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Trandator's Preface

Thisisthefourth of Chrttien's great narratives | have trans-
lated. Thefirst, Yuain, was published by Yade University Press
in 1987; the second and third, Erecand E#:ide and Cligés, were
published by Ydein 1997; and after Lancelot it is planned to
continue and conclude the enterprise with Perceual: The Szory
of the Grail.

Most of what needs to be explained about the technical
aspects of this trandlation haslong since been set out, in my
Trandlator's Preface to Yuain. And as | alsosaid there, "1 will
be content if thistrandation allows the modern reader some
reasonably dear view of Chrétien’s swift, clear style, hiswon-
derfully inventive story-telling, his perceptive characterizations
and sure-handed dialogue, his racy wit and dy irony, and the
vividness with which he evokes, for us his twentieth-century
audiences, the emotions and values of aflourishing, vibrant
world." | need only add that the longer | work with Chrétien,
the more "modern™ he seemsto me, in virtually al his essential
characteristics—which may help to explain why, as | said in con.
cluding that prior Translator's Preface, “Chrétien isa delight to
read—and to trandate." Not easy, but definitely adelight.



Although | have had constantly before me, in al the trans-
|ations subsequent to Yvasz, the two most recent editions of
the Old French original, the Geuvres complétes (1994), edited
for Gallimard’s deservedly famous Pléiade seriesby the late
Daniel Poirion and five collaborating scholars, and the complete
Romans (1994), edited for Le Livre de Poche series, once again,
by ateam of scholars, | have grown increasingly convinced of
the superiority of the Poirion texts. That for Lancelot, ou le
chevalier dela charerte, edited by Poirion, has accordingly been
followed in thistranslation.

Université des Acadiens
Lafayette, Louisiana
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Puisgue ma dame de Chanpaigne
Vialt que romans a feire anpraigne,
Comecil qui est suens antiers

Je I'anprendrai molt volentiers
Dequan qu'ilpuet el monde feire
Sanzrien de fesarge avant treire

Because my lady of Champagne*
Wants meto start anew

Romance, I'll gladly begin one,
For I'm completely her servant

In whatever she wants meto do,
And these are not flattering words.
Others, who liketo wheedle

And coax, might start by saying
—And this, too, would not
Beflattery—that here was a princess
Who outshines every lady

'‘Countess Marie de Champagne, oldest daughter o King Louis VI
and Eleanor of Aquitaine



Alive, asthe winds of April
And May blow sweetest of all.
But I, by God, refuse
To spin sweet words about
My lady. Should | say: "This lady
Isworth her weight in queens,
Onegem asgood assilks
And onyx?" No, | won't,
But evenif | don't, sheis.
What | haveto say isthat this
Story has been better polished
By her work and wisdom than by mine.
As Chrétien beginsthistale
Of Lancelot, the Knight
Of the Cart, he declares that the subject
And its meaning come from his lady.
She gave him the idea, and the story;
Hiswords do the work of her matter.
And he writes that once, on Ascension
Day, King Arthur held court
With all the splendor he loved,
Being so wealthy aking.
And after dining, Arthur
Remained with his companions,
For the hall wasfull of barons,
And the queen was there, and many
Other beautiful high-born
Ladies, exchanging el egant
Wordsin thefinest French.
And Kay, who along with others
Had waited on table, ate
With hisstewards. But as he sat down,
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A singularly well-equipped knight
Entered, armed to the teeth

And armored from head to foot.
Heavily armed as he was,

Hewalked straight to where

The king was seated among
Hisbarons, but gave him no greeting,
Declaring: "Arthur, | hold

Many of your people captive -
Knights, ladies, girls—

But | didn't comehereto tell you

| meant to let them go!

All | want you to know

Isthat neither your wesalth nor your strength
Issufficient to get them back.
Understand me: you'll be sooner
Dead than ableto do

A thing!" Theking answered

That what he couldn't help

He could livewith; but it did not make him
Happy. And then their visitor

Started to leave, but got

Only asfar as the door

Before he turned, stopped,

And instead of descending the steps
Threw back this challenge: "King,

If you haveasingleknight

In thiscourt of yoursyou can trust
To take your queen to the woods,
Where'll be goingwhen I'm finished
Here, then I'll agree

To let him have those prisoners



I've got in my dungeons, provided
H e can defeat mein battle,
It being understood

That possession of your queen is the prize

For victory." Many people

In the palace heard him; the court

Was astonished. The news was brought
ToKay, as he sat at hisfood,

And heroseat once, left

Thetable, and cameto the king,

And spoke with bitter anger:

"My lord, I've served you long

And most loyaly, and in great

Good faith. But I'm leaving you now,
Never to serve you again.

From this moment on, I've not

The dlightest desire to serve you."

The king was deeply shocked;

Assoon as hefound himsdlf

Ableto speak, hesaid,

"Isthisajoke, or are you

Serious?' "Your majesty,

Thisisnot atime

For joking, but for sayingfarewell.

I've told you what | want,

Nor do | ask for anything

Else: my decisionisfinal,

| intend to leaveat once.”

"But why is thiswhat you want?"
Asked theking. "Havel given offense?
Areyou angry? Cadm yourself, steward:
Remain at my court. Believeme,
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Kay, there's nothing in theworld

| wouldn't giveto keep

You here, to stop you from leaving."
"My lord, we're wasting time.

You couldn't keep mehere

With a basket of gold aday."
Deeply upset, Arthur

Hurried tofind his queen.

"My lady,” he said, "you won't
Believewhat our steward wants!
He says he's resigning his post

At once—and | don't know why!
Hewon't listento me,

But perhaps you can change hismind.
So hurry to him, dear lady,

And even if | can't persuade him
He might listen to you.

Throw yourself at hisfeet!

T'll never be happy again

If 1 lose the pleasuresof his presence!”
So the king sent her to seek

The steward, and she went, finding
Kay with agroup of knights.
Coming directly toward him,
Shesaid: "Kay, let me

Tel you right away,

| come to you deeply troubled

By what I've heard. They say,

And it hurts my heart to hear it,
That you wish to leave the king.
What's happened? Why would you do
Such athing? It's not like you—
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Neither courtly nor wise. Please, 140
| beg you: stay with my lord!"

"Lady," he said, "forgive me,

But | can't and | won't." Then the queen
Asked him again, and all

Theknights joined in her plea,

But Kay assured her she waswasting
Her breath, as they were wasting
Theirs. So the roya lady,

Great as she was, dropped

To her knees and begged him to remain.
"Rise, my lady." But she wouldn't,
Swearing she'd stay at hisfeet

Until he consented. Then Kay

Promised to remain, but only

If Arthur sworein advance

He could have whatever he wanted,
And the queen herself agreed.

"Kay," she replied, "whatever

Itis, well grant it together.

Come: well gototheking

And tell him your terms." So Kay

And Guinevere went to the king.

"My lord, Kay has agreed

To remain. It wasn't easy

To persuade him. But he said hewould stay,
Provided you give him what he asks."
The king sighed with pleasure

And said the steward could have

What he wanted, whatever it might be.
"My lord," said Kay, "this

Is the gift | want and you
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Have pledged yourself to giveme.

I'll think myself afortunate

Man, if you let me haveit.

Y our queen, who stands beside me,

Will be placed under my protection,

And well ride off to the woods

I'n search of the knight and hischallenge.”
The king was upset, but hisword

Had been given, and he could not revokeit,

No matter how angry and sorrowful

It made him (which was easy to see).
The queen, too, was deeply
Displeased, and the whole paace
Denounced Kay's pride and presumption
I n making such ademand.

And then the king took

The queen by the hand, and said,
"Lady, it can't be helped;

Y ou must gowith Kay." And the steward
Said, “Tust trust her to me;

There's nothing to be afraid of.

You can count on me, nmy lord:

I'll bring her back safe

And sound!" Arthur gave him

Her hand, and Kay led her

Out, the entire palace

Following, frowning as they went.

The steward wasfully armed,

Of course; his horse stood

In the courtyard, waiting, and besideit
The sort of palfrey fit

For aqueen to ride, patient,
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Cam, not pulling at the bit.
Slowly, the queen approached,
And, sighing sadly, mounted,
Then spoke in avoice so soft

No one was meant to hear her:
"Oh, my love, if only

You knew, you'd never let me
Take astep in thisman's

Care!" It was barely awhisper,
But Count Guinables, who stood
Closeby, heard what she'd said.
Asthey rode toward the woods, everyone
Watching, knights and ladies,
Wereassad asif shewere being
Buried. They never expected

To see her again, in thislife.

And so the steward, impelled

By his pride, took her to the woods.
For all their sorrow, none of them
Thought to follow along,

Until Sir Gawain quietly

Said to the king, hisuncle,

"My lord, I'm quite astonished:
Thisstrikes me asterribly wrong.
If you’ll take my advice, aslong
Asthere's time, and they're still in sight,
Let's ride dong behind them,
You and | and whoever

Joinsus. | smply can't keep
Mysdf from following after:

It makes no sense not to,

At least until we know
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What happens to the queen, and how well

Kay can take care of her."

"Well go, good nephew," said the king.

"Y oursis apolitic wisdom.

And now that you've spoken up, 240
Tell them to bring out our horses

And have them saddled and bridled,

So dl we need do is mount.”

As soon as the horses were ordered,

They wereled out and readied. Theking, 245
Of course, wasthefirst to mount,

And then my lord Gawain,

And after him the others.

Everyone wanted to come,

But each in hisown way, 210
Some of them armed to the teeth.

Some of them neither armored

Nor carrying weapons. But Gawain

Was fully armed, and had ordered

Two of hissquiresto bring 255
A pair of battle horses.

And then, as they neared the forest,

They saw Kay's horse, which they knew

At once, come jogging out,

Riderless, and observed that both 260
Its reins had been broken. And as

It approached they saw, too,

That the stirrup-leather was spotted

With blood, and the back of the saddle

Had been broken to hits. It was hardly 265
A pleasant sight; they nodded

And shrugged, knowing what had happened.




My lord Gawain galloped

Far ahead of the others,

Until he saw a knight

Come riding dowly toward him

On atired and heavy-footed

Horse, panting and drenched

With sweat. The knight greeted

My lord Gawain, and Gawain 275
Returned the greeting. And then,
Recognizing Gawain,

The knight stopped and said,

"My lord, | think you can see

What asweat my horseisin; 280
He's nouse at dl, in thisstate.

| believe those horses over

Thereare yours: may | ask,

Please, that you do methe favor—
Which Il gladly repay —of either

L etting me have, or lending me,

One, whichever you like?"

Said Gawain, "Take your pick:

The one you prefer is yours."

But the knight's need was so pressing
He made no attempt to choose

The better, or bigger, or faster,

But smply mounted the one

That happened to be closest, and galloped
Away at once. The horse

Heleft behind him fell dead,

So hard had he been ridden

That day, driven till he dropped.
Without losing amoment,



The knight dashed into 300
Theforest, and Gawain followed

Asfast as he could, until

H e reached thefoot of ahill.

Some distance further along

Hefound the horse the knight 305
Had taken, dead in the road,

And saw the signs of many

Mounted men, and broken

Shieldsand lancesall around.

Clearly,there'd been afurious 310
Fight, involving agood many

Knights, and Gawain was upset

He'd had no part in the battle.

Hedidn't stop for long,

But rode rapidly ahead 315
Until, suddenly, he saw

The knight, alone and on foot,

In full armor, helmet

On hishead, shield around his neck,

Sword at hisside. And there 320
Was acart—used, in those days,

Aswe useapillory, now.

I'n any good-sized town

Youl'l find them by the thousand, hut then

Therewas only one, and they used it

For every kind of criminal,

Exactly like the pillory

Today — murderers, thieves,

Those defeated in judicia

Combat, robbers who roamed 330
In the dark, and those who rode




The highways. Offenders were punished
By being set in the cart

And driven up and down

The town. Their reputations
Werelost, and the right to be present
At court; they lost dl honor

And joy. Everyoneknew

What the carts were for, and feared them,;
They'd say, "If you seea cart

Coming your way, Cross

Yourself, and pray to the Lord

On high, to keep you from evil."

The knight on foot, who had

No lance, came up behind

The cart and saw, seated

On the shaft, a dwarf, who like

A carter held along whip

In his hands. And the knight said,
"Dwarf, in the name of God,

Tell me: have you seen my lady

The queen come by?" The dwarf,
Low-born and disgusting, had no
Interest in tellingthe knight
Anything:"If you feel like taking

A ridein this cart of mine,

You might find out, by tomorrow,
What's happened to the queen.” The cart
Rolled dowly on, not stopping

For even amoment; and the knight
Followed along behind

For severd steps, not climbing

Right up. But his hesitant shame
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Waswrong. Reason, whichwarred
With Love, warned him to take care; 365
It taught and advised him never
To attempt anythinglikely
To bring hizn shameor reproach.
Reason's rules come
From the mouth, not from the heart. 370
But Love, speaking from deep
I'n the heart, hurriedly ordered him
Into the cart. H elistened
To Love, and quickly jumpedin,
Putting al sense of shame 373
Aside, asLove had commanded.
Then my lord Gawain came galloping
Up, chasing the cart,
And seeing the knight seated
Inside it could not keep from gaping, 380
And said, "Dwarf, give me
News of the queen, if you have any."
The dwarf answered, "If you loathe
Y ourself, as this other knight does,
Climb up and sit beside him, 385
And I'll take you both at once."
This struck my lord Gawain
Astheheight of absolute fally,
And he said he wouldn't climbin,
Not caring to exchange his horse 390
For adirty criminal's cart.
"Just go wherever you're going,”
Hesaid, "and I'll follow along."
So off they went, one
On his horse, two in the cart, 395




But all traveling the same

Road. That evening they came

To acastle—and what abeautiful.

Noble placeit was!

They entered through agate,

And the people inside were astonished
By the sight of aknight inacart,

But felt no quiet compassion:

High-born or low, young or

Old, they hooted and cried

Up and down thestrests,

And the knight could hear them saying
Disgusting things, dl of them
Wondering: "What will happen

To thisknight? Ishe ready to be roasted?
Flayed or hanged? Will they drown him,
Or burn him on a brushwood fire?

Tdl us, driver, dwarf!

What did they catch him doing?

Ishe just athief? Or maybe 415
A murderer? Was he beaten in combat?'
No one received an answer;

The dwarf ignored them all.

With Gawain riding behind him,

He drovetheknight to hislodgings— 420
A tower standing in the open

Fields, right in front of

The town, ameadow to one side,

And then aridgeof grayish

Rock, on which the tower 425
Was set, straight and tall.

Thecart rolled in, and Gawain
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Came riding after. In the great

Hall of thislovely building

Hewas greeted by a beautiful lady,

Thefairest in that whole country,

And with her camea pair

Of well-born, graciousgirls.

As soon as they saw Gawain

They clapped their handsin delight,

And after making him welcome

Began asking questions:

"Tdl us, dwarf: what

Did hedo, thisknight in your cart?"

The dwarf refused to answer,

But ordered the knight out

Of the cart, then disappeared;

And no one knew where he went.

My lord Gawain dismounted;

Two young pages appeared,

And helped the knights disarm.

Others brought fur-lined cloaks,

And both knights put them on.

When dinnertime came, the table

Was bountifully set. My lord

Gawain and thelady were seated

Side by side. Neither

Knight needed different

Or better lodgings: dl through

The evening thelady honored

Them both with her noble, elegant

Company and her gracious manners.
Once they had eaten their fill,

A pair of immense beds
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Were readied, sideby side

In the middle of the hall, and then
A third, richer and finer

Than either of the others: according
Tothestory, no one has ever
Imagined such asplendid bed,
Delightfully designed and furnished
And when it wastimeto sleep
Thelady took her guests

To where these beds had been readied
She showed them thefirst two

And explained, "These arefor you.
But that one's reserved for those
Who deserve such splendor: it's not
For you to sleepin." And the knight
Who'd cometo that tower riding

I'n acart, with adwarf ashis driver,
Replied to this prohibition

Wirh utter contempt and disdain:
"And why," he demanded, "is thisbed
Forbidden?" Thelady's answer
Was ready and waiting; she needed
No pausefor thought or reflection:
"It's not for you,” she declared,
"Todemand such things. Any
Knight who's ridden in acart

Has lost his honor forever.

You have no right to ask

Such questions and expect to be answered—

And certainly not to sleep
Inthat bed. Youll pay dearly,
If you do! | never prepared
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Sorich aplacefor thelikes

Of you. Don't even think of it."
"Youll beseeing methere," hesaid.
"Oh, really?'"Indeed." "Then do
Asyou please.”" "Whatever it costs,"
Said the knight, "whoever's annoyed,
Whoever getshurt, by God!

| haven't thefaintest idea.

But I'll be deeping in thisbed
Tonight, and sleeping well."

The bed wasamost ayard
Longer than the others, and as soon
As his armor was off he stretched himself
Out on the yellow satin,
Embroidered with gold. That bed
Hadn't been lined with wornout
Squirrel peltsbut with deep,

Thick sable, worthy of warming

A king. The mattresshe lay on
Wasn't mere hay or reeds

Or old straw mats! And then,

At midnight, hurled likelightning,
A spear came crashing across

The bed, point first, so close

To the deeping knight that it almost
Pinned him between the ribs,
Stitched him to the blanket and the white
Sheets. And that spear bore

A burning pennant, and the blanket
And sheets began to flame,

And the whole bed was on fire.

But though the point passed
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S0 near the knight that it drew

A faint line across

Hisskin, it did not wound him

The knight sat up, beat out

Theflames, took the spear,

And threw it to the middle of the hall,

And—never leaving the bed —

Lay down once more and slept

Ascadm and restful asleep

As before, peaceful and at ease.
Early next morning, having

Ordered aMassfor her guests,

The lady who lived in the tower

Cameto cal them from their beds.

Once Mass had been sung,

The knight who'd ridden in the cart

Walked, deep in thought,

To awindow opening out

On the meadows, and stood looking

Acrossthefields. At the very

Next window the young lady of the tower

Was discussingsomething (I've no idea
What) for amoment, with my lord
Gawain; no one could hear

What they said. But while they wereleaning

And looking, they saw a corpse,

The body of adead knight,

Being carried down from the meadows
And along the river,and beside him,
Weeping and wailing, came
Threeladies, mourning asthey went.
A great processionfollowed
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The bier, preceded by anoble

Knight, leading at hisleft

Hand a beautiful lady.

The knight a the window knew her
At once: this wasthe queen,

And hiseyesfollowed her along

The path, watching with passionate
Care, thrilled at the sight,

For aslong as he could. Then,

When hewasn't ableto seeher,

His body went slack, hefelt

He could et himsdf fall from the window,
And was hdfway over thesill

When Gawain saw him and, from
Behind, pulled him back,

Saying, "Be calm, my lord:

In the name of God, don't even

Think of committing such folly!

How wrong to despise your lifel"
"He's right to despiseit,” said the lady.
"Do you think there's anyone who hasn't
Heard what happened? Of course
He'd rather be dead, now

That he's ridden in the cart. For him,
Death would he better than life,

For dl lifeholds is shame,

Contempt, and misery." Both knights
Asked for their armor and weapons,
And made themselves ready. And the lady
Displayed a noble politeness:

Having jeered and mocked more
Than enough, now she gave

sho
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The knight, as amark of affection
And respect, a horse and a spear.

And the knights left her like civilized
Men, well trained in courtesy,

Bowing and wishing her well,

Then riding away, following

After the procession they'd seen.

No one could exchange aword

With either knight, they galloped

So fast. They rode hard

Down the road the queen had taken,
But couldn't catch the funeral

Party, which had hurried off.

Leaving the fields, they crossed

A fenceand found awell-kept

Road, which led them across

A forest. It was early morning

When they cameto acrossroads and saw
A girl, whom they both greeted,
Asking, with careful courtesy,

If by any chance she knew,

And was ableto tell them, where

The queen had been taken. She answered
Soberly, saying, "Offer

Me enough and, yes,

| can certainly tell you. | can set you
On theright road, and name you
Theland they've gone to and the knight
Who'sled them there. But you'll need
To be ready for immense hardships,

If you try to follow them! It takes
Pain and suffering to get there."
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My lord Gawain replied,

"With God'sgood help, my lady,

| pledge mysdf and whatever

Strength | have to your service,

Whenever you need me, if only

Youll tell methetruth." The knight

Who'd ridden in the cart offered

More than dl hisstrength,

Swearing, with dl the force

And power that Love had given him,

That nothing would stand in his way

And, fearing nothing, he'd come

Whenever shecalled and do

Whatever she wanted done.

"Youll hear it dl!" shecried,

And immediately began her tae:
"On my faith, lords, amost powerful

Knight, Méléagant,

Son of theking of Gorre,

Has taken the queen to that land

No one vidtsand ever

Returns, forced to remain

In exile, serving that lord."

Then the knight of the cart demanded:

"Where can wefind that land,

Lady?How do we get there?"

Sheanswered, "I'll certainly tell you.

But understand: you'll meet

With many obstacles, and many

Dangers; it won't be easy,

Without the king's permission.

His name is Bademaguz.
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But two desperately dangerous
Bridges can get you in.
Oneiscalled THE SUNKEN
BRIDGE—Dbecause, in fact,

It's under the water, exactly
Halfway down, set

Right in the middle, as much
Water below asaboveit,

Hung between surface and bottom.
And sinceit's barely afoot

And a hdf in width and thickness,
It's afeast you ought to refuse —
Though it's far and away the least
Dangerous. (Thereare many other
Pathways| won't even mention.)
But the second bridge is the worst,
So exceedingly risky that no one
Has ever gotten across,

For it's honed assharp asasword blade—

Which iswhy it's called THE sworD
BRIDGE. Whatever |'ve told you
Istrue, and as much of the truth
Asit'sin my power to tell you."

At which they asked: "Lady,
Would you like to explain how

We can get to each of these bridges?”

And the girl answered, "Right
Over there isastraight road

To the Sunken Bridge; the other
Will lead you to the Sword Bridge."
And then the knight who'd ridden
In the cart said to his companion,
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"Sir, it's up to you:

Pick whichever route

You prefer; I'll take the other.
Choose whichever you like."

"By God," said my lord Gawain,

"It isn't much of achoice;

They’re both wickedly dangerous

| know no way to decide

Between them. Which would be better?
But how can | hesitate,
Sinceyou've given me the choice?
T'll go to the Sunken Bridge."

"Then we're agreed. There's nothing
More to be said. You take

Your road, and I'll take mine."

And then the three of them went

I n their different directions, warmly
Commending each other to God.
But just assheturned to leave them,
Thegirl said, "Remember:

You both owe mewhatever

Reward I want, whenever

| want it. Don't forget."

"Indeed we won't, my dear,"

The knightsanswered asone.

And so they took their leave.

Mind and body, the knight

Of the cart remained in Love's

Firm grip, helplessagainst it;

His thoughts were so tumbled about
That he nolonger knew who hewas,
Or if hetruly existed,
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Or what his name might be,

Or whether he was wearing armor,

Or where he was going or from where

He'd come. All he could think of

Was one woman, for whom 720
He'd forgotten everything else —

And he thought of her so intently

That he heard and saw and knew

Nothing. But his horse galloped

Ahead, on al the right roads, 725
The most direct paths,

And asluck would haveit brought

His master to an open place

Near ariver crossing.

The other side of theford 730
Woas guarded by an armed knight,

Accompanied by agirl who rode

A peaceful pafrey. The sun

Was already starting down,

But our love-stricken knight had never

Left hissilent dreamworld.

His horse, which wasterribly thirsty,

Saw the bright, dear water,

And headed directly toward it.

The sentinel on the other side 740
Shouted: "Knight! | guard

Thisford. You're forbidden to cross.”

Our knight neither listened nor heard,

Lost in the whirling thoughts

That never left him; his horse 743
Hurried straight to the water,

The sentinel called out again:




"Leave, if you know what's good for you
You can't cross here."

And he swore by the heart in his chest
He'd attack, if our knight camefurther.
And still hiswordswent unheard.

So hecried, onefina time:

"Knight! Stay out of the ford.

It's forbidden, I've dready told you.

| swear by the head on my shoulders
T'll attack the moment you try it."

But dl our knight heard was hisown
Thoughts. His horse |eapt

Straight from the bank to the water,
And drank asfast as he could.

The sentinel swore to make

Our knight pay: no shield would protect him,

Nor would the mail shirt he wore.

He spurred his horse to agallop,
Then whipped it to itsfastest pace,
And struck our knight so fiercely

That he stretched him out in the water
No one was allowed to cross.

His spear, too, fell

I n the water, and the shield from around
His neck. But the water woke him:
Blinking, at best half-conscious,

Like someone jud out of bed,

He jumped to hisfeet, astonished

To find himsdf where he was.

And then he saw the sentinel,

And shouted, "Y ou! Why

Did you hit me? Explain yourself,
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For | never knew you werethere,
And I've done nothing to harm you."
"Youdid, by God," was the answer.
"Didn't you treat melikedirt

When | told you, three times over,
And asloud and clear as| could,
That you couldn't cross? You had
To hear me, at least the second
Time, or thethird, but you rode
Right on, although | warned you

I'd strikeif you entered that water."
But our knight immediately answered,
"Asfar as|'m concerned,

| never saw you and | never

Heard you! Maybe you did

Forbid meto cross. But |

Waslost in my thoughts. Believe me,
Just let me get my hands

On your bridle, and you'll regret it!";
"Oh, really?"' the sentinel answered.
"And what will you do? Come over
Here and hang on my bridle,

If you're braveenough totry it.

