuscript (MS. 593, kept in Bibliothèque Municipale of Rennes, France), dated from around 1303 and written in Old French. Only one scholar, Lucy Allen Paton (1865–1951), took the trouble to edit the original text, translate parts of it into English, and provide commentary on it, which was published in 1926 in two volumes under the title Les Prophecies de Merlin. Paton acknowledged the existence of the 1498 edition, which seems to have been the last in this particular line of Merlinesque texts, describing it as “wildly confused.” This seems to have deterred every Arthurian scholar since from examining the various versions, which has resulted in the virtual loss of a remarkable text.

An earlier, and now-lost, version may have existed before 1303, but we can only guess as to its content and style. The variations contained in all the versions that followed are explained as caused by the intentions of each successive scribe to reduce the level of the romance episodes or to use these to explicate the prophecies themselves. Most of the prophecies, in virtually every manuscript, are either vague or, in some instances, nonsensical.

Considering the manuscripts consulted by Paton in her invaluable edition of 1926, we found them to be full of insertions or omissions, which either interrupt the flow of the text, such as it is, or add to it in such a way that it makes the preceding and following parts hard to understand. While we have for the most part kept to the 1498 edition, we have added a few essential sections from other manuscripts—clearly indicated in the text—where these help to restore the original meaning. We are aware that this makes the text included here something of a reconstruction, but we have included these sections to show that Vérart did what he could with the material available to him, while we have sought to make it more understandable for a modern audience.

In this context, it is important to understand the method of transcription that was followed throughout most of the medieval period. Handwritten manuscripts were selected, usually by their owners, to be copied out by several scribes (often professional copyists or monks). They, in their determination to stamp each work with their own presence, could omit, change, or reinterpret any part of the manuscript they were working on. In the case of the Merlin prophecies, this meant that almost none of the surviving versions are more than superficially alike, with a wide variety of errors, duplications, or misreadings occurring. The Vérard text is not lacking in these but has less than some of the more fragmentary versions.

Some manuscripts show that more than one scribe was involved in copying, and it is evident from that that they often lost touch with what they were doing, and then seemed to have tried with little success to add details of their own to fill in where there were gaps in the narrative. The result is, more often than not, confusion, and we have sought to replace missing sections and rearrange others where these appear to have been split up or simply forgotten.

The prophecies themselves are in fact so complicated or corrupted after numerous rewritings and by the amendments of several generations of scribes that they are virtually meaningless. However, we were delighted to discover that the Vérard version contains more of the original structure and content than any of the previous volumes.

We have also silently corrected the many variant spellings of personal names, such as the variety of spellings of, for example, Tristan and Percival, as well as numerous versions of the scribes named throughout the text; these variants simply add confusion to an already confused text. We have, therefore, sought for the most generally recognised version of names from the world of medieval and especially Arthurian literature. For the scribes’ names, we have chosen, for example, Raymon over Ramon or Raymond, Meliadus over Meliodas, and Helias over Helyas.

COMPANION SOURCES

In addition to the commentary on the hidden meanings of the work, we have set forth as much as we can concerning the sources to which the original compiler had access and that he appears to have utilised. One of the most interesting of these is a curious collection of fragmentary tales, originally compiled within the same few years as the Prophecies. This is known as the Cento Novelle Antiche (The 100 Ancient Tales) or just Il Novellino. Compiled by an unknown author between 1280 and 1300, this is one of the earliest collections written in the Italian language for a new audience, who were moving away from Latin texts and beginning to explore the possibility of compositions in their own tongue. The results of this extraordinary outpouring of works, in a variety of Italian dialects, between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries, includes the bawdy tales compiled by Giovanni Boccaccio (1313–1375) in his Decameron of 1353—published in Venice in 1492, just a few years before our manuscript was printed by Vérard—and of course Dante’s Divine Comedy, which appeared between 1308 and 1321.

Il Novellino, which predated both of these, was a very different creation. Few of the stories are longer than two or three pages and often read like summaries of much longer works—a fact that has caused some experts to suggest that it was intended as an index of tales from which professional Italian storytellers (giullare) could work. In fact, they were probably gathered by their author as a series of favourite glimpses into the literature of older times, as well as some of the great romances then being composed in France, Germany, and Spain. Although the style is much plainer—and a good deal more direct than the tales included in our book—there is at least one story that immediately leapt out at us as a possible source, or at least a single point of origin, for both texts. This not only explained some of the most mysterious passages in the Prophecies but also added to a theme we had begun to notice in the text we were working with.

This theme, which we will explore in greater depth in the commentary, concerns the links between the figure of a largely mythical character named Prester John (the name Prester is generally accepted to mean “priest-king”), believed to rule over a vast Christian kingdom in the East, and the Arthurian legends. This is a theme that has largely remained unnoticed until recent times, but it remains fascinating for the way in which it links these two powerful mythical characters.

In the Prophecies, we found several references to a great King of India, who, though not named here, very clearly refers to Prester John, who is described in this way in other texts. One of these, the German romance Der Jüngere Titurel (The Younger Titurel), attributed to Albrecht von Scharfenberg (c. 1275), recounts the connection between Prester John and the Grail story, in which the great king and priest becomes the guardian of the sacred vessel after Arthur’s time. In the Prophecies, he is discovered by the wise cleric Raymon who, on his flight atop a magical stone, passes over the kingdom of India and steals Prester John’s cloak.
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