All your boasting and threats

Aren't worth afistful of ashes.”
"There's nothing 1'd like better,"
Our knight answered. "You'll see
Exactly what happens assoon as

| get my hands on you."

And then our knight waded

To the middle of the stream, and grasped
Thesentinel'sreinsin hisleft
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Hand, and seized hisleg

With the right, pulling and twisting

So hard that the other cried out

In pain: he felt asif 815
Hisleg was about to be pulled

From his body, and begged our knight

To stop, saying, "Knight,

If you'd liketo challengeme, man

To man, go get your horse, 820
And your shield, and your spear, and I'll gladly

Fight you." "By God, | won't

Let go,” said our knight. "I'm afraid

You'll run away the minute

You'refree.” Deeply shamed, 825
The sentinel said, "Knight,

You can mount your horsein peace.

| promisel'll neither trick you

Nor run away. Youve shamed me,

And now I'm angry."” But our knight 830
Only replied, "Not

Till you've solemnly sworn you won't

Play tricks, or run, or ride

Toward me, or touch me, until

Y ou see me mounted. I'd do you 835
A great favor, if | set you

Free, now that I've got you."

And so he swore, for he had to.

As soon as he had the sentinel's

Solemn word, our knight 840
Went to collect hisshield

And spear, which had floated far

From theford, carried by the swift




Current. Then he returned

And took possession of his horse. 845
And when hewas back in the saddle

He hung the shield around

His neck, and set his spear

Against the saddle bow.

And then the knights ran 850
At one another asfast

Astheir horses could gallop. The sentinel

Struck the very first blow,

Striking so hard that his spear

Shattered. Then a blow from our knight 855
Drove him off his horse,

Deep down in the water.

And our knight leapt from his horse,

Sure he could drivein front of him

At least ahundred such enemies. 86a
He drew his great steel sword

Just as the sentinel, leaping

Up, drew his, gleaming

Bright, and they fought once more,

Holding their shining shields 865
In front of them, protecting themselves,

For both sharp blades were busy,

Always moving, never

At rest. They beat a each other,

Relentless, the fighting so furious 870
That our knight began to fed,

Deep in his heart, ashamed

To beat it solong, working

So hard to finish what he'd started,

And wondering if he'd ever succeed 875




In hismission, if asingleknight
Could delay him. It seemed to him
That, just the day before,

If hed met ahundred such knights
In avaley, he'd have beaten them ail
By now; he was anxious, and worried,
Finding himsdlf forced

Towaste histime, and so many
Blows. He attacked the sentinel

So fiercely that he turned and ran,
Reluctantly giving up

Control of the ford. But our knight
Weas not done: he chased the other
Down, and drove him to the ground
On dll fours, swearing as he swung
His sword he'd soon regret
Tumbling atraveler in the stream
And interrupting his thoughts.

The girl who'd come with the sentinel
Heard thesefearsome threats

And, much afraid, begged

Our knight not to kill him.

But the knight of the cart informed her

H e couldn't show mercy to someone
Who'd made him suffer such shame.
So our knight came forward, sword
Raised, and the sentinel cried,

"For the sake of God, and for me,
Grant methe mercy | asked for!"
Our knight answered, "May God
Loveme, I've never denied

Mercy to aman who did me
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Wrong, if he asked in God's name.
I'll grant you mercy, this once,

For His sake. It's only right:

| can't refuseyou, when you ask

Not in your own name, but His.

But first, swear in His name

Youll remain my prisoner, and come
Whenever | call you." The oath

Weas ahard one, but the sentinel sworeit.
And then the girl spoke
Again,"Knight, if you please,

Now that he's begged for mercy

And you have agreed to grant it,

If ever before you've freed

A captive, rlease thisone

To me; let me have him

In return for my pledge to grant you
Whatever you want, whenever

You asKit, if | possibly can."

Hearing her words, the knight

Of the cart knew who she was,

And immediately freed his prisoner.
But knowing that he knew her caused
The girl immense anguish:

It was exactly what she did not want.
So she hurried them off on their way,
She and the sentinel commending
Our knight to God, and requesting
His permissionto leave. It was granted.
Then the knight of the cart rode on
Until it was almost evening,

When he saw abeautiful girl,



Elegantly dressed and bejeweled.
She greeted him with courteous,
Well-bred words, and our knight
Answered, "May God grant you
Good health and happiness.”
Shesaid, "Sir, my house

Is nearby, ready to recelve you

If you decide to useit.

But in order to enjoy my home
You haveto sleegp with me.

My offer's conditional and these
Aremy terms." Many men

Would have thanked her athousand times over,

But our knight's face went dark
And his answer was very different:
"| thank you, lady, for the offer

Of your home, which is gracious and welcome:

But asfar as deeping's concerned,
With your kind permission, T'll decline."
"By God, you'll get nothing,"

Said the girl, "unless you agree.”

And seeing he had no choice,

Our knight accepted her offer,

Though it gavehim pain to say so—
But that was nothing, compared

To what he'd suffer that night!

And the girl who took him to bed
Would experience trouble and shame—
Or perhaps she'd love him so much
Shewouldn't want tolet him

Leave her. Once he'd consented,
Agreed to do as she wished,
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Sheled him to acastle courtyard

Finer than any in Thessaly,

Surrounded on al sides

By high wallsand adeep

Moat. But the only man

In that place wasthe one she'd brought there.
She'd had a suite of beautiful

Rooms readied, and ahuge,

Stately hall. They'd reached

Her home, after riding along

Beside ariver, and the drawbridge

Had been lowered, well in advance,

Todlow them to cross. They rode

Over the bridge, and found

The castlehall open;

It was covered by atiled roof.

The gate, too, was open,

And inside they saw a round

Tableon which agreat cloth

Had been spread, and plates had been brought,

And burning candles glowed

In their appointed places; there were gold

Plated silver cups,

And apair of bowls, onefull

Of blackberry wine, the other

Of good strong white. Two basins

Of warm water, for washing

Their hands, had been set at one end

Of abench, and at the other

A handsome towel, brightly

Worked, for drying themselves.

But not asingleservant
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Or steward or waiter could be seen.
The knight of the cart lifted

His shield from his neck and hung it
From a hook, and set his spear

In arack, high on thewall.

Then he dismounted, and the [ady,
Too, came down from her saddle.
And he was grateful, seeing

How she chose not

Towait for hishelp. Assoon

As her feet had touched the ground,
Not hesitating a moment,
Sheraninside, to aroom

From which she brought ascarlet
Cloak for him to wear.

The room was bright, asthough the night
Sky wasfilled with stars;

So many candles were burning,

So many flaring torches,

It was dmost like daylight. Once
She'd draped the cloak around

His shoulders, she said, "My friend,
This basin of water, and thistowel,
Arefor you to use: there's no one
Hereto help you. You

And | are alone, asyou see.

So wash your hands, if you like,
Then seat yoursdf wherever

You please, and—sinceit's time

For eating—eat what you wiil.”
"Gladly." So he washed his hands
And sat where he pleased, and she came

100§

1010

101§

1020

1025

1030

1035




34 Lancelot

And sat beside him, and they ate
And drank together. And then
It wastimeto leavethetable.

And assoon asthey rose, the girl
Said to the knight, "My lord,
Try the night air for a bit,
If you wouldn't mind, and if
You please, linger awhile,
Until you think I've been able
To put mysdf to bed.
Don't be offended or displeased,
For then you can honor your promise."
"You have my word," he replied,
"That I'll bein your bed assoon
As| think the hour has come."
Then he walked outside, staying
In the courtyard for along while,
Until it wastime to return,
For he needed to honor his pledge.
But coming back to the hall
H e could not find the girl
Who wanted to be hislover.
He searched, but could not see her,
And said to himsdlf, "Wherever
She'sgone, I'll go and find her."
He set out a once, determined
To keep hisword. And just
As he started toward the other
Rooms, he heard agirl
Screaming, and knew the voice
For the girl he was supposed to sleep with
Seeing an open door,
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He went in that direction

And saw, right in front of him,

A knight who had tumbled the girl,
Her clothes turned up, across

A bed, and was holding her down.
And she, thinking surely

He'd cometo help her, cried
Asloud as she could, "Help me,
Help me! Knight! My guest!
Unlessyou get him off me

He'll dishonor me while you watch!
You're the oneI'm supposed

To sleep with—you promised! Can you let him
Take melike this, by force,

Right under your eyes?

Oh noble knight, please!

Hurry, help me, before

It'stoo late!" Thegirl was amost
Naked, and the knight was shamelessly
Pushing her down, and our knight
Felt deeply humiliated,

Seeing their bodies one

On the other; hefelt no desire
And not the slightest jedlousy.

But the door wasguarded by a pair
Of knights, both well armed,
Their swords already drawn.

And inside the room were four
Men at arms, each

With an ax sharp enough

To cut an ox in half

Aseasly aschopping roots
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And branches from reeds and bushes
Our knight stood where he was,
Uncertain: "My God, what

Can | do?1 began thisgreat

Quest for Guinevere's sake.

| can't proceed if my heart

Isonly as brave as arabbit's:

If Cowardicelends meits strength,
And | march at its command,

I'll never achievemy goal.

To stay right herewould be shametul —
And even thinking such thoughts
Brings me dishonor. My heart

Would be black and worthless: by God,
It makesme miserableto havewaited
Thislong, it's amortal shame

To havelingered herelikethis.

How can | hopefor God's

Mercy if I'm driven by pride?

If | don't prefer an honorable

Death to alife of shame?

What honor could | possibly gain,

If the door had been left unguarded?
If these fellowsstepped back and let me
Goin unchallenged? By God,
Thelowest man among men

Could accomplishal that! | hear

That miserablecreature calling

For help, over and over,

In the name of the promise | made her,
And cursing mefor not coming."

H e approached the door, risking
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His head and his neck for aquick

Look up at the guards,

And saw the swords coming

At him. So he pulled back his head, 1135
And the knights, unable to stop

Their stroke, swung so savagdly

Hard that both swords struck

The ground and shattered. And seeing them

Smashed to pieces, he worried 1140
A good dedl less about

Those axes waitinginside.

He jumpedinside, struck

Oneman at arms, and then

Another, thefirst he could get to, 1145
Clubbing them with elbowsand fists

And stretching them out on the ground

Thethird one swung, and missed;

Thefourth one diced his cloak,

And hisshirt, and cut through 1150
To thewhite flesh of hisshoulder,

Which quickly began to bleed.

Our knight paid no attention

To hiswound, leaping swiftly

Acrossthe room and grasping 155
By the head the man who was trying

Toforce the girl. Our knight

Meant to honor his promise,

Before he wasdone! Likeit

Or not, he yanked the head back. t16o
But thefellow who'd missed him, at first,

Came rushing over asfast

Ashe could, raising his ax,




Planning to split our knight's skull
Down to the teeth. Knowing

How to defend himsdlf,

Our knight dragged the rapist

In front of the blow, which fell
Right between the neck

And the shoulder, and cut them apart.
And then our knight took hold of
The ax and quickly wrenched it
Out of thefdlow's hands,

Then dropped the man he'd been holding,
Needing to defend himself

Againgt the two remaining
Knightsand the men at arms

With axes, who had launched asavage
Attack. Leaping between

The bed and the wall, he called:
"Comeon, dl of you! Now

That I've got an ax, and space
Toswingit, you couldn't beat me
Even with another twenty

Or thirty to help you!" And then
Thegirl, who'd been watching, said,
"By God, knight, you've nothing
Tofear, with meat your side!"

With asnap of thewrist, she waved
Away knights and men

And all. And at once, without

A word of protest, they |eft.

And then the girl added,

"My lord, how well you've held off
My entire household! Now come
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With me; I'll show you the way."
Holding hishand, sheled him
Back to the great hall.
He followed along, unhappy.
A bed stood ready in the middle
Of the hall, beautifully made
With soft, flowing white sheets —
No flat straw mattress for them,
No rough and wrinkled blankets!
A coverlet of flowered
Silk, double thickness,
Had been spread on top, and the girl,
Still wearing her chemise,
Lay onit. How hard it was
For him, taking off

His shoes and undressing! H e was sweating

Freely, but even suffering

As he was, he meant to honor

His pledge. Was he being forced?
Almost: hewasforcing himself
Tosleep with the girl; his promise
Called him, and bent hiswill.
Helay on the bed, dowly,
Carefully, like her till wearing
Hisshirt, so cautious as he stretched
Out on his back that no part

Of his body was touching hers.
Nor did he say aword—

Asif he'd been amonk,
Forbidden to speak in his bed.

He stared a the ceiling, seeing
Neither her nor anything
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Else. He could not pretend

Goodwill. And why?His heart

Had been captured by another woman,
And even a beautiful face

Cannot appeal to everyone.

The only heart our knight

Owned was no longer his

To command, having already

Been given away; there was nothing
Left. Love, which rules

All hearts, alowsthem only

One home. "All hearts?' No:

All that Lovefindsworthy,

Love's approva beingworth

A great deal. And Lovevalued

Our knight higher than any,

Creating such pridein his heart

That | cannot blame him, and | will not,
For renouncing what Love denied him
And strivingfor the love Love meant him
To have. The girl could see

Her company caused him discomfort;
He'd gladly havelet her go,

Clearly determined not

To touch her or seek her favor.

So she said, "With your permission,
My lord, I think I'l leaveyou,

And sleepin my own bed,;

You'll be more a your ease, alone.

| can't believe you find me

Delightful, or ever will.

Don't think me crude, please,
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For speaking my mind so plainly.
You're entitled to agood night's sleep,
Having so completely
Carried out your pledge
That there's nothing more | can ask.
Let me commend you to God.
And now I'll go." Sheleft him,
Which caused him no grief at all;
He was pleased to let her leave,
For hisheart was fully committed
To someone else. The girl
Saw and understood
His relief. She sought her own bed,
Undressed and lay herself down,
And then shesaid to herself,
"Of dl the knights|'ve ever
Known, none have been worth
A penny—half a penny! —
Except for him. And | know
Exactly why: he's set
His heart on a quest so grand,
So painful, so full of danger,
That no other knight could attempt it.
May God grant him success!"
And then shefell asleep,
And lay in her bed till dawn.

But shewoke, and hurriedly rose,
At thevery firgt light of morning.
The knight was awake, too;
Hedressed and put on hisarmor,
Waitingfor no one's help.
Coming to the hall, shesaw
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He was ready, and said, as soon

As she joined him, "Knight, may this day
Gowel for you." "May it

Gowell for you, my lady,”

H e answered at once, adding
Hewasanxiousto have hishorse
Brought out with no further delay.
She led him into the courtyard,
Saying, "My lord, I'll join you

For much of this journey, if you think
You're able to safely escort me

Along the road, according

To our ancient rules and customs,
Here in the kingdom of Logres."
Which customs were, in those days,
That aknight finding alady

Or agirl, alone and unguarded,
Should sooner cut his own throat
Than do her the slightest harm

Or offer even the faintest

Thought of any dishonor,

If he meant to preserve his good name,
For if he shamed the young woman
He'd be banished from every court

I'n the world. But when a knight

Was her escort, that knight could be challenged —
And should he be beaten in battle,
Conguered by force of arms,

The winner, without any shadow

Of disgrace, could do as heliked

With the woman. Which iswhy the girl
Had asked him if he dared take her

129§

1300

1303

1310

1315

1320




Lancelot 43

In hand, and lead her about,
According to these rules, which no one
Could ignore while he was with her.
And the knight of the cart answered,

"| guarantee no one

Will hurt you unless they hurt me
First." "In which case, I'll come."

She ordered her pafrey saddled,

And so it was, & once,

And led right out, along

With the knight's horse. They mounted
Without asquire to help,

And then they galloped off.

Shetried talking, but he had
Nointerest in her words and neither
Heard them nor replied: he reveled

In histhoughts, but speech was painful.
Lovekept scratching open
Thewounds he'd suffered for Love.
He'd never bothered to bandage them
Over, or tried to heal them:

From the moment he'd felt the blow
And known he was hurt, he'd never
Longed for relief or sought

To be cured but, grateful, hungered
For his pain.

They followed the road
Wherever it led them, and at last
Cameto aflowingspring,

Emerging from the middle of a meadow.
A great rock stood
Besideit, and lying on that stone,
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Left by God knowswho,
Was acomb of ivory and gold.
Since the days of the giant Ysoré
No one, wise man or fool,
Had seenitslike. And haf
A handful of hair had been left there
By whoever had used it last.

The girl saw the spring
And the stone, and thought it better
That theknight of the cart did not,
So she turned down another road.
And hewas so lost in his thoughts,
And dl their pleasures, that at first
He paid no attention, but let her
Lead him out of the path,
Yet when hefinaly noticed
Hewasafraid of being tricked,
Sure she had swerved away

From the road to keep from encountering

Something dangerous. " Stop,
Young lady. Thisis thewrong
Road. We need to go that way.
One never finds the way

By leaving the right road."

"My lord," said thegirl, "this one
Is better. | know the way."
Heanswered, "I've noidea,
Lady, what's in your mind,

But clearly this road's the one
Everyone'sfollowed. Just look.
You can't turn me aside

And start mein some other direction,
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Go back, if you like, or come

With me down the road we've been riding."

So on they went, and soon

H e saw the stone, and the comb. 1390
"My lord!" he exclaimed. "Never

In al my life have| seen

Such acomb!™ "Fetch it for me,"

Said thegirl. "Gladly," he said,

And bent, and picked it up. 1395
And then he held it, staring

At the strands of hair it held,

Until the girl began

Tolaugh. And the knight of the cart

Asked her why she waslaughing. 1400
"Jugt be quiet," she said.

"I won't tell you, right now."

"Why not?" "1 don't fed like talking."

Hearing this, he begged her

In the nameof her lover, if she had one, 1405
To tell him, for loversshould never

Lieor conceal the truth

"If there's anyone you love,

Lady, with dl your heart,

Let meask and plead and demand 1410
In his name that you tell methetruth."

"Who could deny such

A request?' shesaid. "I'll tell you

Whatever | know, and tell you

Truly. UnlessI'm mistaken 1415
| recognizethis comb.

It belongsto the queen, | know

It does. And these hairsthat you see,
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So bright, so clear, so brilliant,

Left in the teeth of this comb.

They come from the queen’s head:

No other field could have grown them."
And the knight replied, "By God,
Theworld isfull of kings

And queens. Which one do you mean?"
She answered, "Good lord, your lordship!
King Arthur's queen, of course.”

Brave as hewas, he almost

Fell from his horse, hearing

These words; he supported himself

By leaning down as hard

As he could against the bow

Of hissaddle. The gitl was astonished,
Stunned by this sudden reaction

And truly afraid he might fall.

And who could blame her, for he seemed
Unconscious, lost to his senses,

And very nearly was,

As closeas aman can come,

For his heart wasfilled with such sadness
That for along moment the blood

In hisface disappeared, and his mouth
Could not move. The girl dlipped

From her horse and ran to hisside
Asfast asshe could, to hold

Him up and keep him from falling —
The very last thing in the world
Shewanted! But seeing her come

H ewas shamed, and demanded, "Why
Areyou here?It's none of your business."
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Don't think the girl was stupid
Enough to tell him the truth

And shame him till more: she saw
What painit would cause him, knowing
She'd seen hisweakness. Guarding
Her tongue, she said, smply,

I n her best and most courteous manner,
"My lord, | camefor that comb:
That's al | want—and | want it

So badly I'll never he happy

Until | getit!" Hewaswilling

To hand it over, hut first

He gently removed the queen's

Hair, not breaking asingle

Strand. Onceaman
Hasfaleninlovewith awoman
Noonein dl the world

Can lavish such wild adoration

Even on the objectsshe owns,
Touching them a hundred thousand
Times, caressing with his eyes,
Hislips, hisforehead, hisface.

And dl of it brings him happiness,
Fills him with the richest delight;

He pressesit into his breast,

Slipsit between hisshirt

And his heart—worth more than awagon-
Load of emeralds or diamonds,

Holy relicsthat free him

Of diseaseand infection: no powdered
Pearls and ground-up horn

And snail shellsfor him! No prayers
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To SaintsMartin and James: hisfaith
In her hair is complete, he needs
Nomore. And their real power?
You'd take mefor aliar, and afool,

If | told you the truth—if they offered him

Everything displayed at the Fair

Of Saint-Denis hewouldn't

Have exchanged the hairs he'd found
For thewhole bursting lot of it.
And if you're dtill hunting

The truth, let metell you that gold
Refined a hundred times,

And then again, would have seemed
To him, if you set that gold

Against asinglestrand

Of hair, darker than night
Compared to asummer's day.

But | need to get on with my story.
Thegirl carried off

The comb, and quickly remounted,
While he was ravished with delight
By what he bore above

His heart. Then they crossed the plain
And entered aforest so dense

That riding side by side
Becameimpossible, and they went
In singlefile, one

Behind the other, the girl

In front, spurring her horse
Forward in astraight line.

Just as the path narrowed

Still further, they saw aman
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Approaching, and even at adistance
The girl immediately knew
Who he was, and said, "Sir knight,
Do you see that man riding
Toward us, fully armed
And armored, and ready for battle?
He thinks he's going to take me
Away, without resistance:
| know him, | know what he's thinking.
H elovesmewith awild passion,
And for avery long time he's begged
For my love, and sent me messages,
But I'll never love him, it's out
Of the question, completely impossible.
In the name of God, I'd rather
Bedead than hislover! Right
This minute, | know it, he's asthrilled
At the thought of having me asif
| werelying in hisarms. And now
WEell seewhat you're ableto do,
WEell learn if you're truly brave:
The time has come. Can you realy
Protect me, asyou said you could?
Can awoman rely on your word?
I'll be ableto t=ll the world,
For better or worse, just what
Y ou're made of." He answered, "Fine,
Fine," and seemed to be saying,
"How can you worry?You're frightening
Y oursdlf for nothing. Why
Beafraid, aslong asI'm here?"

While they spoke, the approaching
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Knight, wasting no time,

Came whipping his horse at afurious
Gallop, dashing straight at them,
Hurrying hard to keep

From wasting such awonderful chance,
Delighted to see this woman

Heloved. He saluted her warmly:

"You I've longed for solong,

From whom I've had so little

Joy and so much suffering,

Welcome, wherever you've comefrom!™
How rude she'd have been, not

To reply at al. She returned

Words that acknowledged his presence,
And though they were only words,

And meant nothing, he was thrilled

To hear even soformal

A greeting as the girl gave him,

Though the mere speaking neither
Stained her lips nor cost her

Much o an effort. He couldn't

Have been more pleased, right then,
Had hefought and won in asplendid
Tournament; no honor, no glory,

Would have meant so much. And thinking

Sowdl of himself, he reached out
His hand and seized her palfrey's
Reins: "Now I've got you!

How well my heart has steered me,
Bringing me hometo this port!

All my troubles are over!

At theend of danger there's safety;

1550

1555

1560

1565

1570

1575



At theend of torment there's delight;

At the end of sicknessthere's health. 1580
Everything I've wanted is mine—

To think of findingyou

Likethis! | can take you for my own

And no onecan call meto account!"

"Y ou'rewasting your breath," she said. 1585
"I'm under thisknight's protection.”

"He's no protection at all:

I'm taking you right now—

And this knight of yourswould sooner

Swallow asack of salt 1590
Than risk afight with me!

The man who can keep me away

From you has yet to be horn.

I'll lead you away while he watches,

Without any trouble, whether 1595
Helikesit or not. Let him

Try tostop me, if he dares!”

The knight of the cart replied

Camly, paying no

Attention to thisloud boasting, 1600
But quietly, clearly disputing

Theclaim: "Not so fast, my friend.

Don't waste so many words;

Speak with a bit of balance.

I've no intention of depriving 1605
You of your rights, once

You have them. But understand:

Thisgirl is under my

Protection. Release her: you've held on

Toolong. You're forbidden to harm her."



But the other would rather have been burned

Alivethan lose his catch!

"It wouldn't be right," said our knight,

"Tolet you lead her away.

Youll haveto fight mefirst.

But if you're really prepared

For combat, well haveto find

Some better place than this narrow

Path— some open road,

Perhaps, or a meadow, or afield.”

The other wanted nothing

More: "l agree, of course.

You're quite right; this road

Isfar too narrow. My horse

Is already squeezed so tight 1625
| doubt he could turn around

Without breaking hisleg.”

But though it was hard, he managed

To turn, somehow not hurting

Either theanimal or himsdlf, 1630
Then said, "What a pity we couldn't

Meet where others could watch us,

With room for ourselvesand an audience!

I'd love to have them see

Who was the better knight. 1635
But that's that: let's find

Some nearby field, open

And large enough for combat.”

So they rode along, and came

To ameadow crowded with girls 1640
And knightsand ladies, playing

All sorts of games, enjoying



The pleasures of that lovely spot.
And mogt enjoyed no simple
Childish sports, but chess,
And backgammon, while others
Played dominoes, and games
Of dice on metal boards.
But some among them strummed
L utes, and others amused
Themselveslike children, dancing
Around in circles,singing
Asthey went, jumping and tumbling
Down.

In thefar corner
Of thefield, an elderly knight
Sat on asorrel Spanish
Stallion with gilded saddle
And reins. His hair wasgrizzled
And gray. He sat striking
A pose, his hand on hiship,
And watched, wearing nothing
Over hisshirt, in such fine
Weather; hisscarlet, fur-trimmed
Cloak lay back on his shoulders.
On a path nearby, awaiting
His orders, were twenty-three knights,
Armed, and on excellent Irish
Horses. But dl the games
Were over, the moment the travelers
Arrived. Everyoneshouted,
"Seel See! It's the knight
Who rodein thecart! No one
Can go on playing, aslong
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As he's here! Even wanting

To play in his presence would be
Unlucky, but daring to try it

Would surely be cursed.” Meanwhile,
The boastful young knight, madly

In lovewith thegirl, confident

He'd findly caught her, approached
The gray-haired elderly knight,

Who happened to be hisfather.

“My lord," hedeclared, "I'm wonderfully
Happy, and | want the world

To hear it. God in His goodness

Has given mewhat I've always desired:
Crowning me king wouldn't have been
Better or made me more grateful

Or granted memore. |'ve won
Goodness and beauty both!"

“I'm not so sure she's yours,"

Theold knight said to his son,

Who answered at once: "Not sure?

I's there something wrong with your eyes?
By God, don't doubt me, father;

Just look for yourself. I've got her,

| caught her therein theforest,

She cameriding by, and | got her.
God Himself must have brought her,
Made her mineby right.”

"1 doubt that knight who followed you
Herewill Iet you have her.

| suspect hell challengeyour claim."”
While they were talking, the whole
Assembly stood till, no one
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Wanting to play or dance,

Filled with loathing for our knight—
Who hurried over to the girl

And stayed at her side. "Release
The young lady, knight," he said.

"Y ou haveno right to detain her.
And if you insist, here

And now I'll fight you in her name."
At which the elderly knight
Exclaimed, "1 told you, didn't 1?
My son, give the girl

Her freedom, let him have her."
Deeply upset, the young

Knight swore he'd never

Surrender what he'd won, declaring,
"Let God deprive meof al

Lifés pleasures, if 11et her go!

It was| whowon her, and T'll

Keep her: she belongsto me!

I'd rather strip my shield

Of every buckleand strap,
Andloseall faith in mysdf,

My arm, my armor, my sword

And my spear, and all | am,

Than give up thisgirl | love!"

"I won't let you fight," said hisfather,
"Whatever you say. You think

Better of vourself than you should.
Listen to me, and obey."

But his proud son replied,

"Do you think I'm achild, who needs
To befrightened? Let metell you:
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Nowherein this world surrounded
By oceansis there aknight
Braveand strong enough

To make melet her go

Without afight. And I'll beat him."
But hisfather replied,"So

You believe, my son; clearly,

Your trust in yoursalf isimmense.
No matter: | won't let you

Engage thisknight in combat."
The young man answered, "What a coward
I'd be, to take your advice.

And anyone elsewho listens

To you and refusesto fight me

Can go straight to the devil!

By God: buying at home
Makesbad bargains. I'd better
Leave, since you'd like to cheat me.
| can provemy courage elsewhere.
People who've never seen me
Won't feel obliged to stand

In my way, tormenting and destroying,
Asyou have. What hurts the most
Isyour harsh scolding—as if

You didn't know, and surely

You do, that blocking desire,

A man's or awoman's, can only
Whip the flame higher. If | give up
Anything on your account,

May God deny me joy

Forever. I'm fighting, in spite

Of you." "By Saint Peter and the Pope,"
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Said the father, "now | see

Words are wasted on you.

| can't teach you athing.

Enough talking: let me

Quickly make sureyou do

Wheat | tell you, not what you want,
For my will will prevail."

He called to the knightswho'd come
With him, ordering them dl

Tolay hold of thisson who refused
To obey hisfather. And then

Hetold them, "Beforel let him
Fight, I'll tie him up.

I've made you dl what you are;

You owe meyour faith and your love.
In the nameof al | have offered you,
These are my orders. Obey them.
Impelled by his swollen pride,
Thisson of mine acts

Likeafool, disdaining my wishes."
Asone, they promised to lock

His unruly son in their arms,
Completely unable to fight,

And they’d force him to give up the girl,
Whether heliked it or not.

And then they dl grasped him,

Some by the arms, some

Round the neck. "Now!" said the father.
"Can you seewhat afool you've been?
No matter what you do,

Or what you think, or how

You feel, or how much it hurts,
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You can't fight any battles.

If you've got any sense, you'll let
Yourself be guided by me.

D oyou know what | think?

To help you feel better, well follow
This knight, in daylight and darkness,
If you like, over the fields

And through the forests, riding
Quietly along behind him.

That way we'll seewhat sort

Of knight heis, and whether

| can agreeto let you

Measure your skill against his."

And althoughit grated on hisheart,
The son was obliged to consent,
There being no other choice

But toforce himsdf to be patient,
And follow the knight, and wait.
And all the people in the meadow,
Having seen what happened,
Turned to each other and said,

"Did you see? The knight of the cart
Just won the honor of leading

Away the girl beloved

By our lord's son, and they're following
Him. By God, there must be
Something to him, or they'd never
Let him have her. And now,

A hundred curses on anyone

Who won't go back to our games!
Let's play! And they all returned
To their games, and their dances and songs.
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But our knight rode right off,
Not lingeringtherein thosefields,
And the girl rode along
Behind him, not needing to beled.
And they both rode rapidly.
Father and son followed them
At adistance; by noon, jogging
Acrossamown field,
They cameto amonastery
Church, in alovely setting,
With awalled graveyard beside it.
Being neither a peasant
Nor afool, our knight went into
The church to pray, whilethe girl
Remained behind, watching
His horse. And having said
His prayers, he was heading back
Outside when he saw an ancient
Monk walking along
And stopped to greet him. And then,
In agentle voice, he asked
The old man to tell him what
Was behind the walls, for he did not
Know. A cemetery,
The monk replied. " Show me,

Please," said our knight, "in the name

Of God." "Gladly, my lord."
So the monk led him into

The graveyard, where he saw the most beautiful

Tombsto be seen from there
To Dombes or Pampelona,
Each inscribed with the names
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Of those who were meant to lie there
When their time came. And our knight
Began to read those inscriptions,
And found thefollowing: "Here
Gawain will lie, and here

Loholt, Arthur's son,

And here Yvain” —and a host

Of other noble knights,

The bravest and best in all

Of France and therest of theworld
And then hesaw amarble

Tomb, and it seemed to him

Lovelier than anything there.

So he called to the ancient monk,
Asking, "For whom are these tombs
Intended?"' The old man answered,
"Y ou've seen what's written here.

If you understand these words

You aready know what they say

And for whom these tombs are waiting."
"But that huge and lovely one bears
No name. Who will lie there?"

“I'll tell you," said the hermit. "Thistomb

I's the grandest ever made
Anywherehere on this earth.
No one has ever seen

Such rich, luxuriant work:
It's lovelier inside than out.
But don't imagineyou'll ever
Get to seefor yoursdlf.

That will never happen.
Seven strapping men
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Would be needed to open this tomb,
If anyonewanted to look,

For it's sealed by ahuge stone.

Seven men, al stronger

Than you or me, would surely

Be needed toliftit. Or even

More. It's inscribed with these words:
'He who raisesthis stone,

Using only the strength

Of his own body, will free

From worldly confinement al those—
Peasants, and men of noble
Birth—who lie behind bars

I'n a prison from which no one returns;
They're locked in that faraway place,
Though thosewho residein that distant
Land comeand go

As they please.' - The knight took hold
Of the huge stone, which helifted
Asif it werelight as afeather,
Though ten men heaving

Ashard asthey could couldn't doit.
The ancient monk was so

Astonished he amost fell over;

He'd never seen such amiracle,

And never expected to seeone
Aslong as helived. And hesaid,

"My lord, you've made me most
Anxiousto know your name.

Would you tell me, please?' "Me?
No, by God!" said the knight.

"Ah, I'm sorry," said the monk.
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"But if you would, you'd be wonderfully
Gracious and polite, nor
Would the knowledge do you any harm.
Where do you come from—what land?"
"I'm aknight; you can seefor yourself;
| wasborn in the kingdom of Logres.
| hope that tells you enough.
Now tell me, please, as you said
You would, who's meant to lie
In this tomb." "W'hoever can free
Those prisoners held without ransom
I'n that land from which none escape.”
The monk having told what he knew,
The knight commended his soul
To God and all Hissaints,
And then, as quickly as he could,
Returned to the girl, who was waiting.
Thewhite-haired monk went with him,
Escorting him out of the church,
And whilethe girl remounted,
Ready to resume their journey,
The monk hurriedly told her
All that the knight had done,
And begged her, if she knew hisname,
Tokindly tell it, but let it
Beknown, too, if she did not
Know. But all she dared
Say wasthis: no knight
In thefour cornersof theworld
Would ever be hisequal.

And then sheleft him, and galloped
After theknight. In
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Themeantime, the two who'd been following
Behind them arrived, and the monk,
Alonein front of the church,

Saw them. The elderly knight
Asked, "Sir, tell us:

Have you seen aknight leading

A young woman?"' The monk
Replied, "It's easy enough

To tell you whatever | know,

For they've just ridden away.

But before heleft, that knight
Entered our church, and all

Alone performed awondrous
Deed, for helifted—without
Struggling, without hurting

Himself —ahuge stone

From amarble tomb. He means

To rescue the queen, and he will,
And dl the other prisoners.

You know what's written on that stone,
My lords, you've often read
Theinscription. No knight hisequal
Has ever been born to human

Flesh or sat in asaddle.”

The old knight spoke to the young one,
"What do you think, my son?

What kind of knight performs

Such feats? And who waswrong,
Eh—you or me?

Not for al thewealth

In Amiens would | haveyou

Fight him! You'd better think,



64 Lancelor

And think long and hard, if you shouldn't
Turn around and go home,
For you’d he an absolute fool
To go on following behind him."
And the young knight replied, "I agree.
Pursuing him would be worthless.
Aslong asyoure willing, let's leave.”
It made agreat deal of sense.
And al thistime the girl
Rode aong beside
Our knight, trying to talk him
Into telling his name,
Asking him over and over,
Never accepting no
For an answer. And finally he said,
"Haven't | told youlcome
From King Arthur's court? In the name
Of God Almighty, | swear
I'll never tell you my name!™
So she asked permissionto leave,
Promising to come back, and the knight
Was delighted tolet her go.

So thegirl rode away,
And the knight, knowing he was|ate,
Galloped on alone.
In the late afternoon, as night-song
Woas sung, he was riding hard
And saw aknight returning
From the woods, where he'd spent the day
Hunting. He rode on hisgreat
Stallion, his helmet laced on,
And the deer that God had granted him
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Hung across his horse,

And he came quickly, hurrying

To greet the knight of the cart

And ask him tolodge at hishome.
"Sir," he said, "it'slate,

And timeto beoff the road;

It makessenseto look for lodging.

| have ahouse nearby,

Towhich I'd heglad to take you.
There's nowhere you’d be a more welcome
Guest; 'lldodl | can.

Please make me happy and accept.”
"I'd he pleased to come," said our knight.
The host immediately sent

His son ahead, to make

Sleeping arrangements and ensure
That supper wasservedonti e.
The young man galloped off,
Delighted to do exactly

Ashisfather ordered, glad

To havesuch aguest and more
Than willing t0 serve him. The two
Knights, having no need

To hurry, ambled along

The road, till they reached the house
The host had married an amiable,
Well-bred woman; they'd had

Five beloved sons,

Two who were knights, three

Who were squires, plusa pair of lovely
Young girls. Not born in that land,
But in the kingdom of Logres,
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They were treated as foreign prisoners,
Having been held in confinement

For avery long time. The father

Of the family ushered his guest

Into their courtyard, and hiswife
Came hurrying out to greet them,
Followed by his sons and daughters,
All offering to serve and assist.

Our knight greeted them dll

And dismounted. But neither the girls
Nor their five brothers waited

On his hogt, well aware

What their father wanted done.

They showered the guest with honors.
And when they’d taken hisarms

And armor, one of hishost's
Daughterstook off her cloak

And wrapped it around hisshoulders
| hardly need to tell you

How well hedined, that night.

And oncetheir dinner was done,
They talked fredly, discussing

All manner of things. The host

Began by asking their guest

Who hewas and where

He camefrom, but never asking

His name. Theknight of the cart
Answered at once: "'l come

From the kingdom of Logres; I've never
Beeninthisland before."

Hearing this, hishost,

And hishost's wifeand children,
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Were deeply affected, al

Uttering sighs and groans.

And then they told him, " Oh good
Sweet sir, how sad that you've come,
What aterrible shame! For now
You'll become, asweadl are,
Savesand servantsin exile."

"In exilefrom where?"' he asked.
"My lord, from Logres, like you.
This prison holds many

Brave and noble souls

From our land. May this savage custom
Be cursed, and those who keep it!
For no stranger who comes here
Isever allowed to leave,

Tied forever to thisland.

No one's denied entrance,

But once they're here, they must stay.
Your fate, too, is determined:

| doubt you'll ever leave."

"Oh yes, | will,if | can."

The host shook his head:
"Really?You think you can go
Asyou came?" "Indeed, with God's
Blessing. I'll certainly try."

"Then, surely, none of the others
Will be afraid to follow

After, for if one can safely

Leave, and escapethis prison,
Nothing can hold the rest,

And no onewill try to stop them."
And then the host remembered



A rumor sweeping the land,

That agreat and powerful knight
Had stormed across their border,
Cometo rescuethe queen

Held captive by Méléagant,

The king's son: "It's him,"

He thought. "1 must say so."

“My lord," hesaid, "hide

Nothing from me, and in

Return you'l have the best
Advicel'm able to give.

| stand to gain, if you

Can do what you mean to. So tell me
The truth, on your own account
As well asmine. | already

Know you've cometo this country
Insearch of the queen—here
Among thisinfidel race,
Worsethan the Modem hordes.”
The knight of the cart answered,
"I've no other reason for coming.
I've no idea where they're holding
My lady, but dl | want

Isto help her, and | need advice.
Counsel me, pleasg, if you can."
His host answered, "My lord,

Y ou've begun a dangerous business.
Theroad you're onisleading you
Straight to the Sword Bridge.
Now iswhen you need

Advice. If you'll listen to me,
You'll approach the Sword Bridge
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By avery much safer route:

TI'll show you theway." But our knight,
Who had nointerest in ashorter
Road, replied, "Isyour route

Just asdirect as mine?"

"No," was the answer. "It's longer,
Becauseit's so much safer.”

"Then it'snot theroad | want,"

Said the knight. "Now tell me, if you know,

Just whet I'm likely to meet."

“My lord, your road's not useful.

If you go that way, tomorrow

Youll cometo acorridor you might
Be sorry to travel; it's called

THE sTony PATH. Would you like me
Totell you exactly why

It's so exceedingly dangerous?

It's precisely the width of ahorse:
Two men side by side

Can't get through, and it's well
Watched and fiercely guarded.
They’ll come running to stop you
The moment you appear. Expect

A shower of sword blowsand spear thrusts,

And plan to give as many

Back, before you cross over."

As soon as he'd finished speaking,

A knight stepped forward, one

Of the hodt's sons, who said,

“My lord, with your permission

I'd liketo go with him, if you please.”
And one of hisother sons,
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A squire, said, "I'd like

Togo, too." Thefather gladly

Gave his consent to them both.

Pleased not to be

Alone, our knight thanked them;

Their company would be very welcome.
The conversation over,

Our knight lay down to sleep,

For he badly needed rest.

But assoon asthe sun's light

Could be seen, he rose, and those

Who'd agreed to travel with him

Immediately left their beds.

They put on their armor and took

Their weapons, made their farewells,

And left. The squire led them,

And they rode on together,

Till early that morning they reached

The Stony Path. A small

Fort barred the way,

With asentinel standing inside.

They drew near, and as

They approached he saw them, and began

To cry, asloud as he could,
"Enemy aert! Enemy

Alert!" And then amounted
Knightin dazzling new

Armor rode out from thefort,
And soldierswith sharp axes
Appeared from every side.

And asthe knight of the can
Came closer, the knight-defender
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Hurled insulting words:

"Fellow," he called, "you're astubborn
Fool, comingso far
Acrossthisland. Once

He's ridden in acart, no knight
Should dare show hisface

Here. God won't let you

Rejoice at making thistrip!"

Then he and our knight spurred
Their horses straight ahead.

The defender thrust so hard

With hislancethat it brokein two,
And the piecesfdl to the ground.
But our knight's blow, just
Abovethe edge of the shield,
Struck the defender's throat

And threw him down on the rocks.
His soldiersran forward, their axes
Raised, but careful that none

Of their blows hurt our knight

Or hishorse. He saw & once
Their attack was dl for show

And they meant him no harm, and without
So much as drawing hissword
Rode quickly on, and his two
Companionsfollowed after.

And the younger said to the older
There'd never been such aknight;
No one could possibly match him,
"What en incredible feat,

Breaking through that defense!”
"By God, hurry back,



Brother," said the older, "and find

Our father, and tell him the whole
Story." He was aready

A knight. But the young squire

Swore both up and down

He'd never go back or leave

The knight of the cart until

He'd been made aknight at hishands

If hisbrother wanted to tell

The story, let him go back

Himself! And off they rode,

The three together, till just about

Noon, when they met with aman.

H e asked them who they were,

And they answered, "We're knights, minding
Our business and doing what we should.”
And the man said to our knight,

"My lord, | offer food

And shelter to you and your friends."

He addressed our knight, who was clearly
Thelord and master of the three.

"] can't imagine stopping

At this hour," said our knight."Only
Lazy cowards lie

Around at their ease, when there's work
Likethisto be done. The task

I've undertaken is so

Important | can't stop now!"

Then the man replied, "Ah,

We're nowhere near where | live:

1t’s still agood long ride.

Thehour will be late, when you get there,



L et me assure you, and thetime

Will be right for seeking shelter.”
"Agreed," said our knight. “I'll come."
They rode on down the road,

The man leading the way,

The knight of the cart and the others
Behind him. They'd been riding awhile
When asquire came dashing toward them,
Down the same road, mounted

On anag asfat and round

Asan apple. And he said to the man,
"My lord, my lord, come quick!

The people of Logres have taken up
Armsand invaded our land,

The battle's already under

Way, men are screaming

And fightingd| over the place.

And they're saying a knight who's fought
All over the world has crossed

Into this country, and no one's

Strong enough to block

Hisway, he goes wherever

He wants, no matter who tries

To stop him. And they say hell free

All the prisoners, and grind

The othersinto the ground.

So hurry, please. Hurry!"

The man whipped up his horse.

But the others were wonderfully happy,
For they too had heard

The squire, and wanted to help

Their people. "My lord," said the host's



Sons, "you've heard thisfellow.
We ought to hurry, too,

And help our people fight."

Their guide had galloped ahead,
Not waiting, riding asfast

Ashe could toward afortress built
Into the riseof ahill,

And heading directly for the gate.
They galloped after him. Thefort
Was surrounded by ahigh wall

And encircled by amoat. But the very
Moment they dashed in

Behind him, agreat gate

Came crashing down on their heels,
Blocking the way back.

"Goon, goon!" they shouted.

"We can't stop here!"

Hurrying after their guide

They saw him ride unharmed,
Unhindered, clear through

Theexit door, but assoon

Ashe'd gotten past it, another
Gate was dropped behind him.
And then they were deeply concerned,
Seeing themselvesshut in

And thinking there was magic at work.
But the knight of the cart, of whom
I've more to tell you, wore

A ring on hisfinger, and its stone
Possessed the power to break

Any enchantment its owner
Encountered. He held the stone
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High, and stared in its depths,
And said, "Oh Lady, Lady,

If God wishesto help me
Now ismy time of need.”

The Lady of the Lakewasafairy
Who'd tended him asachild;
She'd given him this ring.

No matter where he might be,

H e knew she'd cometo hisaid

If ever magic threatened.

But after calling her name,

And studying the stone, he saw
Quite clearly thiswas not magic:
They were simply well and truly
Trapped, shut in a prison.

They saw, to one side, asmall
Door, shut and barred

Against them, and drawing their swords
As one, they cut and slashed
Sofiercely that the bar fell away.
They ran out of the tower

And saw the battle had begun,
Fierce and savage, involving

At least athousand knights

On both sides, not counting

A huge crowd of peasants.

And as they made their way down
Tothefield, the host's son
Spoke these prudent, sensible
Words, "My lord, | think

Wed be wise, beforewe enter
The combat, to be sure we know
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Where the men on our side arefighting.
I'm not yet sure mysdlf,

ButI'll go and see, if you like." 2380
"Go," said our knight, "and quickly,
And come back asfast asyou can."

He hurried off, then hurried

Back. "How lucky we are!

There's not adoubt in my mind: 2385
These men right here are ours.”
Theknight of the cart ran

Directly into battle,

And found aknight hurrying

To meet him. He struck one blow

And laid him dead on the ground.

The young squire climbed down

And took the dead knight's horse,

And the handsome armor he'd worn,
And made himself ready to fight.
Without wasting aword

He mounted and took up the shield
And the heavy, painted spear,

Then hung the brightly glittering,
Razor-sharp sword on his belt.

And into battle he went,

Following both his brother

And hislord, who'd been fighting well,
All thistime, smashing

And shattering shields and helmets,
Cracking and splitting mail shirts.
Neither wood nor iron could keep
Their lord from wounding hisenemies,
Sweeping them, dead, down
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From their saddles. All by himself

H e might have won the battle,

And the two who fought beside him
Nicely reinforced

Hisefforts. The men of Logres
Were amazed, not knowing who

He was, and many turned

To the hodt's son, hunting

His name. " Gentlemen," he said,
"He's cometo lead us out

O exileand end the misery

Weve suffered so long. Show him
All the honor you can:

For our sake, he's met with

Terrible dangers, and will meet

With many more. He's accomplished
Much. But there's till much

To be done." They were overjoyed,
Asthe news spread through their ranks;
All had heard he wouid come,

All had longed to see him.

Their excitement grew and grew
Until it gave them such strength
That they killed their enemieslikeflies,
And would have killed many more —
Though mostly, it seemsto me,

The work was done by one

Knight in particular. But night
Wasstarting tofal, and it saved
The opposing army from disaster,
Covering theworld in darkness

And forcing the fighting to stop.
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The battleinterrupted,
Theformer prisoners crowded
Around the knight, almost
Quarreling, fightingfor his reins,
And dl of them crying at once:
"Welcome, welcome, my lord!"
And each of them said, "My lord,
Come stay with me; my lord,

In the name of God, please,

Don't stay with anyoneelse."
They were dl saying the same
Thing, for youngand old

Were hungry to have him astheir guest:
"You'd be better off staying

With me than with anyoneelse."
They circled around him, each
Trying to outdo the other,
Pushing and shovingand very
Nearly coming to blows.

And finally the knight told them
It was al foolish noise:

" Stop this stupid bickering,"
Hesaid. "It'sawaste of time.

We mustn't argue among
Ourselves, but help each other.
You've got no business quarreling
Likethis, about where | sleep:
You ought to be thinking, instead,
How to put me up

For the night somewhere close
Tothe road | need to take."

And still they argued on:



"Mineisthe best! — No, mine!"

"I'm till not hearing," said the knight,
"What I'd like to hear: these noises
You're making tell me the smartest
Man among you isafool.

You ought to be urging meon,

But al you're doing is setting up
Detours. To do things as they should have
Been done, you'd each and dll

Offer as much honor

And help asaman could want,

And then, by al the saints

In Rome, I'd be as grateful

To everyoneherefor your actions
Asin fact | am for your fine
Intentions. May God give me health
And joy, but I find mysdf

Already asgrateful to you all

Asif you’d done me wonderful
Favors—and the will can stand for
The act!" And so he camed them,
And they led him off to arich knight's
Home, right on the road

H ewastraveling, and each of them honored
And sewed him, at great expense,
And until they went to their beds

A great good time was had

By all, for everyoneloved him.

In the morning, when he had to leave,
Everyonewanted to ride

With him, anxioustohelp,

But he had no interest in anyone



Joining his journey except

The twowho'd comewith him

When hefirst arrived: he'd take
Thesetwo, and no one else.

They rode quietly, that day,

From morning to night, without
Meeting asingle adventure.

Then, galloping hard, late

In the day, they emerged from awood
And asthey broke from the trees
Saw aknight's house,

And his gracious-seeming lady

Seated in front of the door.

The moment she saw them coming
She roseto greet them, her face
Fairly glowing with pleasure:
"Welcome," she said warmly.

"I'd likeyou to stay at my home;
Please be my guests—dismount."”
"Your wishisour command, 2523
Lady. Wewill dismount

And spend the night here."

Once they were down, she arranged
For their horses to be led away,

For hers was a noble house. 2530
She called her sons and daughters,
Who came at once— courteous,
Amiable youngsters, her sons
Handsome, her daughters lovely—
And told them to remove the saddles 2535
And take good care of the beasts.
They obeyed her without a murmur,
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Cheerfully doing her will.

And her daughtershelped the travelers
Out of their armor, and when this
Was done they draped over

Their shoulders three short cloaks.
And then they were shown straight

To their rooms, whichwere very beautiful.
Although thelord of the house

Was not there— he had gone hunting
In the woods, with two of hissons—
Hewas expected any minute,

And the well-trained servants werewaiting
Infront of the door. He arrived,

And the dead deer were quickly

Untied and carried in,

And the servantstold him the news:
"Youdon't know it yet, my lord,

But you've three knights as your guests.”
"God be praised!" he replied.
Theknight and histwo sons
Weredelighted to meet their guests,
And the servantswere hardly asleep:
Each and al were ready

To do what they needed to do,

Some hurrying to prepare

Food, and othersfetching

Candles, which they quickly lit,

While others brought in basins,

So the guests could wash their hands—
And how they poured out water!

And when they had washed, dinner
Was served. Nothing could be seen

2340

2549

2450

2555

2560

2565




On that tableto offend anyone!

And then, as thefirst course came,
They were treated to the presence, outside
Thedoor, of aknight as swollen

With pride as an arrogant bull.

He was armored from head to foot
And mounted on a great stallion;
Onelegwasin the stirrups,

The other was thrown, with an air

Of supremeindifference, over
Hishorse's neck, on its mane

No one had seen him come

Until, al of asudden,

Therehewas. "Who's

Theone," he asked, "tell me,

So proud, and also so stupid,

Blessed with so brainlessaskull,

That he's ridden al thisway
Intending to cross the Sword

Bridge? He's wasted histime

And his effort, he's come herefor nothing.”
The knight of the cart calmly
Answered, not in the least

Impressed: "I'm the one."
"You?What put theidea

In your head?What you should have done,
Before you started this business,

Was think how it dl might end

For someonewho'd ridden in acart —
Or had you forgotten al that?

Did you remember?Areyou

Truly as shameless as you seem?



But no one could be so foolish
Asto takeon atask thisgrand,
Knowing himself stained

With such ablemish.” Our knight
Listened to thistalk, but didn't
Bother to respond. But everyone
Else around hishost's

Tablewas stunned, aswell

They might have been: " Oh Lord!
What ahorriblething,” they said
To one another. "What

A revoltinginvention! Curse

The hour when the cart was conceived!
How vile, how disgusting. Oh Lord:
What could he be accused of ?
Why washe put in acart?

What crime could he have committed?
He'll never beallowedto forget it.
Except for this, only

This, you could search the whole
Wideworld and never find

A knight to match him, no matter
Who hewas or what

He'd done. Put them dl

In one place, and none would be
As handsome, asnoble. None."
And everyonethere agreed.

But the arrogant knight outside
The door spoke again,

Saying, "Listen, you,

Beforeyou attempt that bridge:

If you like, I'll show you an easy



Way, and asafe one, to get
Across. 'l ferry you over

On aboat, and do it quickly.

But the price I'll ask, once

I've got you there, will be

Your head, if | feel | i ehavingit—
Or not. The choicewill be mine."
But our knight answered he wasn't
Anxiousto injure himself:
Hewouldn't risk his neck
Likethat, no matter the cost.
Thearrogant knight continued:
"If you're not willing to try it,
Since either way you'll he shamed
Or sorrowful, you'll have to step
Outside sowe can fight."

And our knight answered, dryly,
“If | had a choice, | think

I'd jugt as soon not bother,

But I'd much prefer fighting

To dealing with things <till worse."
And then, before herose

From the table, he asked those
Who served him to have hishorse
Saddled as soon as possible,

And also to bring hisarmor

And weapons, ready for use.

They quickly did as he asked,
Some swiftly helping

With his armor, others with hishorse—
And let metell you, by God,

That astride his steed, armor



Gleaming, his shield hung

Across his breast, hislance

In hishand, prepared for combat—

No one would have been wrong,

Counting him one of thefairest

And best! Who could have known

His horse was borrowed? and the shield

He carried? and the helmet laced

Around his head? Everything

Perfectly suited hislooks;

His manners, his bearing, balanced them

Sowell that no one could ever

Have imagined they were only on loan.

No: seeing his splendor

You'd have swornit had al been his

From birth. Believe me, it's the truth.
Outside the gate was afield

With room enough, as the rules

Require, for the battle to be fought.

Turning, they looked a each other 2685

And immediately spurred their horses

To afurious, headlong charge,

Thrusting their spears so fiercely

That they bent like bows and quickly

Splintered to pieces. Then they drew 2690

Their swords and smashed them against

Shields and helmets and mail shirts,

Slicing away wood and cracking

Iron, till both werewounded,

And their angry blows came clanking 2695

Down like coinsbeing paid

For adebt. But many of the blows



Fell on the horses' rumps,

And stallionsand men dike

Were bathed in blood, for the ravenous
Swords brought death to the beasts.

So tumbling out of the saddle

They fought each other onfoot,

Driven by mortal hatred;

Such savage assaultsare rare,

Such brutal sword blows and determined,
Murderous attack. They hammered

At one another faster

Than gamblersrattling dice,

Both of them desperate to win,

Never pausing for breath,

But playing afar more deadly

Game, in which chance had no role
But only mortal battle-

Strokes. People poured out

To watch, men and women,

Girlsand boys, till the house

Was empty of family and guests

And everyonestood at the edge

Of the broad meadow, staring

As the combat swung thisway and that.
Seeing his host among them,
Theknight of the cart cursed

Himself for hisfailure, and then,
Seeing that literally everyone

Was watching, he began to shake

With anger, for asfar as he

Was concerned, he should havefinished
This battle long ago.



Exploding out at his enemy
Likeawild storm, he struck

So closeto the arrogant knight's

Head that he had to step back,

And our knight pursued him, pressed him,
Forcing him around and around
Thefield until the breath

Left hisbody and he could not

Fight. Our knight could not

Forget how meanly the man

Had thrown in hisfacethelittle
Tripin the cart. He quickly

Sliced away straps

And laces, opening the armor

That protected the neck, and then
Was able to knock the helmet

Off his head; it rolled

On the ground, and our knight stabbed
And struck till the other, like a swallow
Helplessin front of ahawk,

So beaten down by his claws

And wings, utterly

Defeated, drained, had no choice

But to begfor hislife. Miserable

And shamed, there was nothing else

He could do. And hearing this request
For mercy, the knight of the cart
Stood very still, saying,

"You wish me to grant you mercy?'
"That shows how wise you are,"

Said the beaten man. “Any fool
Knowsthat. I've never wanted
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A thing as much as| long for

Mercy!" "But in order to get it

Youll havetoridein acart.

Don't bother telling me dl

The clever things you can think of:

Because your stupid mouth

Threw such vilewords

At me, you'll ridein acart."

And the arrogant knight answered,

"May God keep it away!"

"Redlly?lf He does, you die."

"That's up to you, my lord.

In the name of God, | beg you

For mercy, asking only

That | not be put in acart.

I'm ready to receive any

Pain or punishment but that:

I'd much prefer to be dead

Than suffer such misery. Apart

From that, | accept whatever

Price you may choose to ask

As payment for your mercy and grace."
While they bargained for the man's

Life, agirl cameriding

Across the field, mounted

On atawny mule; shewore

No hat, and her hair waved

In thewind. She was using her whip

So freely and well that although

No mule can truly gallop,

This one was ambling at remarkable

Speed. She approached our knight



And said, "May God grant you,
Knight, perfect peace

And happiness, whatever you want."
He heard her with pleasure, and answered,
"May God blessyou, girl,

And bring you health and joy."

And then shetold him what she wanted:
"Knight, I've comealong

Way, and in great need,

To ask you to grant me awish,

In return for which | promise

To give you the greatest

Reward | know of —and one

Day, | believe, you're going

To need my help.” The knight
Replied, "Tell me your wish,

And if it'sin my power

I'll grant it at once, provided

It's not too painful or hard."

And shesaid, "All | want

Isthat knight's head, the one
You've just defeated. Truly,

You'l never find amoreevil

Man. It won't be sinful

Tokill him, but a piousgood deed:
Bdlieveme, hel's theworst man
Alive or who ever lived."

When the beaten man heard

That shewanted him killed, he said,
"Don't believe her: she hates me.
Again, in the name of God

Who is Father and Son | beg you,
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For Him who chose as His mother

His own daughter and servant,

To show me mercy." "Hal"

Sad the girl. "I beg you, knight:

Don't believethistraitor.

May God grant you dll

The honor and happiness you want,

And bless you with the power to accomplish
Thetask you've undertaken!"

The knight was so caught betwixt

And between that he stopped, suspended

In thought, uncertain whether

To cut off the head she wanted

Or grant mercy to the beaten

Man begging for hislife.

He wished he could give each of them
Exactly what they'd asked for:

Our knight was kind and generous,

So Pity and Generosity

Pulled him in both directions. 2845
If he gave her the knight's head

Pity would suffer and die,

And if he refused her he'd kill off
Generosity.

Each emotion held him, 2850
Pressed him, pulled him, each one

Pierced his heart, and he suffered.

Thegirl was crying, " Cut off

His head and let me haveit!"

While the knight demanded mercy 2855
And release, in pity's name.

And sincehe'd begged for hislife



Shouldn't it be restored?

Indeed! Oncethe battle

Was won, and hisenemy beaten,
He'd never refused mercy

To anyone, no matter who—

Never. Onceit was asked for

It wasgranted. His mercy wasaways
Available, though no one could ask
For more. Whoever begged

For hislifewould haveit: that

Had aways been his custom.

But should she havetbe knight's
Head? Yes—if he

Could giveit. "Knight," he said,
"You need to fight me again,

And if you wish to defend

Your bead, Il grant you that favor,
Allow vou to take back vour helmet
And arm yourself once more,

At whatever pace you choose

And as best you can. But let it
Beclear: if | vanquishyou

Again, you're goingto die."
"Exactly what | want," said the other.
"It'sthe only mercy | ask for."

"But I'll grant you more,” said our knight.

“T'll fight this battle standing
Right where | am, not moving

In anv direction.” The beaten
Knight made ready, and they went
Towork with awill, but thistime
Victory came neither as ow
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Nor ashard: our knight defeated

The other one swiftly and well.

And the girl quickly called out,

"Don't spare him again, no matter
Wheat he tellsyou! He'd never

Have shown you mercy, if he'd

Had the chance. Believeme, | know him.
Let him talk and hell spin

A web of words around you.
Thisisthe most didoya

And treacherous head in the kingdom:
Cut it off, good knight, and giveit

To me. You ought to, believe me,

For there’ll comeatime, | know it,
When I'll be able to pay you

Back. But listen to him

And you'relikely tolose everything."
And the beaten knight, seeing

Death so close, began

To cry and wail, but it did him

No good, and neither did hiswords.
Our knight grasped him by the helmet
So fiercely that the straps and laces
Broke, and all the supporting

Gear fdl awvay, and his head

Weas bare. He cried even louder:

"Oh God, mercy, mercy!"

"May God save my soul," said our knight,
"You've had dl the mercy

| can giveyou. | have no more."

"Ah, what aghastly sin

Y ou're committing," he wailed, "murdering
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Me on my enemy'sword!"

And the girl, longing for his head,
Urged our knight to quickly

Cut it offand stop

Listening to hislying words.

One swing of the sword, the head
Was off, and it and the body

Fell to the ground. And the girl
Was happy. Our knight picked up
Thehead and put it in her hands,
And she smiled with satisfaction
And said, "May your heart havethe joy
It most wantsin thisworld,

As| do now, having

Thishead | hate so much.

Seeing him livesolong

Wasthe only affliction | knew.
Youve done me agreat service,

You may besure I'll repay you.
Expect your reward to come

When it's most needed—believe me
And now | will leaveyou. Go

With God. May He guard you from danger."
He, too, commended her

ToGod, and then she lft.

But among the men of that country
Who had seen the battle, an immense
Joy grew and swelled.

Happy and laughing, they helped
Our knight remove his armor,

Then showered him with honors.
Once again they washed



His hands and offered him food,

And the table rang with their great,

Their deep and unusual, pleasure.

They dined dowly, and well,

And finadly our knight's host,

Seated beside him, declared,

“My lord, it's been along time

Sincewe came herefrom Logres. Wewere born

In that land, so we wish enormous

Rewards and endless honor

And joy to be yours, and welong

To share with you, and with many

Others, dl the success

And glory you may find here,

As you finish what you've so well begun.”

And he answered, "May God hear you!"
When the host ended his speech,

And the sound of hiswords had faded,

One of hissonsrose

And said, "My lord, we place

Ourselves, aswe must, at your service,

Offering you deeds as well

Aswords. If you wish to accept

Our help, there'sno need to wait

Until you're obliged to ask.

Don't worry, my lord, if you think

Your horse is dead: we have

A host of fine horses, and they're yours.

Take the best we have,

In exchange for the one you'velost;

Youll need agood one." And our knight

Answered, "Thank you. | accept

2955

2960

29065

2670

2973

2980

2685




Lancelot o5

Most gladly." And then their beds
Were made, and they went to sleep.
They rose early in the morning,

And hurried, leaving as soon

Asthey could. But our knight was careful
To say farewell to his host

And his hodt's lady, and to all

The others. And there's something else
I need to tell you, for | wish

To omit nothing. Our knight

Refused to mount the horse

Saddled and waiting for his use,

But insisted that one of the two
Knightswho'd ridden with him

Be given the gift instead.

He took the other man's horse

For himself, and was pleased to have doneit

And when they were al mounted,
Thethree of them rode away

With their host's blessing—he

Who had served and honored them all
Aswell as he possibly could.

Following the most direct

Route, jugt asthelight

Wasfading, about nine

That night, they saw the Sword Bridge.
They stopped and dismounted at the foot
Of theterrifying structure, looking
Down at the treacherous water,

Black and boiling, swift

And harsh, as horribly evil

Asif it flowed from the devil
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Himself, deep and dangerous

Like nothing elsein thisworld:
Whoever fell in would sink
Likearock in thesaty sea.

And the bridge that spanned it was just
Asdifferent from other bridges,
Believe me, nothing like it

Had ever existed, or ever

Would, neither ashuge

Or aswickedly built—asingle
Gleaming sword-blade crossing

That ice-cold water, stiff

And strong, as wide s a pair

Of spears, and attached at either

End to massive tree-trunk

Stumps. No one would worry

About it bending or breaking:

It would clearly stand, no matter
What weight it was asked to bear.
But those who'd comewith our knight
Were most concerned at seeing,

Or thinking they saw, a pair

Of lions, or perhaps they wereleopards,
Chained to aboulder on thefar
Side of the bridge. The water,

The bridge, and the two great beasts
Gave them such a shock

That from head to foot they trembled
With fear: "My lord, alow us

To advise you, seeing what we see,
For adviceiswhat you need.

This bridge iswickedly built,
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Evilly put together.

Change your mind now—

Or eseyou'll lose the chance.
A man must think both long
And hard before he acts.
Suppose you get across—

But it isn't going to happen:

No one can hold back thewind
And stop it from blowing, or forbid
Birdsto open their beaks

And sing, and keep them silent,
Or climbinto amother's
Womb and be born again:

Al thesethingsare just as
Impossible as draining the sea.
How can you expect
Thosefuriouslions, chained up
Over there, not

Tokill you, and drink the blood

From your veins, and swallow your flesh,

And finish by gnawing your bones?
My nervesare strong, but |

Can barely alow my eyes

To seethem. If you're not careful,
They'll surely kIl you, | know it,
They'll rip you right apart

And tear off your arms and legs.
Expect no mercy: they have none.
So take pity on yourself—

Stay here with us! Don't

Commit sograve asin

Againgt yourself, aware
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OF mortal risk, yet seekingit

Out." Hereplied, laughing,
"Gentlemen, I'm deeply grateful

That you care so much for my welfare:
You're good and generous friends.

| know quite well you wish me

To cometo no harm. But my faith

In God, my trust in Him,

Compels meto believe He'll protect me.

Neither bridge nor water

Nor this harsh world can worry
Me. | intend to cross,

Whatever therisk. I'd rather
Diethan turn and go back!"

There was nothing more to be said,
But pity and sorrow wrung them
Both with bitter tears.

And our knight made ready, as best
H e could, to cross the gulf,
Preparing, in the strangest way,

By removing the armor from his hands
And feet, asif making sure

He could not arrive uninjured!
Then he held tight to the sword-blade
Bridge, as sharp asarazor,

Hands and feet both bare—

For he'd left himself no covering,
Neither shoes nor stackings—

Not fearing sharp edges dicing
Away at hisflesh, much

Preferring bloody wounds
Tofalinginto that icy
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Water from which he would never
Emerge. Accepting theimmense
Pain and suffering, he crossed,
Hands and knees and feet

Bleeding. But Love, who had led him
There, hel ped him as he went,

And turned his pain to pleasure.
When he cameto the other side
None of hiswounds were hurting.
And then he recalled the pair

Of lions he'd seen, or thought

He'd seen, before he crossed,

But looking here and there

All he could seewas alizard,

And nothing there that could harm him
Raising hishand to hisface

He stared at his ring, and knew

At once the pair of lions

Were imagined, and nowhere in sight,
But conjured out of magic.

There was nothing living to be seen
And those on the other shore,
Watching him make hisway

Across, were overjoyed;

They had not seen hiswounds.

But he was sure he'd been blessed,
For it could have been far worse.
Using hisshirt, he was drying

The blood running from hiswounds
When he noticed, therein front of him,
Thetalest, strongest tower

He'd ever seen on this earth:
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No one could build abetter one!

And leaning out awindow

H e saw King Bademagu,

A quick-witted man, and wise

In all the ways of honor

And goodness, forever concerned
With keeping the laws of knighthood,
Though his son, standing just

Beside him, was exactly the opposite,
Working to smash and break them

For the sheer joy of deviltry.
Méléagant was never

Tired of base behavior

Of every kind, of treason

And crimes of bad faith. From his post
At the high window, he had watched
The Sword Bridge crossing, with all

Its pain and suffering, and his anger
And outrage brought blood to hisface:
H e knew he was going to be challenged
For the queen. But bewas a prince
Who never felt fear of any

Man, no matter how bold

Or famous. He might have been

The best of knights, had his soul

Been pure, but his heart was cold
Asastone, devoid of pity.

What thrilled the noble father

Pained the son: the king

Knew without adoubt

That the knight who'd crossed the bridge

Was as worthy as anyone ever

3150

3155

3160

3164

3170

3175




Lancelot 101

Born, for no one stained

With sin would have dared that journey:

Evil deeds shame men

More than good ones help them.
Courage and virtue are lesser
Powers than evil and sloth:
Consider how easy it is

Tosin, and how hard to do good.

I've alot to say on these subjects,
Which would take me too much time —
And besides, I've other matters
On my mind— so back to my story.
Listen asthe king instructs
His son, speaking these words:

"My son, we came to thiswindow,
Just now, by the purest chance,

And stood here, looking out.

And we've been richly repaid,

M owed to behold the greatest

Feat of courage ever

Attempted, or even imagined.

"Tell me: how could you not
Admiresuch asplendid deed?

Go make your peace with that knight,
And give him hack the queen!

Youve nothing to win from a quarrel —
Indeed, you've alot to lose.

Act likeawise and courteous

Man: bring him the queen

Even before he seesyou.

Do him the honor, here

I'n your own land, of handing
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Over what he seeksbefore

He can ask. You cannot doubt

It's Guinevere he's comefor.

Don't et yourself be seen

As arrogant, stubborn, or afool.
And if such aman has come

Alone, join him, he hisfriend,
Noble hearts must seek

Each other: honor him, praise him,
Don't hold yourself back. Conferring
Honor makes you honorable:
Believe me, you'll honor yourself

In serving and honoring him,

For this, my son, issurely

The greatest knight aive."

"God confound me," wasthe answer,
"If thereisn't one as good—

Or better!" And the father waswrong,
Forgetting hisson, who valued
Himself no less. " Perhaps,”

Said the son, "'l ought to drop

To my knees and offer my kingdom?
God knows, I'd rather give him
Homage than hand him the queen!
I'll never let him have her.

Anyone who tries to take her

Will have to deal with me:

'l fight him tooth and nail."

The king continued to press him:
"My son, courtesy requires

Giving up this stubbornness.

Settle this matter in peace.
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Don't you seethat thisknight

Would be shamed, if he didn't defeat you
In battle, and win back the queen?
For him, indeed, victory

I'n battle would bring more honor
Than taking agift from your hands.

| doubt hell want a peaceful
Resolution; helll try

To settle this by force.

S0 not permitting him

Tofight for what he wants

Would bewise. Your folly disturbs me,
But if you refuseto listen

| can't be much concerned

With your fate, which might be unpleasant:

This knight has nothing to fear
From anyone but you. On behalf
Of my men, and mysdf, | offer
Him safe conduct and atruce.

In al my lifel've never

Broken faith, nor will | now,
Neither for you nor toward

A stranger herein my land.

| won't deceiveyou, my son:

| hereby vow that this knight
Must have whatever he needs
And lacks, whether weapons or horses.
He's certainly proved his courage,
Coming here as he has,

And his safety will be assured

By every manin thisland

Except, aas, by you.
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Understand me: if he

Succeeds againgt you, he need

Not fear anyonedse.”

"I've listened to every word

You said," was the answer, "and you spoke
Alot of them. I've held my peace.
And till, in the end, you've said
Nothing. I'm no hermit,

No saint al flowing with compassion;
I've no interest in earning

Honor by giving up

My beloved. Hewon't get her

Asfast and easy as that!

Nothing will happen the way

You or he expect.

Help him against me, if you like,

But you and | needn't quarrel.

Offer atruce, you

And your men. What's that to me?

It won't make me afraid!

I'm just as pleased, by God,

That I'll be hisonly concern.

I won't ask you to help me

Or do athing that might make you
Guilty of treachery or bad faith.

Go ahead and be good,

And I'll beascruel asl like."
"What?Youll refuse my advice?'
"Completely." "Then I've nothing to say.
Do asyouwill. I'll leave you

And seek some words with that knight.
| intend to offer him guidance
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And whatever help | can.
| endorse both him and his cause."
Then the king came down from the tower
And ordered his horse saddled.
Out came a huge war horse; 3310
And he set hisfoot in the stirrup
And mounted. He took with him
Threeknightsand a pair of soldiers,
Wanting no display of force.
They rode straight down the slope 3315
Until they reached the bridge,
Where they found our knight cleaning
His wounds and stopping the flow
Of blood. Theking fancied
His guest would be along time 3320
Healing—but he might as well
Have planned to dry up the sea.
The king quickly dismounted
And the badly wounded man
Immediately straightened to greet him 3325
Properly, not knowing who
Thiswas, but showingno sign
Of the painin his hands and feet,
Actingasif hishealth
Were perfect. Seeing this brave 1330
Effort, the king hurried
Togreet him: "Sir, I'm astonished
To find you making such
A sudden visit to this country.
But | must tell you how welcome 3335
You are, for no one's ever
Attempted so dangerous afeat,



Requiring such incredible courage,
And no onewill again.

My admiration isgreater

Still, believeme, for you'vedone
What no one has even thought

Of doing. Yeu'll find mewell
Disposed, faithful and courteous:

| am the king of thisland,

And | place mysdf completely

At your service, at your need.

And | think I know exactly

Why you're here: it's the queen,
Isit not, that you've come seeking?'
"My lord, you've guessed correctly:
I've comeonly for the queen.”

"My friend," said the king, "it won't
Beeasy to achievewhat you're after.
You've been badly hurt: | can see

Y our bloody wounds. And he
Who brought her hereis truly

Il disposed: he won't

Return her without afight.

You need to rest, and take care

Of your wounds, and be sure they're completely

Healed. We'll giveyou the Holy
Bam of the Three Marys,
Or anything better that exists,

For I'm deeply concerned with your care

And | long for your cure. The queen
Iskept in afine apartment,

And no one's been guilty of carnal
Abuse, not even my son,
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Who brought her here. That angers
Him— and there's never been

A man with so terrible atemper.

But | share your feglings, believe me,
And with God's blessingI'll help you
Asmuch as | possibly can.

My son is well equipped,

But I'll give you weapons and armor
Just asgood, and the kind

Of horse you deserve, though he won't
Be pleased. And likeit or not,

| placeyou under my personal
Protection. Worry about no one

I'n thisland, except the man

Who brought the queen to thiskingdom.

Indl mylifel've never

Quarreled with anyoneas| have
With him: | almost sent him

Into exile, angry

As| wasthat he wouldn't return her.
He's my son, yes—but don't

Worry: unless he beats you

In battle there's nothing he can do,
For I won't dlow it." "l thank you,
Sir!" said our knight. "But |'m wasting
Precious time | can't

Afford tolose. Let me

Assureyou | haven't athing

To complain of; these scratches don't hurt.

Bring meto your son, please:
Theweapons | have are good
Enough, and I'm more than ready

3370

bAT)

3380

3385

3390

5395

3400




For the give and take of battle."

"My friend, you’d do much better
Towait two or three weeks,

And let your wounds heal.

Even arest of aweek

Or twowould do you good.

Nor can | permit—

I will not look on, | will not
Allow—that you go into combat
Armed and equipped asyou are."
"May it pleaseyou, Sir," our knight
Replied, "there's nothing more

I need, to engagein battle,

Nor can | permit

Thedlightest delay— neither

An hour, nor aminute, nor amoment.
Sinceyou insist, however,

| will wait until tomorrow,

And to speak of alonger interval,

| assure you, would waste your breath."
Then the king agreed: it would be
Exactly as he wished. He ordered
Thosewho'd comewith him to conduct
The knight to hislodging, placing
Themselvesat hisservice, and they al
Obeyed to the last detail.

And the king, who badly wanted

A peaceful solution, if possible,

Went to hisson once again.

His mission was to speak for peace,
For concord, harmony, and agreement,
Sohesaid, "Dear son, settle



This businesswithout fighting!

This knight's not here for amusement,
For bow-and-arrow contests,

Or for hunting: it'sfameand glory
And reputation he's after.

What he redly needs is rest,

As I've seen for mysdf. If he'd listen
To me, he'd wait thismonth,

And the next one, before he'd engage
In combat, for which he hungers.

Do you honestly think returning

The queen would bring you dishonor?
Then think again, my son,

For there's not the slightest chance

Of that. But keeping what isn't
Yoursis against both reason

And right. He'd gladly havefought
The battle right now—at ence—
Though hishands and feet arein pieces,
Cut and diced dl over."

"You talk like afrightened fool,"

Said Méléagant to hisfather.

"By thefaith | oweto Saint Peter,

I'm not following your

Advice! Pull me apart

With horses before | listen

Toyou! Let himfind his honor

And I'll find mine. Let him hunt

For glory on hisown road, and I'll
Take mine. If he's hungry for afight,
I mat least a hundred times hungrier!"”
"Clearly, folly attracts you,"
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Said theking. “You'll surely find it.

Tomorrow you'll test your courage

Againgt his, since that's what you want."

"May nothing I doworry me

Lessthan that!" said the son.

"I only wish it could be

Today: why wait for tomorrow?

Just see how sad my faceis,

And the deep rings round ny eyes!

Do you think I'm worried? grieving?

Troubled?immensely afraid?

I won't be happy until

| fight him; nothing will please me."
Theking saw that nothing

Could bend or persuade him, and with great

Regret | eft, then took

A fine, strong horse and excellent

Wesapons and armor, and sent them

To him who waswell acquainted

With their use, and was glad to have them.

And he aso sent an old, old

Man, adevout Christian

And asloyal asanyonedlive,

Who was better at curing wounds

Than Montpellier's learned doctors.

And dl that night he labored,

Astheking had directed, making

Our knight as healthy as he could.

Then the news spread, and knights

And ladies appeared, and girls

And barons, from neighboring lands,

Theking's people and pure
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Strangers, riding rapidly

All through the long nighttime,
Hurrying from far and near

To reach the king's country

By dawn. So many came,

And were packed so densely around
The great tower, that when daylight
Broke no one could move

Hand or foot. And the king

Awoke at dawn, grieving

For thisbattle, and went to hisson
Once more, finding him aready
Wearing his Poitiers-crafted

Helmet. He could not be stopped,
Nothing could bring him to peace,
Though the king felt obliged to try
And did his best. At the king's
Direction, the battlewould be fought
Infront of the tower, in the center
Of the square where the great crowd
Had assembled. The king summoned
The stranger first, and our knight
Wasled forth and placed

Among thefolk from Logres,

Who had gathered together in one spot.
Just as people came,

Y ear after year, a Christmas

And Pentecost, to hear

The cathedra organ, the crowd
Poured into the square,

Packed as they awayswere.

And ahost of girls from King Arthur's
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Realm, fresh from three days 3530
Of fasting, had been walking barefoot

And in woolen hair shirts, in order

Toinvokethe force and power

Of God for our knight against

Hisenemy, in fighting this hattle, 3535
Ashewas, for al theforeign

Prisoners. And the people of that country,

For their part, prayed for their prince,

Begging God to give him

Victory and honor. Soon 5540
After dawn, before morning

Prayers, the knights were led

Tothefidld of battle, both

Mounted on horseswearing

Protective armor. The prince 1545
Was awell-built, noble-looking

And handsome man, his hammered

Mail shirt beautifully fitted,

His helmet and the shield hung

From his neck perfectly matching. 3550
But even those who supported

Hiscause preferred the knight

Of thecart, al agreeing

That Méléagant was nothing

In comparison. They waited, there 3559
In the center of the square, asthe king

Joined them, determined to try

This onelast time, to arrange

For peace. But he could not persuade

Hisson. "Rein in your horses 3560
With both hands," he said,




"Till I reach the top of the tower.
That's hardly too much to ask;

You can easily wait that long."
Almost trembling, heleft them,

And immediately went to where

He knew he would find the queen,
Who had begged him, the night before,
To place her in aspot from which
She could watch the entire battle,
And having granted her wish

He went, now, to honor

Hisword and, forever courteous,
Bring her there himself.

S0 he set her a a high window,

Then seated himself to her right,
Also at awindow. And all

Around them were many notable
Knightsand ladies, some

From the king's country, some

From Logres, and native-born girls,
And othersfrom among the prisoners,
Thelatter extremely active

At their prayersand invocations,
Asal the captive men

And women were, on their knight's
Behalf, looking to God

And to him for their final deliverance.
And then the combatants, freed

For their fight, ordered the crowd
Towithdraw, set their shields

In place, their arms through the straps,
And, aming their spears, dashed
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At each other, striking so fiercely
That the points went two arms deep,
And the shields split and shattered
To bits. Their horses, too,

Came smashing breastplate into
Breastplate, with incredible force,
And the crashing shock of shields
And helmets, horses and men,
Sounded for al the world

Like atowering clap of thunder,

And every strap and belt

And spur and rein and girth

Broke, and even the heavy

Saddles snapped at the bow,

And neither knight was shamed

Or surprised to betossed to the ground,
As everything underneath him

Gave way. They leaped to their feet
And continued the combat like a pair
Of wild boars, not bothering with insults
Or boasts, but striking each other
With heavy blows of their steel
Swords, like men who violently

Hate one another. Their dashing
Strokes often cut

Through helmets and mail shirts, making
Blood spurt from the metal.

They fought savagely, giving

And taking mighty blows,

Cruel and heavy. Each

Assaulted the other on equal

Terms, neither able
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To gain the dlightest advantage.

But it could not last: he

Who had crossed the Sword Bridge wassurely
Weakened by al hiswounds,

As everyonewatching knew,

And those who favored that knight
Wereterribly worried, seeing

His strokes weaken, sensing

Him getting the worst, afraid

That Méléagant would seize

The upper hand and victory

Would be his. A buzzing murmur
Ran through the crowd. But up

In the tower, at awindow, awise
Girl waswatching, and she thought
To herself the knight most certainly
Wasn't fightingso terrible

A battlefor her, nor

For anyone standing in the crowd

Of ordinary people,

But strictly and solely for the queen
And no oneelse—and if

He knew shewas at awindow,
Watching from on high, it might give him
Strength and courage. And had she
Known his name, she'd have gladly
Told him (callingdown

From the tower) that hislove was there,
And he could glance up, and see her.
So she hurried to the queen and said,
"My lady, in the name of God,

For your sakeand ours, please,
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Tel methat knight's name,
If you know it, so | can offer him
Help." "Young lady," said the queen,
"Your request, it seemsto me,
Contains nothing in any way
Hateful or wicked, but only
Concern for hisgood. Aslong
Asl've known him, this knight's name
Has been Lancelot of the Lake."
"Oh God!" said the girl. "How my happy
Heart isleaping with joy!"
Then she jumped to the window and shouted,
Asloud as she could, in avoice
That everyone heard: "Lancelot!
Turn your head up and look—
Seewho's here, watching!"

Assoon as he heard his name,
Lancelot turned and looked
Behind him, and saw, seated
High at an open window,
What more than anything else
Intheworld he wanted to see.
And then, from the moment he saw her,
H e neither moved his head
Nor looked in any other
Direction, fighting with his back
To hisenemy, and Méléagant
Immediately began to press him
Ashard as he could, delighted
To think that, now, the knight
Could no longer face him and defend
Himself. And his countrymen, too,
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Were delighted, whiie the men of Logres
Wereso sick at heart they could not
Stand, many falling

To their knees, but many fainting

Away, stretched on the ground.

Sorrow and excitement were everywhere.

But thegirl, high at her window,
Shouted down once more:

"Ah, Lancelot! Can you redly

Be as stupid as you look?

You seemed to be al

That aknight should be, till now:
You had me convinced that God
Had never made aknight

Who could challengeyou for courage
And strength and virtue. And now
We see you fightingbackwards,
Looking away from your enemy!
Do your fightingwith your face
Turned to this tower, so you'll see her
Better! Let her shineon you!"
Outraged at theinsult, and deeply
Shamed, Lancelot hitterly

Cursed himsdlf for letting

The combat go against him,
Herein thesight of them all.

With aleap, he drove behind
Meéléagant, forcing

His enemy to stand with his back
To the tower. Méléagant

Struggled to regain his ground,

But Lancelot charged him, striking
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So many powerful strokes,
Swinging with al his strength,
That heforced afurther retreat,
Two or three unwilling,
Unwelcomesteps. Between
Thestrength Love had lent him,
Offered in willing assistance,
And the hate swellingin his heart
Asthe battlewore on, dl

His powersand quicknesshad returned.

Loveand his mortal hate—
Fiercer than any ever
Known—combined to make him
So fearsome that Méléagant

Was suddenly afraid,

For never in dl hislife

Had an enemy seemed so strong,
Or pressed and hurt him so badly
As thisknight wasdoing. He tried
Ashard as he could to keep him
At adistance, feinting, ducking,
Bobbing, badly hurt

Each time he was hit. Lancelot
Wasted no breath on threats,
Kept driving him toward the tower
And the queen, over and over
Coming as close as he could,
Forcing Méléagant back,

Each time, barely afoot

Away from stepping out

Cf her sight. So Lancelot led him
Up and down, thisway
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And that, aways making him

Stop in front of hislady,

The queen, who'd set his heart

On fire, just knowing shewas
Watching—afiercely roaring,
Burning-hot flameimpellinghim
Straight at Méléagant

And pushing his helplessenemy
Forward and back likeacripple,
Tugging him dong like ablind man
Or abeggar at theend of arope.
The king saw hisson

Utterly overwhelmed

And wesfilled with pity and compassion:
H e had to help, if he could.

But the queen, he knew, wasthe only
Possible source of assistance,

So he turned to her and spoke:
“Lady, for aslong as you've been

In my land you've had my love

And honor; I've served you well,
And dways gladly, in every

Way | could. Let me

AsK you, now, to repay me.

And thegift | ask you to giveme
Could only be granted out

Of the purest love. | can see

Quite well —there's not the dlightest
Doubt— that my son haslost

This battle. And | speak to you, now,
Not on thisscore, but because

It's clear that Lancelot



Could eadly kill him, if he choseto,
| hope you want that no more
Than | do—not that my son

Has treated you well —he hasn't —
But smply because | beg you

For your mercy. Let himlive.

Let thefind blow be withheld.

And thus you can tell me, if you choose,
How you value the honor

I've shown you." "Dear dgr, if that's
What you want, | want it, too.

| certainly hate and loathe

Y our son, for the best of reasons,
But you indeed have served me

So wdll that it pleases me

To pleaseyou by stopping the battle."
They had not whispered private
Words; both Lancelot

And Méléagant heard them.
Loversare obedient men,
Cheerfully willing to do

Whatever the beloved, who holds
Their entire heart, desires.
Lancelot had no choice,

For if ever anyoneloved

More truly than Pyramus

It was him. Hearing her response,
As soon as the final word

Fell from her mouth, declaring,
"Dear dir, if you want the battle
Stopped, | want that, too,"

Nothing in the world could have made him
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Fight, or even move,

No matter if it cost hislife.

He stood as dtill asastone—

But Mé&léagant struck

As hard as he could, angry

And shamed to find himself

The object of anyoné€'s pity.

The king came hurrying down

From the tower, to stop him. Straight
To thefield of battle he went,
Speaking these words to his son:
"What's this? You think it's fine

To go on fighting, after

He's stopped? You act like a savage!
It'sfar too late for heroics:
Everyone knows he's won,

Everyone knows you've been beaten!"
Out of his mind with shame,
Méléagant denied

Defeat: "Have you gone blind?
There's something wrong with your eyes!
Anyone who thinks I've been beaten
Issurely asblind asabat!"

"Who do you think believesyou?”
Said the king. “All these people

Can tell for themselves what's true
And false. We know you're lying."
And the king ordered hismen
Totake his son away.

It was done at once, exactly

Asthe king commanded. Against
Hiswishes, Méléagant
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Weas removed. But Lancelot

Left of hisown free will,

For hewould have stood without fighting
Evenif the prince had hurt him.

And the king said to hisson,

"As God is my witness, you'll now
Make peaceand give up the queen!
This quarrel's completely finished.
It's over, it's done with: that's all!™”
"What stupid things you're saying,"
Said hisson. "Y ou're making no sense
Go! Just let usfight;

Stop meddling where no one wants you."
But the king insisted it was settled:
"Youd clearly hedead, if I'd let

This battle continue.” "He

Kill me?He's theone

Who'd bedead, and I'd bethevictor,
If you hadn't interfered:

If only you hadn't stopped us!"

"God save me," said the king,

"Y ou're simply wasting your breath."
"Why?" "Becausel say so.

Y our stupid pride would kill you,

If I let you do what you want.

Only afool could long

For death: you understand nothing!

I know you hate mefor trying

To save your life. But God

Won't let mewatch you die—

Not if | can helpit!

| couldn't bear the pain."



He talked and argued, argued
And talked, till peace was arranged.
And the terms of their accord
Gave Lancelot the queen
But Méléagant the unquestioned
Right, for ayear to come,
Tocdl for another combat,
Man to man, where
And when he wanted. That combat
Did not concern our knight
The peace pleased everyone,
And the court of King Arthur, ruler
Of Britain and Cornwall, was chosen
Asthesiteof that future battle.
So much was settled— but still
The queen, and Lancelot with her,
Had to agreethat should
The second battle hewon
By Méléagant, she
Would return with him, without
Opposition. The queen gave
Her consent, and Lancelot, too.
And then it was truly over,
And both knights disarmed.

It wasthe custom, in that country,
That once anyoneleft it
Everyoneelse could leave,
If they wished. They al blessed
Our knight, nor do | need
To tell you how happy they were—
Indeed, they were overjoyed!
All thestrangersin that strange
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Land gathered around him,

Voicing their profound pleasure:

"Sir, wewere thrilled the moment

We heard your name, knowing

That if it wasyou who came

Tofree us, we'd certainly be freed.”
And in their joy they crowded
Around him, al of them anxious

To push in close and touch him.

And those whose hands could reach him
Were happier than words can express.
But despite the prisoners' ecstatic
Joy, there were also those

Who suffered and could not rejoice:
Méléagant and his men

Had nothing to celebrate;

They weresilent, and thoughtful, and glum.

Theking had |eft thefield,

Leading Lancelot with him,

And Lancelot asked to be taken

To the queen. "And how could |

Object?" said the king. " Of course

You'd liketo see her. Indeed,

If you wish you can also see

Sir Kay." Lancelot almost

Fell tohi s knees with delight.

Theking took him directly

To the great hall, where the queen

Had been waitingfor our knight to appear.
Seeing Bademagu

Hand in hand with Lancelot,

She roseto greet theking,
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Seeming greatly embarrassed:

Head down, she stood there, silent.
"Lady, | bring you Lancelot,"

Said theking, "who's cometo see you.
I'm surehisvist will please you."
"Me?" she answered. "How could it?
I've nothing to do with his coming."”
"Good Lord, lady!" said the king,
An exceedingly courteous man,
"How can you say such athing—
Mistreating a man who's served you
So wonderfully well, often

Putting hislife at risk

And dl for you? A man

Who came to your aid and fought with
My son solely for your sake,

Obliging him to surrender

What he never wanted to lose?"

"My lord, truly, hes wasted

Histime. | can't help it:

| take no pleasurein hissight.”

And Lancelot stood there, thinking,
Then replied with infinite courtesy,
Asatruelover should,

"You leave me sorrowful, lady,

But | darenot ask you why."

H e could have complained, and bitterly,

Had she been willing to listen,

But asif to make him feel worse
She spoke not aword, just walking
Away to another room.

Lancelot's eyes, and his heart
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Aswell, followed her out.

It seemed to him far

Too quick, far too short

Atrip: hiseyeswould have followed
Her in, if they possibly could.

His noble heart. which beat

With greater strength and power,
Crossed the threshold with her

And went in, as she shut the door,
Though hiseyes, all filled with tears,
Remained outside with his body.
Then the king took him aside,
Whispering, "But Lancelot,

What can she mean, refusing

To seeyou, not saying aword?
Surely, if you used to speak,

You two, sheshouldn't be
Capricious and ignore you this way —
Not with dl you've done

For her! Tl me, if you know,

Why would shetreat you likethis?
What have you done to deserveit?"
"My lord, | had no warning.

But clearly she took no pleasure

In seeing my face or hearing

My words, and it weighson my heart.”
"By God," said the king, "she's behaving
Badly. You've risked your life,

And al for her! But come,

My good sweet friend, it's time

You had aword with Sir Kay."
“Gladly,” wasthe answer. "I'd like that."
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Thekingled him to Sir Kay,

And seeing Lancelot there

Infront of him, the steward's

First words were: "L ord! How
Youve put meto shame!"™ "l have?'
Replied our knight. "Explain

Y ourself. How havel shamed you?'
"Y ou couldn't have shamed me more,
Doing so easily what |

Could never doat al."

And then theking left
Theroom, and they were alone,
And Lancelot asked Sir Kay
How bad his sufferinghad been.
"It's never ended," he said,

"And now it's worse than before.
Over and over | wassure

| was dead, and so I'd have been
Except for the king, who showed me
Sweet compassionand friendship.
Whenever he heard | needed
Anything, he dways arranged
Whatever was wanted. H e never
Failed me, but acted at once,
Themoment helearned of my pain.
Hewas dwaysready to help,

But Méléagant, hisson,

Woas completely different, evil,
Treacherous, secretly ordering

The doctors to bind my wounds
With mortal poisonsinstead

Of healing balms. The king
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Was atruefather, the other

A falseone. Theking brought me
Medicines and cures;

His son, like astepfather, did hiswicked
Secret best to kill me,

Taking away hisfather's

Blessed gifts, replacing

Good with evil. He wished

To see me die. But hisfather

The king was not aware

Of what hisson was doing:

H ewouldn't have allowed such cruel
And traitorous, such murderous acts!
You can't imagine how generous
He's been to my lady, the queen.
Since Noah built hisark

There's never been abetter

Sentinel, guarding afrontier

Tower; he's stood at the door,
Denying entrance even

To his son, who was bitterly resentful,
Except when crowds were present
Or the king himself could be there
This noble king has shown her,

And continues to show her, al

The respect our gracious queen
Deserves and is able to command.
She hersdlf, and only

She, haslaid out therules,

And the king could not have more
Admired and approved her conduct.
But tell me: can it betrue,



Asthey say, that Guinevere
Publicly expressed such anger
Toward you that she wouldn't speak
A word?" "It's true," was the answer,
"Absolutely true.

Have you any idea, in the name

Of God, why she should hate me?"
Sir Kay said hedid not,

But thought it exceedingly strange.
"Let it be asshe wishes!"

Was dl Lancelot could say,
Adding, "It'stimel left,

And went in search of Gawain,
Who also cameto thisland:
Heand | agreed

To meet at the Sunken Bridge."
And so, leaving Kay's room,

H e came to the king and asked
Permission to go on hisway.

And theking granted him |eave.
But those he'd set free and released
From their prison clamored to come
Along. And Lancelot said,

"If you wish to come with me

You may certainly come. But if

You wish to stay with the queen
You're equally free to remain.

No oneneedsto leave."

So dl who wished to depart

Joined him, delighted to be going.
But all the girls stayed

With the queen, happy to have
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A choice, and ladies stayed,
And someknights, but none who desperately
Longed to return and could not
Wait any longer. And those
Who remained did so for the queen,
Who'd announced she waswaiting for Gawain
And would not move until
Newsaf him should arrive.

The news was quickly spread:
The queen was free, and all
The others with her; any
Who wished to leave could go
When and asthey pleased.
Former prisonerswent up
And down, dl asking each other,
All discussing the same
Subject, none of them sad
To seetheold control posts
Demolished: thingshad changed
So much, they could comeand go
Asthey liked! But when those who lived
In that country heard how the combat
Had gone, that Lancelot had won,
Hordes of them hurried down
To the road he would haveto follow,
Believingthe king would he pleased
If they captured thisforeign knight
And brought him hack as a prisoner.
All those with him were unarmed
And utterly helplessagainst
The men who now surrounded them:
No wonder Lancelot
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Was quickly captured and disarmed,
And led back, hisfeet tied
Together under hishorse's 4140
Belly. "No, no," the former
Prisoners protested, "the king
Himself has guaranteed
Our passage!" "We know nothing about it,"
They were answered. "But having been captured 4145
Youll comewith usto court.”
A rumor soon reached theking's
Earsthat his people had captured
Lancelot and killed him. Hearing
This news, the king was deeply 4150
Upset, and swore that whoever
Had done thisshould die a& once,
Without defense or delay;
The only choicethey could have,
Once he'd caught them, would be 4155
Between hanging, burning,
Or drowning. If they tried to deny it
Hewouldn't believe aword,
For he'd been struck to the heart,
And the pain wasimmense—and the shame 4160
That would fal on him, if hefailed
To avengethisdeath, would be even
Greater — but hewould avengeit!
The rumor ranin every
Direction, reaching the queen 4165
As she sat down to eat,
And the false news of Lancelot's
Death came closeto kiiing
Her aswell, for she
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Took it for truth, and the shock
Was so intense her lips

Almost forgot how to speak,

But because of those around her
She said, "This death is horribly
Painful —and | should be grieved,
Since he cameto this country for me.
He deserves my pain and my grief."
And then she said to herself,

Softly and unheard, that eating
And drinking had now become
Impossible, if indeed he

Whose life gave meaning to her own
Was truly dead. Slowly

And sadly, she rose from the table,
Already mourning in so silent

A voicethat noone could hear her.
And feeling driven tokill

Herself, she clutched at her throat,
Silently confessing, first,

That she alone was at fault,
Accusing herself of sinful

Behavior, of wicked acts

Directed a the man whose heart
Had aways been hers, and still
Would be hers, were he still dive.
And knowing she'd been so cruel
Stole away her beauty.

Thethought of such wickedness drained
And discolored her skin more
Than fasting or all-night vigils.

All the evil she'd done



Flooded her mind, bit

By bit; she remembered it all

And cried, "Oh God! What
Was | thinking, when my lover appeared,
Not showing him my pleasure,
Refusing to alow him aword?
To deny him every attention

Was absolutely mad!

Mad? Better, by God,

To cal mecruel, and atraitress.

It was only a joke, awhim,

But he took it deeply to heart
And never forgaveme. | know it,
It was | who killed him, who gave him
The mortal blow: | know it!

He cameto me, laughing with joy,
Believing| would return

His pleasure, rejoice a hissight—
And | refused to see him:

Could | have dealt him a blow
More mortal? Denying him even
A word waslike cutting out

His heart and killing him, then
And there. And so| ki ed him;:
Why hunt for other assassins?
Oh God! Can | ever redeem
This murder, thismortal sin?
No—not unless

All the riversstop running

And the seagoesdry. Lord,

How good it would be, once—
Just once—before | die,



Were he wrapped in my arms again!
How?Why, both of us naked;
That's when I'd be the happiest.
But since he's dead, to goon
Living would simply be wicked.
And why?To bedive

After he's dead: would that

Injure my beloved—nothing

To delight in except my sorrow?
And yet how sweet that sorrow
Would be, had he been able
Toseeit when hewasalive.
Would it not be wicked

To prefer death to such suffering?
Living aslong as| can,

And enduring this pain, will be pleasure

Enough: | should live and suffer.
Not dieand be at peace.”

The queen was in mourning for two
Wholedays, not eating or drinking,

And everyonethought she was dead.

Theworldisfull of people

Just waiting to bring us bad news,
And one of them came to Lancelot,
Announcing hislady's death.

His heart was utterly broken;

No one could doubt how erief
And sorrow overwhelmed him
Indeed, to tell you the truth,

If you redly want to know:

He had nointerest in living;
Death was dl he wanted
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But before hekilled himself—
Pulling off his belt

And tying afatal knot

At the end—weeping as he spoke
H e declared, "Death! What aforfeit
You've taken, turning health
Intosickness! I'vefallen sick,

But with no disease except sorrow.
And yet thissorrow is mortal.
Fine: | hope it provesfatal,

And Death will dlow meto die.
Indeed? |s death denied me,
Except when Death willsit?
Fine—aslong as helets me

Tie thisknot around

My neck, forcing Death
Totakeme, likeit or not.

Death prefersvictims

Anxiousto keep him away.

Il pull himin with my belt,

Catch him and make him come,
And once I've got him, Fll keep him,

Compel him to please me. The problem,

Clearly, is how dowly he comes,
And how much | wish hedd hurry!™
H e moved quickly from words

To actions, putting his head

In the noose, with the knot at his neck,

And determined to die at once,
Wound the other end

Of the belt around the bow

Of hissaddle, |etting no one
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See, then dropped to the ground,
Intending hishorse to drag him

Along until he strangled.

He refused to live any longer.

Seeing him fall, those

Who were riding with him thought
He might have fainted, for none of them
Noticed the noose knotted

Around his neck. Quickly,

They bent and pulled him up,

Their arms clasped about him—

And saw, only then,

How he'd made the |eather his enemy,
Knotting it round his neck.

They cut it off at once,

But the noose had so constricted
Histhroat that it took time

Before he could speak, the veins

All up and down his neck

Closeto breaking. And then,

No matter how much he might want to,
He could nolonger harm himself.

But how it hurt that they watched him!
H efairly burned with fury

And regret, wanting only

Todie,if only they'd let him.

They would not, and he could not, so he said
To himself, "Ah Death! You disgusting
Old fraud, how much are you worth

If you haven't the strength or the will
To take meinstead of my lady?
Perhapsit's too good adeed,
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And that'swhy you wouldn't do it!
That must be the answer: you spared me
Likeathief and atraitor! Ha!

Such respect and kindness!

How well you planned your moves!
T'll seeyou in Hell before

| thank you for favorslikethis!

| can't even say who

| hate most—L.ife,

For keeping me, or Death, who won't
Kill me. You're both against me.

And yet it'sright, by God,

That wanting to die, I'm dive

For | should havekilled mysdif

The moment my lady the queen
Showed how deeply she hates me.
There's got to be some reason;
Shewouldn't havedoneit for nothing—
And yet | can't understand.

For had | known what waswrong

I'd have moved heaven and earth

To amend it, however she liked,
Before her soul was cdlled

To God, if only shed shown me
Some mercy. Oh Lord: what

Did | do?She'd probably heard

How I'd ridden in the cart.

Yet how could she blame mefor that?
But what else could it be? 1t wasthat.
Still, if the cart caused her

To hate me, how could Love

Allow it? How little Love
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Must be understood, to turn

Such athing against me. Nothing
Donein the name of Love

Can be held against alover:

Whatever alover does

For loveislove, and isright.

Did | doit only for my love?

Oh Lord, what can | say!

Can 14till cal her my love?

Do l1dare usethat word?

All Lknow of love

Insiststhat, if sheloved me,

She shouldn't have been repelled

But loved me even more,

For doing what Love requires

Strikes me as honoring Love,

No matter if it'sridingin acart.

She should have known it was done
For Love, had she seen it correctly.
That's how lovers are tested

By Love, and how Loveknowsthem
Ashers. But my lady didn't like

What | did: she more than proved
That dislikewith her cold greeting.
And just the same, for doing

This deed her lover has been showered
With shame, and reproach, many times
Over, and accepted it gladly,

Though it soured what | meant to be sweet,
For those who know nothing of Love,
By God, are dwaysacting

That way, washing honor
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With shame, though honor's not cleansed

By such abath, but soiled.

Thosewho know nothing of Love

Constantly treat it badly,

Unafraid of itslaws,

Pure paganswithout belief.

But those who obey Love's orders

Achieve honor and glory,

Forgiven for whatever they do,

While those who fail it are cowards.”
And so Lancelot lamented,

And his men rode sadly along

Beside him, guarding their lord.

Then after atime, new news

Arrived: the queen was not dead!

And the knight was himsdlf again:

However profoundly, and long,

He'd mourned her death, now

He celebrated her life

A thousand times more strongly.

By the time he'd comeasclose

As eight or nine milesto King

Bademagu's castle,

The king too heard news

That cheered him immensely: the knight

Was safe and sound and would soon

Bewith him again. Like the courteous,

Noble gentleman hewas,

Theking hurried to tell

The queen, who said, "Y our mgjesty,

Since you bear this news, | believeit.

But had he truly been dead,
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I'd never have been happy again.
Al thepleasurein life
Would be gone, had a knight died
In my serviceand on my account.”

And then the king left her,
And she waited, and waited, impatient
For her love and her joy to return
Continuing any quarrel
With him was the last thing on her mind!
But the rumor that came to her ears
Over and over, never
At rest, wasthat Lancelot
Would havekilled himsdlf for her,
And had tried, but they would not et him.
She believedit, and was thrilled at the thought,
But nothing in the world could have made her
Want such atotal disaster.
And finaly, having hurried
Asfast as he could, he came.
The moment the king saw him
Heran and hugged and kissed him,
Feeling solight with joy
He should have been able tofly.
But seeing those who had captured
And bound the knight, his joy
Ended: they'd ridden hard,
He said, to reach their own death.
They answered that whatever they'd done
Had been meant to honor the king's
Wishes. "It may have pleased you!"
Said the king, "But not me. It had nothing
To do with this knight, who was under
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My protection. The shame's

Not his, but mine, only

Mine. And you'll pay for your pleasure!” 4460
Seeing Bademagu's

Fury, Lancelot sought

To cam him, and bring about peace,

And after working long

And hard, succeeded. Then the king 4465

Brought him to see the queen

And now her eyeswere not

Lowered to the ground, she came

To greet him gaily, offering

All the honor she knew how 4470

To give, making him sit

At her side. And they talked

Of whatever came to their minds,

Neither of them hunting for words,

For Love supplied them in abundance. 4475

And seeing how well it went,

And nothing he said displeased

The queen, Lancelot lowered

Hisvoice: "Lady," hesaid,

"I wastaken aback at the greeting 4480

You gave me, the other day,

Not sayingasingleword.

| felt mysalf closeto death

And had not the courage, as | have

Today, to say aword 4485

Or ask you why. Lady,

If you'll tell mewhat I've done

To deserve such torment, I'm ready,

Now, to make you amends."




To which the queen answered,
"Indeed? Didn't the cart

Shameyou the least little bit?

You must have hesitated,

For you lingered a good two steps.
And that, you see, was my sole
Reason for ignoring your presence."
"May God keep me from another
Such error," said Lancelot,

"And may He show me no mercy

If you haven't spoken the truth!

In the name of God, Lady,

Tell mewhat | must do

To earn your forgiveness, and whatever
Itis| will doit at once.

| beg you: pardon my fault."

"My friend," said the queen gaily,
"Your fault isfreely forgiven.

You have my absolute pardon.”

"I thank you, Lady," he said.

"But | cannot tell you, here,

All | would like to say.

I'd be grateful for the chance to speak
In private, if that can be managed."
Then the queen motioned— not

With her hand, but her eyes—to awindow,
And said, "Come speak to me
Tonight, at that window, when everyone
Else will be asleep.

Come by way of that orchard.

| can't let youin,

Nor can you stay the night.



| shall haveto stay inside,

And you will haveto stay out.

| won't be ableto touch you,
Except with my hand, or my mouth
But if it givesyou pleasure

I'll stay there till dawn, for love

Of you. We cannot come

Together, for Sir Kay, the steward,
Sleepson abed in my room,

Still sick from the wounds he received.

And the door isawaysclosed,

And it's strong, and very well guarded.

Be very careful, when you come,

That none of those watching see you."

"Lady," hesaid, "If | can,

No onewill see me, and neither

Think nor say an evil

Word." And thusthey talked,

And parted wonderfully happy.
Lancelot |€eft her, hisspirits

So high that al his pains

And sorrows had been forgotten.

But night wastoo dow in coming,

And the day lingered too long:

It seemed to him a hundred

Days, or even ayear.

He'd hurry to their rendezvous,

If only night would come!

Then findly the thick, dark

Night fought the day

Toits kneesand dowly covered it

Over with its heavy cloak.
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And seeing thelight fade,

He pretended animmensefatigue,
Saying he'd been awake

Toolong, and needed to rest.

You who've used the sametrick

Don't need to haveit explained:

He made agreat show of weariness
And took himsdlf off to bed—

But found no comfort, for sleep

Woas not what he had in mind.

He could not have slept, nor would he
Have dared to even had he wanted

To try. And soon he rose,

Quietly, not a bit unhappy

That no moon was shining, and no stars,
And dl through the house not a candle
Or alamp or alantern waslit.

He dipped outdoors, careful

That no one was watching; everyone
Thought he wasfast asleep,

Lost in hisbed for the night.

No one went with him, or showed him
The path, ashewent to the orchard,
And he met no one on the way.

And hisluck held: part

Of thewall around the orchard

Had recently fallen, and through

The hole hewent, quickly,

And stood beneath the window,

Still s astone, careful

Not to cough or sneeze.

And then the queen appeared,
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Dressed in asnow-white gown.
She wore neither acoat

Nor any covering but ashort
Red cloak, fur-trimmed, across
Her shoulders. Seeing the queen
Bend her head against
Thewindow's great iron bars,
Lancelot greeted her with gentle
Warmth, which she returned,
Immense longing gripping
Them both, each for the other.
No harsh or angry words

Passed between them: pressing
As close as they could, they were just
Ableto clasp hand

To hand. How it hurt them,
Unable to be together,

And how they cursed thoseiron
Bars! But Lancelot assured her,
Should she be willing, he'd come
And join her: noiron bars
Could keep him out! The queen
Quickly replied, "Can't

You see? Thisiron's too thick

To bend, too strong to break.
Please: don't even attempt it!
How could you possibly pull
Away asingle one?"

“Ah, don't worry, my lady!
Noiron can keep me out.
Nothing can stop mefrom coming
Toyou, if you want meto come
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Just sy theword, and consider it

Asgood as done. Your

Not wantingmein isthe only

Obstacle that could keep me out,

Theonly barrier | can't

Break down.” "l want you in,"

Said the queen. "That's not the question.

But let me quickly return

To bed, and lie there, and watch,

Becauseit won't be pleasant

Or at dl amusing if my husband's

Steward, who's sleeping here,

Hears you at work, and wakes up.

Besides, it's better for me

To be back in bed, not standing

Here for everyoneto see."

"Go back to bed, lady,

But have no fear: this

Iswork | cando quietly.

These bars will come out quickly

And with hardly an effort, and no one

Will hear me or know what I've done."
The queen hurried back

To her bed, and theknight prepared

To pull the window apart.

Taking hold of the bars,

He bent them toward him until

They snapped away from their sockets,

But the iron edge was so sharp

[t cut through hislittle

Finger, down to the bone,

And diced deep in the knuckle
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Of thefinger next toit. He had no
Awarenessof the blood running out,
Nor thewounds; hefelt no pain,
His mind on other matters.

The window was high in thewall,
But Lancelot had no trouble
Climbing quickly through.

Finding Sir Kay asleep,

He approached the queen's bed,
Bowing in adoration

Beforethe holiest relic

H e knew, and the queen reached out
Her arms and drew him down,
Holding him tight against

Her breast, making the knight
Aswelcomein her bed, and as happy,
As she possibly could, impelled

By the power of Love, and her own
Heart. It was Lovethat moved her,
And sheloved him truly, but he
Loved her a hundred thousand
Timesmore, for if other hearts

Had escaped Love, his

Had not. His heart was s0
Completely captured that theimage
Of Lovein al other hearts

Was a pale one. And the knight had
What he wanted, for the queen willingly
Gave him al the pleasures

Of herself, held himin her arms
Ashewasholding her.

It was S0 exceedingly sweet
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And good—the kisses, the embraces—
That Lancelot knew a delight

So fine, so wondrous, that no one

In theworld had ever before

Known anything likeit, so help me
God! And that's dl I'm allowed

Totel you; | can say no more.

These pleasures|'m forbidden to report
Were the most wonderful known,

The most delightful. That night,

And dl night long, Lancelot
Experienced incredible joy.

But the dawn came, against

Hiswill, and he had to leave.
Risingfrom her bed waslike

Some terrible martyrdom;

He suffered immense pain.

His heart kept yearning back

To where the queen was lying,

Nor could he keep it in hisbreast,

For after such joy hehad

No heart to take avay with him:

The boedy might go, hut the heart
Would remain. He turned and went

To thewindow—but some of him stayed,
For the curtains were spotted and stained
With the blood he'd shed as he entered.
Heleft more dowly than he'd come,
With much sighing and many

Tears. They could plan for nothing
More, no matter how much

They longed to: reluctant to leave,
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H eleft, and hated to go.

His hands had been badlg wounded,

His fingerswere scarred, but he bent

The bars back where they'd been,

Set them in their sockets again,

So no matter how or where

Onelooked, top or bottom,

Inside or out, they seemed

Compl etely undisturbed.

And as he passed through the window

H e bowed and crossed himself,

Asif acknowledging

An dtar. And so heleft,

Sadly, seen by no one,

And returned to hislodgings. Helay down

In hisbed, naked; no one

Was disturbed, no onewoke up.

And then he noticed, astonished,

How badly hisfingershad been hurt,

But was not bothered, quite sure

That in bending the window'siron

Bars he must have cut

And bruised himself. He felt

No regret: he'd rather let

Both hisarms be ripped

From his body than never have gone

Through that window—though the wounds were so

Sevurethat sufferingsuch injuries

On some other occasion, in some other

Cause, would have been an affliction.
Behind the closed curtains

In her room, the queen sweetly
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Slept the morning away,

Paying no attention

To al the bloodstained spots,

Sure the curtains were as white

And lovely as they’d dways been.
But Méléagant, assoon

Ashe'd left his bed, and was dressed,
Decided to pay avisit

To the room where the queen waslying.

Hefound her awake, and saw

The curtainsfreshly spotted

With blood. Nudging hisfollowers
With an elbow, asif hot on the trail
Of evil, heturned to Sir Kay

And saw blood spots all over

His bed (for asthe steward

Slept, that night, hiswounds

Had opened)."Lady," he exclaimed,
"Here's the proof 1've been wanting!
Trying to keep awoman

Honest is truly work

For afool, and awasteof time:
When someone's watching she slips
Awgy faster than when no one
Cares! And my father gaveyon

A guard to save you from me!

That kept meout, all right—

But Sir Steward, lying right here,
Managed to find you, last night,
And took whatever he wanted.
That's perfectly clear: just [ook!"
"At what?" she said. "The blood
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On your curtains cries out against you.
| won't gointo details.

But | seewhat | see: blood

From hiswounds spattered al over
Your curtains, and al over his bed.
Could one ask for better proof ?"

And then, for the very first time,

The queen saw the spattered
Curtains, and the bed, and was stunned;
Shame brought the color

To her face: "So help me God,

But this blood | see on my curtains
Never camefrom Sir Kay.

Last night | had anose bleed—

And this, | expect, isthe cause."

And she redly thought it wastrue.
"S0 help me," said Méléagant,

"Y ou're babbling absol ute nonsense.
These empty words are worthless:
You're guilty beyond adoubt,
Thetruthis perfectly clear."

And then, speaking to hisfather's
Guards, hesaid, "Don't move.

Keep everything jugt asit s,

Let no one touch this bed.

| intend to demand justice

From theking, as soon as he'sseeniit.”
And then he sought out the king

And threw himsdf at hisfeet,

"My lord, come see what you never
Suspected. Come see this queen
Youve sheltered, and behold the amazing
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Things | found in her chambers

And have seen for myself. But first,
Beforeyou go, | pray you

Not to forget what's mine

By justiceand right. You know

Aswell asanyone what | risked

For thiswoman's sake, making

You my enemy. You kept her

Guarded against me. | went

To see her, thismorning, as she lay

In bed, and saw without

Thedlightest doubt that she'd spent
The night with Sir Kay. In the name

Of God, my lord, don't

Be angry that I've come complaining
And in sorrow, for in deeping with Kay
She’s shown meimmense disdain

And flagrantly flaunted her hatred!"
"Bequiet!" said theking. "Thisis nonsense."
"My lord, come see her curtains,

And how Kay left them. Since

You refuse to believeme, and insist
I'm telling you lies, let

Those curtains, and the blood from Kay's
Wounds, convince you of the truth.”
"Let's go, then!" declared theking.
"My eyes have never told me

Lies: | want them to see

For themselves." H e hurried to the queen's
Chamber, and found her there,

Newly risenfrom her bed.

H e saw the bloody curtains
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And the blood on Sir Kay's bed.
"Lady," hesaid, "Alaed

| see what my son hastold me
Istrue.” "By God," she replied,
"Noone hasever concocted

Such awicked lie, not even

In adream! Sir Kay, King Arthur's
Steward, istoo honest and loyal

A man 1o accuse of such things.

And 1, | don't sell

My body to the highest bidder.
Believe me, such infamy

Would never havecrossed Kay's mind,
And it never, ever, occurred

To me, nor would | havedoneit."
"My lord," said Méléagant

To hisfather, "how pleasant it would be
If Kay paid for hiscrime,

And the queen was properly shamed.
Justice awaits your word:

Giveit, | beg you. Thisfalse
Steward, in whom King Arthur
Placed such trust that helet him
Guard the queen, his dearest

Love, bas betrayed hislord."

"My lord," said Kay, "let me
Answer, and defend myself.

When | leave thisworld may God
Refuse my soul forgiveness

If 1 took my pleasure of my lady!

I'd rather —much rather! — bedead
Than be guilty of such an outrageous
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Crime against my lord!

May God on high not give me

Back my health—Iet him

Take me, here and now,

If I ever thought such athing!

All I know isthis:

My wounds opened and bled

Freely, last night, and stained

My bedding, which iswhy your son
Suspects me, though he has no right to."
And Méléagant replied,

"By God, the devil and all
Thefiendsof Hell have betrayed you!
Youworked up too much of asweat,
Last night, and that's why your wounds
Came open, and you bled. There's nothing
You can sy to defend yourself:

Blood in both places isthe plainest
Proof in the world, and we seeit.

A crime so clearly proven

Deservesto be punished. No knight
Of your reputation hasever

Falen sofar: you stand

Before us, covered with shame."

"My lord, my lord,” cried Kay

To theking, "Il defend my lady

And myself against your son's
Accusation! | have no strength,

It may kill me, but he has no right!"
"Combat is out of the question,"

Said theking. "You're too badly hurt."
"Let me fight him, my lord.
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Even sick and weak

As1am, I'll meet himin combat
And prove by the blade of my sword
I'm not guilty of thiscrime!"

But the queen had aready, in secret,
Sent for Lancelot,

And told the king she'd produce

A knight who'd defend Sir Kay
Against this accusation,

If Méléagant had the courage.

And Méléagant immediately

Said, " Choose whoever

You like, without exception—

Even agiant! —and | promise

A fight to the death." As he spoke
These words, Lancelot entered,
And so many knights crowded

Into the hall it was filled

To bursting. The moment he appeared
The queen set out the quarrel

For all to hear, young

And old: "Lancelot, this

Isthe deeply disgraceful thing

Of which Méléagant has accused me,
And declareshe will spread both far
And wide unlessyou make him
Unsay it. Sir Kay, he claims,
Enjoyed my bed last night,

I'n proof of which he points

To these curtains, and this bed, both bloodstained.

And he claimsthe crime will be proven
If Kay, or someonefighting
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In hisname, can't defend against it.”
"You will never need to defend

Y ourself,my lady, once

I'm with you. May God in Heaven
Desire no stain on your name.
Whoever thinks thisistrue

Will haveto proveit in combat,

And with me. Whatever strength

| have, | hereby pledge

In your defense. | am ready

For combat." Then Méléagant

L eaped forth. "God save my soul,
That's just what I'd like, I'm more
Than ready and not in the least
Worried!" "Y our mgjesty," said Lancelot,
“As | understand the legal
Reguirements of judicia combat

In casesof false accusation,

Such combat can only occur

Under oath." And Méléagant

Instantly answered, with great
Assurance, "Let it be sworn to!

Bring out the haly relics:

I stand with justiceand right!"
Lancelot replied at once,

"May God on high help me,

But no onewho knows Sir Kay

Could think he had done such athing."
They called for their horses, their armor
And weapons; their orders were obeyed
Asquickly as possible. Squires

Helped them into their armor,
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And then the relicswere brought.
Méléagant cameforward,

And Lancelot right beside him;
Both of them fell totheir knees;
And Méléagant stretched out

His hand above the holy

Objects, and swore, loud

And clear: "In the name of God
And these relics, Sir Kay slept
With the queen last night, in her bed,
And took his pleasure." "And |
Swear you're lying," said Lancelot.
"He never came to her bed.

May Our Lord be willing to take
His vengeance on whoever'slying,
And let the truth be known.

But let me swear another

Oath, which is this: no matter
Who it may hurt, or how much,

If | defeat this man

Again, with only the help

Of God and these holy relics
Lying here before us,

I'll offer him no mercy."

And hearing this oath asthe knight
Swore it, the king was not happy.

Once their oaths had been sworn,

Squires led out their horses,

Both of them beautiful beasts,

And each of them mounted, and then
Dashed straight at the other

Asfast as their horses could gallop.
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The huge beasts collided

With such immense force

That dl the knights had left

Of their lanceswere the handles in their hands
And both were swept to the ground,

But not likeapair of corpses,

For they jumped quickly to their feet
And began doing as much

Damage as they could with their swords.
Fiery sparks leaped

Toward the sky, from both their helmets.
They pressed their attacks fiercely,

Bare blades clashing, both knights
Constantly moving forward

And back, wielding their swords

As quickly asthey could, neither
Takingaquiet breath

Or resting. The sorrowful king

Called up to the queen,

Who'd climbed to abalcony high

In the tower, where she sat and watched,
And asked her, in the name of God,

To stop the combat. "Do

Whatever seemsto you best,”

Replied the queen, in good faith.

“I will oppose you in nothing."

Hearing the king's request

Perfectly well, and the answer

Given by the queen, Lancelot

Had no desire to continue;

Hisfurious sword was still.

But Méléagant kept



Attacking, not wanting to be stopped,

So the king stepped between them

And took hold of hisson, who swore

That peace wasthefurthest thing

From hismind: "Let megoon

Fighting!" "Have sense enough

To he quiet and listen," said the king.

"Taking my advice

Will neither shame you nor hurt you.

Things can be done the right way

Or thewrong! Don't you remember

Challenginghim to combat

At King Arthur's court? Fighting

Therewill bring you greater honor,

If you win, than combat anywhere

Elsein theworld!" Theking's

Words were meant to calm him,

If anything could. And at last

He succeeded, and drew them apart.
Now Lancelot, sorely pressed

Tofindly find Sir Gawain,

Sought first the king's

Permission to leave, and then

The queen's. Permission granted,

He galloped toward the Sunken Bridge,

Followed by alarge troop

Of knights—many of whom,

In truth, he'd rather have seen

Stay where they were. Thetrip

Waslong, and took many days,

But at last they drew near the bridge,

Though still some miles away.
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They'd barely come closeenough
Toseethe bridge in the distance,
When adwarf rode out to meet them,
Mounted on a huge horse

Which he spurred on with blows
From afierce-looking whip. And as

H e approached them, he called out

(According to instructions he'd been given):

"Which of you is Lancelot?

Don't concea him: I'm on

Your side. Just tell me the truth:
What | need to ask him concerns
You al." Lancelot answered

For himself: "1 am the man

You wish to see and speak to."

"Ah Lancelot, noble knight!
Leavethese people, if you please.
Come with me, alone,

For I've someplace special to take you.
Let no onefollow behind us.

Wait right here. It won't

Belong before we're back!"
Suspecting nothing, the knight
Ordered his men to wait,

And followed after the dwarf—

And those who waited would go on
Waiting, and waiting, and waiting
For the knight's return, for the dwarf
Weas not hisguide, but his captor.
How sad and confused they were going
To be, waitingin vain,

Not knowing what to do.
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They began to believe that the dwarf
Had tricked them—and need you ask
If that knowledge made them happy?
Heavy a heart, they hunted

For the knight, not knowingwhere
He'd been taken, or how to find him.
They took counsel together, and the wisest
Among them, the story tellsus,
Agreed that the sensible thing

Would be to continue on

To the Sunken Bridge, close by,

And then, if they found Sir Gawain
Anywherein sight, take counsel

With him before they went further.
All agreed on this plan,

Without dissent, and off

They rode toward the Sunken Bridge
And soon reached it, and in fact
Found Gawain, who had fallen

From the bridge into the deep

Water, havinglogt his balance.

His head kept going under,

Then bobbing back to the surface.
They hurried toward him, and using
Sticks, and branches, and boat hooks,
Brought him ashore, still wearing
His mail shirt, his helmet (worth

Any ten of itskind)

On hishead, hisiron leggings

Rusty and stained with sweat,

For he'd struggled hard to get there,
And overcome a host
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Of dangers and murderous assaullts.
Hislance, his shield, and his horse
Were waitingon the other bank.
Quickly pulling him out,

They couldn't believe he was still

Alive, but after vomiting

Up thewater he'd swallowed,

And lying on the ground, silent,

He began to breathe again

And recovered hisvoice, and words
They could hear and understand

Were able to flow from his heart,

And he seized the moment, and spoke —
And hisvery first question for those
Who stood in front of him was whether
Therewas any news of the queen.

They told him she'd never for aminute
Left King Bademagu's

Protection, for he honored her deeply
And served her well. "Hasno one
Cometolook for her here?"
Demanded Gawain. To which

They answered, " Oh yes, indeed!"
"Who?" "Lancelot of the Lake,

Who crossed the Bridge of Swords;
And claimed her freedom, and won it,
And for al of us, aswdl.

But adwarf hastricked and betrayed us,
A hump-backed, grinning monster,

Sy asafox, who deceived us

All and carried Lancelot

Off, wedon't know where."
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"When did thishappen?" asked Gawain.

"My lord, it happened today,

Not far from here, as Lancelot
Wasleading usto meet you."

"And how did he behave,

After he reached this country?"

So they began to tell him,

And told it all, every

Detail, omitting nothing.

And they told him, too, that the queen
Woas awaiting him, and would not
Leavefor any reason

In the world, before she'd seen him

Or at least learned where he was.

Then Sr Gawain declared,

"When we leave this bridge, shdl wetry
Tofind Lancelot?" But every

Oneof them thought it better

To return to the queen, for she

Could inquire of the king. They weredll
Convinced that Méléagant,

Who hated Sir Lancel ot,

Had betrayed and captured the knight.
But wherever the king's son

Held him, once the king

Found out, the knight would be freed:
That was certain. Sir Gawain agreed,
And they set off at once, and rode

So swiftly that soon they approached
The court, where they found the queen
And theking, aswdl as Sir Kay,

But aso the treacherous prince,
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Plotter of the viciousdeceits

That had caused them al such concern
For Lancelot, and such sorrow.
Victimsof foul betrayal,

They arrived in obvious grief.

Nor wasthe queen delighted

By the news they bore, though she tried
Not to display her sadness,

Behaving aswell as she could.
Rejoicing at the sight of Sir Gawain
Weas required, and she did her best,

But no matter how well she hid

Her grief, it was not hard

To see. Shewastorn between sorrow
And rélief: her heart hurt

For Lancelot, but in Gawain's presence
All she showed was delight.

Whoever heard that Lancelot

Was gone, betrayed, lost,

Woas overwhelmed by sadness.

The king would have known great joy,
Making Sir Gawain welcome

At his court, and coming to know him,
But was so oppressed and sorrowful

At Lancelot'sbetrayal

That he could not pretend to be cheerful.
And the queen begged and implored him
To search both mountains and valleys
All over hisland, from end

Toend and border to border,

And so, too, Sir Gawain and Sir Kay.
Indeed, there was no one at court



Who did not urge him to action.
“Allow meto settle this

As| will," said the king. "l need
No urging. | could not be more

Concerned. Your prayersand complaints

Can't move me more than nmy own
Desires." They bowed, and were silent.
The king's messengersrode
Likethewind, dl over hisream,

Wise men, well known and experienced,

Crossing the whole country

In search of some clues, someword.
They cast their net aswide

Asthey could, but found nothing.
And so they returned, empty-
Handed, to where the knights
Were waiting— Gawain, Kay,

And dl the others—who said

That, armed and armored, lances
Ready hut at rest, they would hunt him
For themselves. After dinner,
Oneday, asthey gathered in the hall,
Preparing to put on their armor,
Take up their weapons and set off
On their quest, aboy camein

And passed among them, walking
Straight to the queen, whoseface
No longer bore the color

Of arose, palewith grief

For Lancelot, not knowing

How or even where

He was. The boy greeted
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Her, and the king beside her,

Then each of the others, including

Kay and my lord Gawain. s26o
He held aletter in hishand,

And gaveit to the king, who took it
And ordered a man he trusted

To read it out, for al

To hear—aman who could read 5265
Whatever hesaw in front of him.

And he read that Lancelot greeted

The noble king, expressing

His thanks for the favors done him

At the court, and the honor shown him,
And announcing himself forever

Ready to repay what he owed.

And then he declared that his path

Had taken him back to King Arthur's
Court, and that Arthur requested

The queen to return, when she wished,
And also Kay and Sir Gawain.
Thisletter carried hissed,

And commanded belief, and receivedit.
And how happy everyonewas!

The entire court rejoiced.

And the knights said that the next
Dawn would see them riding

Back to their homes. Which was how

It happened: when morning came
They readied themselves, mounted
Their horses, and rode away.

And the king, as happy as the rest,
Followed them down their road



A long and joyousway.

Indeed, he took them to the borders
Of hisland, and safely across,

Then said farewell to the queen,
And afterwards dl the others.

And assheleft, thewise

And courteous queen graciously
Thanked him for al he'd done,

And warmly embraced him, promising
Honor and affection from both
Herself and her roya husband.

Nothing could have pleased him better.

And Sir Gawain, too, declared him
Hisfriend and hislord, and so did
Sir Kay, and dl the others.

And then they rode down the road,
And the king commended them all
To God, and saluted these three,
And then al the rest, and went home.
The queen rode without stopping,
Allowing nothing to delay her,

Nor any of those who rode with her.
And then the news of her coming
Reached King Arthur's court,

And Arthur was delighted, his heart
Happy, rejoicing quite

Asmuch for his nephew's sake,
Convinced that Gawain's courage
Had won back the queen, as well
AsSir Kay, and dl the rest.

But it wasn't at al what he thought.
The whole town came out

290

5293

5300

330%

§310

1315

§320




To greet them, welcomethem home;
Noble or peasant, everyone
Shouted the same words:
"Welcome, my lord Gawain,

Who brought us back our queen,
And freed ahost of ladies

And crowds of other captives!”

But Gawain answered them all:

"| don't deservethis praise.

Don't waste these words on me,
For I've done nothing to earn them.
Indeed, this honor shames me,

For | cameto that country too late,
And lost my chance. But Lancelot
Camein time, and earned

More honor than any knight
Alive" "But where has he gone to,
My lord, for he hasn't come back
With you?' "Where?' said Gawain,
Completely astonished. "To our lord,
King Arthur's court. Isn't he
Here?' "No, by God,

Nowherein al thisland!

Nothing's been heard of him

Since our lady the queen left."

And Gawain suddenly saw

That theletter had not been true,
But fase, and alie, deceiving

And betraying them dl. And sorrow
Overwhelmed them again,

As dowly they made their way

To court. As soon as he saw them



Arthur asked what had happened.
And those who knew were quick

To tell him what Lancelot had done,
Freeing the queen, and the others,
And how the dwarf had tricked him,
Led him off and betrayed him

Into chains. The telling

Of thistale angered Arthur,

Fied hisheart with heaviness,

But theflooding joy hefelt

On the queen’s account silenced
Sorrow in the name of happiness:
Having what he wanted most

In the world, the rest hardly mattered.

Now while the queen had been
Away (asl've heard it said),
Theladies of Arthur's court
Remaining unmarried and without
Protection assembled in council
And decided, oneand all,
They'd like to he married as soon
As possible. And so they decided
To stage atournament challenge,
Thelady of Noauz against
The lady of Pomelegoi.
Nothing would be said of knights
Who lost their battles, hut those

Who won, and won well, would be promptly

Chosen as husbands and lovers.
Theladies made sure this news

Woas known and heard in neighboring
Lands, and even further,

535%



And they set afar-off day

For the start of this challenge, so as many

Men as possiblewould come.

Now the queen was due home

Before this distant day

Arrived. And as soon as they knew

She'd come, most of these ladies

Flocked to the court, asfast

As they could, presenting themselves

Before the king, begging 5395
And pleading to he granted the right

To ask for something they wanted.

And he agreed in advance

To give them whatever it was,

Not knowing what they might ask. 3400
And then they told him: they wanted

His permissionfor the queen

To st and watch their games.

Never liking to say no,

H e said she could, if she wished. 5405
Delighted, they hurried off

Tofind the queen and put

The question to her: "My lady,"

They said, "Please; don't

Take back what the king just gave us." 5410
The queen immediately answered,

"And what was that? Tel me!"

And they said, "If you'd like to watch

Our tournament, he won't

Forbid it or interfere 5415
In any way." And 0

She said she would surely take part,



Since he'd given his permission.

And then the ladies sent word

All across the kingdom

That the day the tournament opened
The queen herself would make

Her appearance and watch their games.

This newswassent in every
Direction, far and near,

Traveling to such distant places
That it reached even that kingdom
From which, once, no one
Returned, though now whoever
Choseto could enter and leave
Exactly as they pleased. Traveling
So far abroad, told

And retold, the news reached
Oneof Méléagant’s stewards—
Meéléagant, that traitor!

May he burnin thefiresof Hell!
Thissteward wasLancelot's jailer:
Hating the knight with abitter
Passion, Méléagant

Held him there, locked away.

And hearing the day when those games
Would begin, Lancelot's eyes
Overflowed with tears,

And his heart wasfilled with sadness.
Seeing the knight'simmense
Sorrow, the steward's wife
Arranged to ask him, in secret:
"My lord, in the name of God,"
Said the lady, "tell methetruth.
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What could have made you so miserable?
You refuseto drink, or to eat;

You never smile, or laugh.

Trust me, please. Tell me

What could torment you likethis?'
"Oh, lady! How can you be
Surprised, seeing my sadness?

I'm sick at heart—indeed! —

For the best people in theworld
Are assembling, and | won't be there.
And | know they'll comefrom far
And wide for thistournament challenge.
Still, if you could find it

In your heart—if God gaveyou

So noble asoul —if you'd let me
Gothere—I tdl you, you

Can be sureI'll come right back
And be your prisoner again!"
"Indeed," shesaid, "I'd certainly
Doit, if it didn't ensure

My ruin and then my death.

| livein such fear of my evil

Lord, Méléagant,

That | don't dare. He'd certainly
Kill my husband, too.

Who wouldn't be afraid?

You know how savage heis!"
"Lady, if you havethe slightest
Doubt of my coming back

As soon as the tournament's ove.
I'll swear you an oath so solemn
That | couldn't possibly break it:



Nothingin dl theworld

Will keep mefrom coming back
The moment the tournament's done!"
"By God!" she said. "On one
Condition, T'll doit." "And that
Condition, lady?' "My lord,

Only if you swear just

As solemn an oath that when

You return | will haveyour love."
"Lady, | swear I'll give you
Whatever ismineto give."
Thelady burst into laughter:
"Which means| get nothing at al!
Someone whoseword | trust
Telsmeyou'velong sincegiven
Awey dl thelove

Youvegot. Still, | won't

Be hard, I'll take whatever

| can, and he glad to haveit.

T'll accept the pledge you're willing
To give me, so swear you'll return
And be my prisoner again."

He did exactly as she asked,
Swearing in the name of our Holy
Church he'd come back without fail.
And the lady brought him her husband's
Armsand armor, al red,

And amarveloushorse, as beautiful,
Stout, and strong as could be.

Up he climbed, and rode off,
Resplendent, hisweapons and armor
Brilliant, gleaming bright.



The road to Noauz was along one,
But he arrived, at last,

And took lodgingsoutside
Thetown, where no one so noble
Had ever stayed. It was small

And cramped, but he couldn't let himself
Gowhere he might be known.

Fine and famous knights

Had flocked to the castle, more
Than even a castle could hold:

So many came on the queen's
Account that it couldn't havelodged
A fifth part of them all.

Seven of every eight

Who had made the journey came
Becauseof the queen! They took
What shelter they could find, for miles
Around in every direction—

In tentsand cabinsand huts.

No one had ever seen

So many nobleladies

And girls. Lancelot set

His shield outside the door

Of hislodgings, and then, to rest
From his ride, removed his armor
And lay on the narrow, meager
Bed, with its hard mattress
Covered by heavy canvas.

Not wearing his armor, no weapons
In hishands, helay on hisside.
And as he rested in thiswretched
Room, a rascdly herald
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Came by, dressed in ashirt,

His shoes and coat pledged

Againg his drinking debts

At the tavern. Barefoot in the bitter
Wind, he came running along,

And saw the shield and stopped,
Studying it hard, but couldn't

Tell who owned it or might

Have put it in that place. The door
Stood unlocked, soin

Hewent, and saw Lancelot

Lying on the bed, and knew him

At once, and quickly crossed
Himself. And Lancelot told him
He'd better hold histongue

And let no one know who had come
Or elsehe'd be better off

With hiseyesripped out and hisneck
Broken. "My lord, you've aways
Had my respect,” said the herald,
"And you do so now. Aslong

Asl live, U'll never ever

Be guilty of anything likely

To make your lordship angry."

But as soon as heleft the house

He ran down the street, crying:
"He'll cut them down to size!

He'll cut them down to sizel™

He carried his news all over

The town, and people came running
Out, anxious to know

Who he meant, but he didn't dare tell them,
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And went on shouting, over

And over—and hewas thefirst

Ever to use the expression: 5580

"Hell cut them down to size!™

He deservesto be called our teacher,

For welearned how to say thisfrom him.
And now they began to assemble —

The queen, and dl theladies, 5585

And the knights, and all the others —

And armed men were on every

Hand, wherever you looked.

The tournament site was surrounded

With newly built platforms and benches,

Meant for the queen and theladies,

And al the young girls. No one

Had ever seen such handsome

Viewingstands, so large

And well made. All thewomen

Would be there, the next day, along

With the queen, to watch and judge

Who fought well, and who

Did not. The knights assembled

In groupsof ten, and twenty,

And twenty more, then thirty,

And eighty, and ninety, and a hundred,

And another hundred, then two hundred

More—so many armed

And unarmed knights, that the combat

Might have started on the spot.

So many spears had been brought

For so many eager knights

There seemed an entire forest



Of lances—and not only lances,

But banners and fluttering pennants.
Every knight was ready

For combat, and none needed

To hunt for willing opponents.

And those who came as horsemen
Were equally anxious to perform.
Meadows and plains, fields

Both ploughed and fallow, were crowded
Sofull of knights that no one

Could possibly have counted them all.
But as yet the tournament's first
Assembly did not include
Lancelot—though when he came,
And the herald saw him, he could not
Keep himself from shouting,

"Here's the one wholl cut them
Down tosize! He's herel™

But when they asked him, "Who is he?"
He refused to tell them athing.

Yet once Lancelot was there,

And fighting, hewasworth twenty

Of the best of them: performing as well
Ashe did, no one could bother
Watching anyone el se.

The Pomelegoi camp included

A bold, courageous knight,

Mounted on a horse that could leap
And run faster than adeer.
Hewastheking of Ireland's

Son, and fought with grace

And skill. But the unknown knight
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Was easily four times more
Appreciated. "Who

Can he be, who'sfighting so well ?"
Then the queen took aside

A quick-witted, sensiblegirl,

And said, "Young lady, | have

A message for you to deliver,

In asfew words as possible.

Step down from this platform and find
That knight for me—the one

Who's carrying ared shield.

Let no one hear you, and say

| order him to fight badly."”

Quickly and quietly, the girl

Did as the queen commanded.

She worked her way to the knight's
Side, and stood as close

Asshe could, then carefully spoke
So softly that no one nearby

Could hear, "Sir, my lady

The gueen sent meto give you

Her order: 'Fight badly.""" Hearing
These words, he said he'd gladly
Obey, for he wasentirely

Hers. And then he went chasing

A knight asfast ashis horse

Could gallop, and swung, and missed.
And from then till dusk fell

He went on fighting badly,

Purely to please the queen.

And now the knights who came after
Him could catch him. and strike him



Heavy blows, and instead

Of responding he ran away.
Thewholerest of that day

He never faced an opponent
Head-on; to save hislife

He worked at earning only

Shame, and disgrace, and dishonor,
Acting asif the other

Knightsfilled him with terror.

And those who'd admired him

At first, began to make him

The butt of laughter and jokes.
And the herald who kept insisting
"He's going to beat them dl!™

Sat with along face,

Listening toinsults and jokes:
"Friend, you'd better be quiet:
Hewon't be cutting anyone

To size. You're wasting your boasts
On him, heisn't worth it."

And some people said, "What happened?
He started out so brave,

And now he's aclumsy coward,
Afraid to attack anyone.

Maybe he did so well,

At first, for sheer lack

Of experience. He swung so hard,
At the start, that no one could stand
Againgt him. Hefought like a madman.
But now he'slearned so much
About combat he'll probably leaveit
Alonefor therest of hislife!



We won't see him again.

He hasn't got the courage:
Afraud, that's what heis."

None of thisbothered the queen:
Indeed, she was delighted,

For she knew quite well, though she said
Nothing, this had to be Lancelot.
The rest of that day he played
The role of acoward, till night
Fell, and the combat ended.
When the fightingwas done, they began
To discuss the day's resullts.
Theking of Ireland's son

Woas sure they had to conclude
Hiswasthe best performance,

But hefooled only himself,

For many had done aswell.

And still the red knight

Had so caught the attention

Of the noblest and loveliest ladies
And girlsthat throughout the day
They'd only had eyesfor him:
They'd seen bow well hedid,

At first, asif heweretruly
Courageous and strong, and then
Become so rank a coward

He couldn't fight at all —
Someone even theworst

Knight could easily beat.

But everyoneagreed to come back
Tomorrow and continue the challenge,
So the girls could see who won
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Highest honors, and choose

Those noble knightsfor their husbands.
And then they disbanded for the day,
And returned to their lodgings, and once
They werethere, some began

To chatter and gossip among
Themselves, rehearsing what had happened:
"Where has he goneto, that worst
And most despicable of knights?
He's gone into hiding, but where?
Does anyone know how to find him?
Maybe well never see him

Again—so deeply inlove

With Cowardice that the world

Has never seen such aweakling!

But he's hardly afool: a coward's
Lifeisahundred thousand

Times as easy as abrave man's.
Helivesin absolute comfort

And peace, having kissed Cowardice
And accepted all its rewards.

No one will ever see Courage

Stoop so low asto sit

Besidehim at histable. Only
Cowardice comesanywherenear him,
For it findsflowing love

In hisheart, dways ready

To serveit, delighted to offer it
Honor in return for being
Dishonored." And so they gossiped
Away the night; often

Thosewho pour their scorn
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On others, saying whatever
They please, are worse than those

They despise. But at dawn, the next day,

Every knight took up

The chalengeonce more, ready

For combat. The queen returned

To her place, and theladiesand girls,
Along with anumber of knights
Who carried no weapons— captured
Prisoners, and knightswho had taken
The cross—but gave the ladies
Helpful hintsabout

Thebattle. They'd say, for example:
"Do you seethat shield with agolden
Band?That's Governal

De Raberdic. And the knight

Just behind him, who's blazoned

An eagle and adragon across

His shield? That's the king

Of Aragon's son, who's come

To win himsdf asmuch

Fame and honor as he can.

And the knight fighting nearby,

And fighting extremely weli —

With his shield partly green

And partly adeep blue,

With aleopard lying on the green?
That's Ignauré the Greedy,

Who lovesladies, and leaves them.

And that knight with apair of pheasants,

Beak to beak, on hisshield?
That's Coguillant de Mautrec.
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And those two—do you see them?—side
By side on their dappled horses,
Brownlionson their golden
Shields? Oneis Semiramis,

And the other's hisfriend and companion:
They paint their shieldsexactly
Alike. And that one, whose shield
Shows us agate, and astag

Just passing through it? By God,
That's got to be King Ydier!"

They tried to explainit all:

"That shield was madein Limoges;
That's Piladés who's got it.

He’s always looking for agood
Fight and the honor he can win.
That other shield comes

From Toul ouse— the harness, teo—
That's Kay of Estral. And that one,
Do you seeit?lt comesfrom Lyon
On the Rhone: there's never been
A better one made. Taulas

Of the Desert won that reward —
And judg see how well he wigldsit!
And that one, over there,

Is English work, from London:
That pair of swalowslooks

Ready to fly away.

But they won't: that shield's taken
Some hefty whacks from Poitevin
Steel! Young Thoas hasit."

And on they went, describing
Weaponsand armor, and men



They knew well. But the knight they'd learned

To despise was nowhere to be seen, 5835
And sincethey couldn't see him, they thought

He'd fled in disgrace. But the queen

Was anxiousto find him, wherever

He was, and sent a messenger

To hunt him down. No one $840
Woas better suited for the task,

It seemed to her, than the girl

Who'd found him once before.

The queen cdled her over,

Quickly: "Hurry, girl! 5845
Up on your horse! Gofind

The same knight | sent you to

Y esterday. Find him & once;

L et nothing get in your way

Or delay you. And tell him, once 5850
Again; 'Fight badly.'

And then | want you to watch

Him closdly, and tell me how

Heresponds." The girl went

Likethe wind: she'd watched him leave, 5855
The day before, carefully

Noting the direction, sure

The queen would send her again.

Up and down the ranks

She rode, until shespied him. 5860
And when she'd told him, discreetly,

Tofight badly, once more,

If he wanted to keep the queen's

Love, for the queen so ordered,

He answered, "May it be as she wishes." 5805



Thegid left him at once.

Then dl the squires and men

At arms began to hoot

And cry: "Just ook at that!
Wonder of wonders, the red
Knight's returned— but why?
What on earth is he up to?

No knight in al theworld

Is such a disgrace, so worthless.
Cowardice holds him so close
Toits heart there's nothing he can do.”
Thegirl hurried hack

To the waiting queen, so anxious
To hear his response she would scarcely
L et the messenger catch

Her breath. And having heard it,
The queen could hardly contain
Her joy,for now she knew
Without doubt he was hers, both body
And soul. So she ordered the girl
To hurry back and tell him,
Instead, that he was to fight
Aswell as he could. And thegirl
Agreed to go back at once,

Not stopping to rest. She hurried
Down from the platform, heading
Straight to the groom who held
Her horse's reins, and into

The saddle she climbed, and rode
Back to the knight she'd just left,
And quickly gave him her message:
"My lady directs you, Sir,
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Tofight aswell asyou can."

"Tell her," he answered, "that whenever
I know what she wants, nothing
Matters to me but her pleasure:

| fedd no painin pleasing

Her." Shewasted no time

Bringing this message back

To her mistress, sure that the queen
Would be overjoyed to hear it.

She returned by the shortest possible
Route, directly to the queen,

Equally anxious, who rose

And came toward her, without
However descending down

From the platform. The girl wasglad
To climb up, carrying such good
News. Up the steps

She went, and when she drew close
Shesaid, "My lady, I've never

Known so noble a knight —

So utterly happy to obey

Whatever order you give him

That, to tell you thesimple

Truth, it's all the same

Whether you want him to excel

Or to play the cowardly fool."
"Indeed,” said the queen. "Soit seems.”
And then she walked back where she'd been
And sat watching the knights.

And Lancelot seized hisshield

By the straps, overwhelmingly

Eager, fairly burning



With desire to show histrue
Courage. Swinging his horse
Around, he galloped between
The ranks, astonishing those
Who'd spent so much of the night
And the morning mocking and making
Fun of him. Ah,

Such great pleasure they'd had
At hisexpense! And how

The king of Ireland's son

Took up hisshield and his spear
And galloped asfast as he could
Straight at Lancelot.

The crashing shock as they came
Together persuaded the king

Of Ireland's son he'd had
Enough, for his spear splintered
Apart, not having struck

Dry moss but tempered wood.
And asthey met, Lancelot
Taught him alittletrick,

Pinning hisarm behind
Hisshield, and against his body,
And forcing him out of hissaddle.
And knights came dashing up
From dl directions, ready
Tofight on both sides,

For and against Lancelot.
Somefought for their lords,

And somefor themselves, trying
Towinwhat honor they could,
But all that long day Gawain,



Though he was there, never

Took up armson either

Side, delighted smply

Towatch the exploits of the knight

In red, who seemed to hisknowing
Eyesto eclipseeveryone

Elseon thefield: next

To him, they vanished from sight!

And the rascally herald recovered

His voice, and shouted out loud:

"He's cutting them down to size!

Now you’lli seewhat he'll do!

Now hell show you what he's worth!™
Then Lancelot turned hishorse,
Heading straight for asingularly
Elegant knight and striking

So hard that he hurled him to the ground
At least a hundred feet

Away. Wielding sword

And spear alike, he fought

So well that whoever was not

Engaged in combat was delighted

To watch him, and even many

In the middle of the battle were dazzled,
Thrilled to see how he tumbled
Knightsto the ground, and their horses
Falling with them. Hardly

Anyone stayed in the saddle!

And having won so many

Horses, he fredly gavethem

Away. And those who had mocked him
Said, "We're shamed unto death!



What aterrible wrong we committed,
Scorning such aman,

For surely he's worth a thousand

Of anyone out on that field!

Noliving, breathing knight

Could possibly be hisequal;

They're worthless, compared to him."
And dl the unmarried ladies

And girls, amazed at the wonders

He performed, exclaimed that he'd stop them
From marrying, for how could they count
On their wealth, their beauty, their rank
And status, or their noble breeding,

To capture so perfect aknight,

For whom their beauty and wealth
Would be worth nothing?Just

The same, many among them

Silently vowed not

To accept anyone astheir lord

And master, not this year:

If they could not have him in marriage,
They'd settlefor no one else!

And hearing what high honor

They dreamed of, the queen smiled

To hersalf, and mocked them. She knew
That even if they brought all
Thegoldin Arabia, and set it

Before him, he (for whom

They all longed) would not

Take the best, most beautiful,

Most noble among them. But every
Oneof them wanted him,




Each as jedlous of the other

Asif they already had him,

For it seemed to them only right:

There might be men who could pleasethem,

But no one else, they were sure, 6as3o
Could possibly do what they'd seen him

Doing. When the tournament ended,

All who had fought on either

Side could say with conviction

That no one wasamatch for the knight Goss
In red. They were dl agreed,

And were right. But as he rode off

Helet hisshiedfdl

Wherehe saw the crowd was thickest,

And hisspear, and his saddlecloth, Gogo
And then he galloped avay.

Stripped of al colorsand markings

He made his escape, no one

Even aware he wasgone.

And then he hurried along Gogs
The road, heading directly

Back where he'd come from, determined

Tokeep his promise. The tournament

Over, everyonesought him,

Wondering where he was, bogo
But he'd left them without aclue,

Not waiting to be recognized.

The remaining knights were deeply

Upset: they'd happily

Have showered him with honors. Goss
But sad as the knights might be,

Unableto find him, the young



Unmarried women, when they heard
He was gone, were even more
Unhappy, and swore by SaintJohn
There'd be no marriages

That year: if they couldn't have
Theone they wanted, they'd have
Noonea dl. Thechallenge

Had been taken, but none of the knights!
And Lancelot hurried on,

Returning swiftly to his prison.

But the lady's husband came back
Some days before him, and at once
Asked after the knight.

And the lady, havinggiven

Her husband's armor to the knight,
And hisfine sword and spear,

And hishorse, beautifully harnessed,
Confessed the whole truth,

Tdling her husband she'd let

The knight go to Noauz,

Tofight in the tournament there.
“Lady, you couldn't have doneworse,"
Said her husband. "Indeed you couldn't!
Thiswill bring meterrible

Trouble, for Méléagant,

My lord, will treat me more harshly
Than any shipwrecked sailor.

As soon as hefinds out,

I'm ruined and as good as dead,;
He'll haveno pity on me."

"Good husband, don't be afraid,"
Said the lady. "There's nothing to be
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Afraid of, nothing at all.

The knight will return as swiftly
Ashe can, exactly as he swore

He would, in the name of the holy
Saints." But her husband leaped

On hishorse and hurried to hislord,
And told him the entire story.

When Méléagant heard

How Lancelot had sworn
Tothelady he'd return to his prison,
Hefelt vastly relieved.

"Hewon't break that oath,"

Hesaid. "l know he won't.

But al the sameI'm exceedingly
Angry at what your wife

Hasdone. I'd infinitely rather

H ehadn't been to the tournament.
Rideto the road helll come back on,
And thistime makesure he'slocked up
So tight he can't ever

Get out. Let him enjoy

No freedom whatever. Then come
And tell meit's been done." "Exactly
Asyou say," said the steward, and hurried
Off. Hefound Lancelot

Had returned to his house and once
Again was his prisoner, and quickly
Sent amessenger to hislord

By the shortest and most direct

O routes, so Méléagant

Would know the knight had come back.
And hearing this news, the prince



Commanded carpenters and masons—

The best craftsmen in the land —

And ordered them, whether they liked it

Or not, to set to work G125
At once, and without the dlightest

Delay build him atower,

Not stopping till it was done.

They carried stones from the seashore,

For Gorrelay close to agreat 6130
Arm of the sea, and its coast

Waslong. And Méléagant

Knew of anisland in that sea.

And he ordered timber and stones

Brought there, and the tower built. 5135
In fewer than fifty-seven

Daysit was done, atall

Tower with thick walls.

And when it was finished, in the darkness

Of night he had Lancelot taken 6140
To the tower and locked in,

And he ordered the doorswalled up,

And made the masons swear

That aslong as they lived they'd never

Say that such atower G145
Existed.* And thus he meant

To keep his secret, alowing

No exit or entry but atiny

Window. And there Lancelot

* At goproximately this point, for reesonswe do not know, Chrétien
abandoned the poem, which was finished(as we are told in line 7111) by
"Godfroiz de Leigni,li ders' (Godfrey of Lagny, alearned cleric)
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Wasforced to live, not fed

Much, or well, or often,

And only through thelittle
Widow, al according

To careful instructions given

By that criminal, Méléagant.

And since whatever the prince
Wanted had been done, he rode
Directly to King Arthur's court,
And the moment he got there came
Swaggering before the king,

Drunk with pride and disorder,
And began to state his case:

"King, I'm sworn to combat,
Herein front of you

And your court. But | can't find
My opponent, Lancelot.

Never mind: I've come,

As| must, to makethis public
Announcement, with dl of you present
And if he's here, let him

Make himself known, and swear
To meet me ayear from today.

I've noway of knowing if you've
Been told how this combat

Came about, but | see,

Herein your court, agood many
Knightswho were there, and surely
They can tell you what they know,
If they're willing to speak the truth.
But if he deniesit, there’ll be

No need for meto hire
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A champion: I'll fight for mysdlf.”
The queen, who was seated beside
Her husband, drew herself closer
And began to speak, but softly:
"My lord, do you know who thisis?
It's Méléagant, who kidnapped
Me, when Sir Kay was my escort.
He's guilty of shameful things."
And the king answered her,
"My lady, | understood
As much, and | also know
He held many of my people.”
The queen said nothing more,
And the king addressed himself
To Méléagant: "As God
Is my witness, my friend, we know
Nothing of Lancelot,
And deeply regret that fact.”
"My lord," said Méléagant,
“Lancelot told mel would surely
Find him here. This battle
Must take placeat your court
And nowheredse. Let dl
Your assembled barons hear
My words: | summon that knight
To make his appearance before you,
According to the termswe agreed on,
In exactly ayear from today."

And then Sir Gawain rose
To hisfeet, pierced to the heart
By thewords he'd heard, and said,
"My lord, in al thisland
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No one has news of Lancelot.
But well goon looking, and in
A year, if God iswilling,

WEell havefound him, unless
He's dead or held a prisoner.
But if he doesn't appear,

My lord, let me assume

This challenge, and fight in his name
On the day that's been set." "Ahal
By God," said Méléagant,

"Let him doit, good lord!
Hewantsto, and | agree,

For in al the world there's no one
I'd rather meet in combat,
Except for Lancelot himself.
But understand me well:

I'll fight oneor the other

But no oneelse. No one!™

And the king agreed: either
Lancelot or Gawain,

If Lancelot never appeared.
And then Méléagant |eft

King Arthur's court, and rode
Until he reached the court

Of King Bademagu, hisfather.
And to show hisfather how very
Fierce and brave he was,

He carefully composed hisface
In ways wonderful to behold.
That day, in hiscity of Bath,
The king had held a joyous
Court, it being his birthday
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And atimefor celebration.

And he'd brought to Bath ahost
Of knights, and ladies, and many
Others: the palace hall
Was filled to overflowing.
But among the young ladieswas one
| want to tell you, in advance,
Youll soon be hearing more of,
And this was Méléagant’s Sister.
But | can't tell you now,
Or elseT’ll mix up my story
And get it al out of order,
And | don't want to spoil it
Or bend it out of its path,
But follow it straight and clear.*
So let metell you simply
This: Méléagant came
To the court, and in front of them all,
Knights and ladies and servants,
Announced, asloud as he could,
"Father, may God saveyoul
Now tell me truly, if you please,
How happy and proud one should be,
What honor one must deserve,
To haveshaken King Arthur's court!™
Not waitingfor the rest of the story,
Theking replied, "My son,
Al those who are truly good
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Ought to be honored and served
Exactly as they each deserve,

And we should seek their company.”
And then, toflatter the prince,

He asked him not to be silent

But to say what had happened, where
H e had comefrom, and what he wanted.
"My lord," said hisson, "by any
Chance can you recall

The details of that agreement

With Sir Lancelot, duly

Made and recorded, and reached
With your assistance?|'m sure

Y ou do remember, of course,

That in front of a number of knights
It was agreed we'd meet in combat
At King Arthur's court, a year

From that day. | came there, as| should,
Armed and equipped and ready
Exactly as agreed: in short,
Whatever | had to do,

| did. | called for Lancelot,

The opponent I'd cometofight,

But neither saw nor met him.

He's disappeared, run off.

Beforel left, Gawain

Pledged that if Lancelot

Isnolonger dive, or for any

Reason doesn't appear

In time, there’ll be no need

For another postponement, for he
Himself will undertake



Tofight in Lancelot's name.

Noone a King Arthur's court

Has a better reputation.

But before the el der trees blossom
Again,well seeif he
Deservesit—and asfor me,

| wish that day were tomorrow."
"My son," said hisfather, "right now
You talk like an utter fool!

Every word you sy

Revealswhat afool you are:

Truly, agood heart

Showsitself humble, but afool's
Pride can't be concealed.

| tell you these things, my son,
Because your heart is too hard

And dry for sweetnessor friendship;
It has no room for compassion;

It burnswith ragingfolly.

That's what ruins your judgment;
And that's what causes you trouble.
If you're brave, those

Who know it will say so whenever
It needs to be said. A man

Of courage won't bother with words
That make himself look better.
Facts are enough: praising

Yoursdf won't add afeather

To your glory. Indeed, it makes you
Worth less. | scold you—and why
Dol bother? A fool won't listen.
Tryingtolift afool
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From hisfolly is awaste of time
Surely, one can offer

Theripest wisdomin the world,

But it's worthless, unlessit's used,

And floats awvay with the wind."

Then Méléagant went out

Of his head with rage. Let me

Tel you plainly: no man 6345
Born of woman has ever

Been seen so wild, so blazing

With anger—and in hisfury

He cut away dl ties

With hisfather, not trying to soften 6350
Matters, but saying, instead:

"And are you dreaming—or delirious —
Saying I'm afool

For telling you jus what happened?

| came to you as one comes 6355
To hislord, to hisfather, but you
Apparently seethings differently,
Insulting mein the grossest

Terms. That's villainous—vile!

How can you possibly explain

Taking such atone with me?'

"But | can." "And how—how?'

“All | canseeinyou,

My son, is rage and anger.

I know your furious heart,

And | know the harm it will do you.
What kind of fool could believe

That Lancelot, famous for chivalry,
Issoafraid of vou



That he'd run away and hide?
He'd haveto be dead— or perhaps
Shut so tightly in prison,

Set behind such doors,

That he hasno freedom to leave.
And if he's dead, or been

So badly mistreated, no anger
Will be greater than mine. Ah,
What alossit would be

If such aman, of immense

Merit, so handsome, so brave,

So wise, has died so young!

God keep it from being true.”
And then the king was silent.

But everything he'd said

Had been heard, and understood,
By one of hisdaughters, only

A girl —but precisely the girl

| spokeof before. She

Woas deeply displeased to hear
Such news of Lancelot.

She was sure he'd been hidden away,
But had no idea where to look.
"May | lose my placein Heaven,"
She vowed, "if | let mysdf rest
Before | find some way

Tolearn for sure just where
Heis." And without a moment's
Delay, not making a sound,

She ran and jumped on amild,
Sweet-tempered mule—but | have
To admit that, once she'd left



Her father's court, she hadn't
Thefaintest ideawhat direction

To take. Neither knowing nor asking,
She headed the mule along

The very first road shefound,

Riding completely by chance,

With no servantsor knightsto help her.

She rode asfast as she could,
Desperate to get where she wanted
Togo. For along time,

Though she rode hard, she found
Nothing. But she could not rest,

Nor stay long in any

Place, if sheever expected

To accomplish what she meant to do,
Which wasto free Lancelot —

If she could find him, and if

She could free him. But still, I suspect
She had to hunt in many

Lands, and hunt, and hunt,
Beforeshe heard any news.

But why should | waste your time,
Teling you al the details?

For more than amonth she rode

Up hill and down, mounting

And remounting her mule, and never
Learning anything more

Than she'd known before she started.
All her traveling had taken her
Nowhere. And then one day

As she crossed a meadow, sadly,
Sowly, she saw in the distance,
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Along the coast, atower.
But why a tower, without
A single house nearby?
It was, of course, the tower
Her brother had built asa prison
For Lancelot, but she didn't know it.
But the moment she saw it, she couldn't
Turn her eyes avay,
But stared, and thought, and thought.
And somehow her heart told her
That this waswhat she had searched for:
Just when she'd given up hope,
Fortune, which had let her [abor
So long, had shown her the way.

So the girl rode toward the tower,
And findly got there. Then she rode
Around and around it, listening
As carefully as she possibly could,
Trying tofind some clue
That would lighten her heart.
She studied that tower from top
To bottom, and from sideto side,
Astonished to find astructure
So large without any doors
Or windows, with asingle, tiny
Exception. Stoutly built,
And tall, it had neither stairs
Nor ladders. It was meant as a prison,
And Lancelot was surely inside!
Beforeshed let herself eat
She had to know the truth!
She thought of calling his name,



But before the word could be spoken
She stopped herself, and stood

Silent, hearing avoice

Frominside those strange wdls
Crying aloud complaint

And asking only for death.

It craved and hungered for death,

For lifewastoofull of sorrow:
Enough of living! enough

Of thisbody! hecried feebly,
Hisvoice hoarse and low.

"Oh Fortune! How cruelly your wheel
Has turned against me! Y ou've swung me
Upside down, off

The heights and into the vdley.

What once went well, goes badly;

You weep for me, though you used
Tolaugh. Ah, miserablewretch!

How could you trust her, who leavesyou
Like this?How long did it take her
To tumble you down from glory?

Oh Fortune, how badly you've tricked mel
And yet, why should you care?

What does anything mean

To you? Oh Holy Cross,

Oh Holy Spirit! I'm lost
—Annihilated! —It’s the end

Of everything. But oh,

You great Gawain! Unmatched

For your goodness, how can it be

You haven't come to help me!

Y ou're taking too long: this
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Isnot what courtliness

Requires. You were my friend:
You should have cometo my aid.
| swear, and | know it's true,

I'd have hunted on every shore
Of the sea, and in hidden places,
And I'd have gone on hunting
For seven years, or ten,

If I knew you were held in prison,
until | finally found you.

But why do | go on complaining?
You didn't think enough

Of meto take the trouble:

Any peasant will tell you

It's hard tofind atrue friend!

Put afriend to the test

And then you see who truly
Cares. Alas! I've been locked

In thistower for more than ayear.
Oh Gawain, what a mistake —
How wrong toleave me here!

But perhaps, perhaps you don't know,
And maybe I'm wrong to blame you.

Y es—that's right—1 remember:
What wicked thoughts | think,
Knowing as| do that nothing
Anywhereon earth could keep
You and your people from coming
To pull me out of this pit,

This misery, if only

You'd known the truth. And you’d come

Driven by love and affection,
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For haven't we awaysbeen comrades?
How could | seeit differently?
But what's the point? It won't happen.
May he be cursed by God

And Saint Sylvester, eternally
Damned, he who brought this
On me! This Méléagant

Is thefoulest fiend dlive,
Impelled by the blackest hatred.”
And then the calm of exhaustion
Fell on the sufferer,and he said
No more. But shewho listened
From down below had heard
Everything, nor did she stay
Silent, for she sensed success.
Choosing her words with care,
She cdlled, asloud asshe could:
"Lancelot! My friend, you

Up there, speak to your friend."
But Lancelot did not hear her.
So she called out louder still,
And even enfeebled as hewas
Thistime he heard, and wondered
Who it could possibly be.
Heheard avoice, and it called
His name—but who could it be?
H e thought it must be aghost.
Looking all around him

He saw no one; there was no one
There. He could see himself,
And the tower. " Lord: what

Am | hearing? There's no one— but | hear
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Someone. It must be amiracle.

I'm not asleep. I'm awake
Perhaps | was just sleeping

And heard thisvoicein adream.
But now I'm awake, and I'm sorry."
Then he struggled to hisfeet

And little by little made

Hisway to the tiny window,

And leaned against the wall,

And looked in every direction,
And, peering out as best

H e could, suddenly saw

The person who'd called his name.
He didn't know her, but he saw her.
Yet she knew him at once,

And said, "Lancelot, I've come

A long, long way to find you.

And now, thank God, I've findly
Succeeded, now I'vefound you.

| wasthe one, as you rode

Toward the Bridge of Swords, who asked you
Togrant meawish, and you did,
Most cheerfully. Recall:

| asked for the head of the knight
You conquered, and you cut if off.
H e was not someone | loved.

I've goneto dl thistrouble
Because you granted that wish.
That's why you see me here."
"Young lady," the prisoner replied,
"I thank you most profoundly.

If 1 can escape from this place
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I'll be more than generously rewarded
For whatever serviceyou were rendered.
And if you can get me out

I swear I'll be yoursto command

For al therest of my life:

| swear it by the apostle Paul.

And as| expect to see

Our Lord, there'll never be aday
When | won't do what you ask.
Whatever you ask, if it'sin

My power, will be done— and done
Asquicklyas| candoit."

"Have no doubt, my friend:

You're about to be freed from your prison
This day will see your deliverance:

| wouldn't abandon your rescue

For athousand pounds in gold!

And after you're free, I'll help you

To along, comforting rest.

Whatever you ask of me

Will be yours, if it givesyou pleasure.
And nothing will make you ill

At ease. But first | need

Tofind, wherever | can,

A deviceto widen thistiny

Window so you can pass through."
"May God help you find it!"

Said Lancelot, with great fervor.

"I have acoail of rope

Which my keepers gave meto draw up
My food— chunks of hard

Barley bread and muddy



Water, which sickened me, body

And soul." Then Bademagu's

Daughter found ashort,

Sharp, heavy ax

And brought it to Lancelot,

Who banged and hammered and smashed

At thewdl until, though it wasn't

Easy, hed made himself

An opening more than wide

Enough. How overjoyed 6633

He was, finding himsglf

Free of hisprison, able

To leave the cage he'd been locked in!

H e was free— he could go where he pleased!

And understand me: even 6640

Had he been offered all

Thegold in the world if only

He'd go back in—all of it,

All his, free and clear—

He'd never turn and go back. 6645
So now the knight wasfree,

But s0 exceedingly feeble

And weak that he tottered when he tried

Towalk. So she gently set him

Upon the mule, and sat 6650

Behind him, and they hurried away.

But she carefully followed a different

Road, so no onewould seethem —

A circuitous, cautious path

Instead of the open highway. 6655

Sheknew they'd bein trouble,

If anyone saw their faces—



Exactly what she did not want!

And thus, by avoiding dangerous
Places, she brought them to afavorite
Retreat, where she often stayed:

A quiet, lovely spot.

The house and dl its servants

Were completely hers to command,;
Whatever she could want was there 6665
In abundance, safe and secluded.
Lancelot camethere with her,

And as soon as he reached the house
They removed hisfilthy clothing

And the girl put himto deep 5670
In atall, magnificent bed,

And later gave him abath

And such wonderful carethat | couldn't
Tell you hdf if | tried:

She treated him as sweetly

Asif he'd been her father.

She brought him back tolife,
Completely renewed and restored,
With thegrace and beauty of an angel
Instead of ashaggy tramp.

He was strong, he was handsome, and he | eft
Hisbed. And the girl gave him
Thefinest robes she could find,

And helped him put them on.

H e wore them, as happy and light

Of heart asabird on the wing.

He hugged and kissed the girl,

Then said, with great affection:

"My dear, only you



And God deserveto he thanked 6690
For making me healthy again.
You led meout of my prison,
And so my heart, my body,
My service,and dl | own,
Are yours to do with as you will.
Y ou've done so much for me
That I'm yours. And yet, how long
I've been away from King Arthur's
Court—my lord, who'sfregly
Given mehonors. There's much
| need to do. Sweet noble
Friend, | beg you in the name
Of affectiontolet me go there,
As| gladly would, if you pleased.”
"Lancelot, my dear,”
Said the girl, "of course you should go.
The only thingsl long for
Are goodness and honor for you."
She owned amarvelous horse,
The best ever seen by man,
And she gaveit asagift, and he mounted
At once, not needing the stirrups —
Up he went, like aflash!
They freely commended each other
To God, who deceives no one.

And Lancelot went on hisway
So happy that nothing | could tell you,
No matter how hard | tried,
Could express theinfinite joy
He carried in his heart, finaly
Freed from the jal he'd been in.



But he also said to himself,

Over and over, that the corrupt
Traitor who'd tricked him into
Prison would pay for histreachery:
"| escaped in spite of him!"

And he sworeon the body and soul
Of the earth's Creator that even

All the wealth of the world

From Babylon to Ghent

Wouldn't buy Méléagant’s life,

If he beat him in battle once more:
He'd committed too many crimes.
And asit happened, Lancelot
Would soon have the chance to make good
On the threats he was making, for that
Same day this Méléagant

Appeared a King Arthur's court
Of hisown accord, not waiting

For aninvitation. And the moment
He got there, heinsisted on seeing
Sir Gawain at once. And that evil
Prince asked about Lancelot,
Pretending ignorance and calling
Him awicked traitor,

A cowardly rasca no one

Could find! But in fact he knew

A good deadl lessthan he thought!
Gawain told him the truth:
Lancelot had not been seen.
"Sinceyou, a least, have appeared,”
Said Méléagant, "fulfill

The pledgeyou gave me. | can't
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Wait any longer." And Gawain
Answered, “I’ll honor it just

Assoon as| can, if God,

In whom | trust, iswilling.

| expect to come off well

In this combat, and if the game

Iswon, in the name of God

And Saint Fides,* as | think it will be,
Be warned that | mean to win

It al.l will not stop."

And not delaying a moment,

Heordered arug unrolled

On theground in front of him. And at once,
In perfect sequence, hissquires
Attended to dl his commands,

Without agrumble or complaint,
Setting to work with awill.

They got the rug and unrolled it

Exactly ashe'd ordered. Quickly,

He settled himself in place

And instructed the squires (who'd shed
Their cloaksfor the task) to begin

The process of making him ready

For combat. Therewere three of them —
His cousins, perhaps, or his nephews-—
All expertswith arms and armor:

The work was performed so well,

With such practiced, knowing hands,
That no onein al theworld

Could have quarreled with asinglething

* Hdesd Agen, paronsaint of the monagery of Conques



They did, or done it better.

And when he was ready, two of them
Brought in a Spanish stallion —
Faster on level ground,

In woods, up hills,down valleys,
Than Bucephalus himself.

And then theillustrious Gawain,
Most perfect in chivalry of any
Christian knight, mounted

And rode the horse I've described.
And just as he reached for hisshield
He suddenly saw, right

Infront of him, Lancelot dismounting.
Gawain thought it miraculous,

This sudden, unexpected
Appearance— so strange, indeed,
That he couldn't have been more astonished
Had the skies opened and dropped
Lancelot downin front of him!

But once he saw it was truly
Hisfriend, there was nothing in all
The world that needed doing

More than climbing right down

And running to Lancelot, arms
Extended, hugging and kissing
Hisfriend. What pleasure, what joy
Tofind hislong-lost comrade!

And let me tell you—and you'd better
Believe me—if they had chosen
Gawain king, but on condition
Lancelot belost again,

Then Gawain would have said no.



And then the king learned
That Lancelot had findly returned
And was safe and sound, and everyone
Elseheard (though not all
Were pleased). But Arthur's court
Rejoiced amost as one,
For they'd waited avery long time.
Every courtier, high
And low, old and young,
Was delighted. Where sorrow had prevailed,
Happiness took its place.
Sadnessfled, and pleasure
And celebration came.
Was the queen there to shareit?
Indeed she was, most of al.
And how? My God, where ese
Would she be? Had she ever been happier
Than his coming made her? Could she keep
Herself from running to greet him?
And how she ran! She hugged him
So hard that her body came dangerously
Close to risking everything
And following where her heart led.
But what did her heart dictate?
Kissesand other delights.
Then why did the body hold hack?
Could her joy have been more complete?
Was there any disgust or dislike?
Certainly not, not abit.
But she had good reason for restraint:
Theking wasthere, and others,
Watching with wide-open eyes,
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And she might havegiven it al

Away, had she done, in front

Of them dl, what her heart longed for.
If Reason hadn't restrained

Thewild passion shefelt,

The wodd would have known her feelings,
Which would have been folly indeed.
Which waswhy she held back her heart
And locked wild passion away:

Reason led her to wait,

To reconsider, to watch

For abetter time and place,

Something agood deal more private,
When thewind would be blowing clear
And strong for a better harbor.

The king showered honors

On Lancelot, and regjoiced, and then
Hesaid, "My friend, how long

It's been since news o any

Living man pleased me

So much. But | must inquire:

Where have you been? What country,
What place, could have held you so long?
For one whole winter and summer

I've looked for you, up and down,

And never heard a thing."

"Your mgjesty," said Lancelot,

"I can tell you the story in very

Few words, just asit happened.

When your people were freed from his prison,
Méléagant, that foul

Traitor, shamefully tricked me
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And took me captive, and from that
Moment on held me prisoner

In atower at the edge of the sea.

He had me sealed inside,

And I'd bein that misery till

Except for the help of afriend,

A girl for whom, once,

| did some small service.

| reaped arich reward,

High honors and great

Goodness, for so small afavor!

But that man for whom I've no
Affection, who brought me so much
Evil and misery and shame,

I'd like to settle accounts

With him as quickly as| can.

He's come here, wanting his payment,
And he'll get it! Why wait to givehim
Exactly what he's owed?And |,

My lord, am more than ready:

God forbid hell enjoy it!"

Then Gawain said to Lancelot,

"My friend, sincel owe you so much,
And it's hardly a costly matter,

Let me make this payment for you.
I'm aready armored, and mounted,
And ready, asyou see. My dear
Sweet friend, don't deny me
Thisfavor, which I'd loveto perform.”
But Lancelot said he'd give up

An eye, or even two,

Beforehe'd permitit. It could



Not happen, he swore: this

Was adebt he owed, and he'd pay it,
Just as he'd sworn he would.
And Gawain saw that no matter
What he said, he couldn't
Prevail: he pulled the mail shirt
Off his back and completely
Disarmed. Quickly, quietly
Lancelot made himself ready:
Thiswas adebt he could hardly
Wait to settle. His heart

Would be heavy until Méléagant

Had been paid. And the treacherous prince

Could scarcely believe his eyes,
Seeing what he saw: he was almost
Out of hismind, unable

To control his thoughts. "What afool
| was" hesaid, "not

To be sure he was il safely

Locked in my prison, my tower,
Beforel came here, for now

He's about to turn on me.

But why, oh God, should |

Have gone? What could have made me
Think he'd ever escape?

Weren't the wals thick

And strong, the tower tall?

Where was there acrack

He could have gotten through,
Except with help from outside?

Did someone reved the secret?
Suppose the wallsfell down,
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Theentire tower collapsed?

He'd surely have been killed, crushed,
Cut to pieces. By God,

Of course he would— completely!
Without adoubt he'd be dead.

But before those walls collapsed,

| think the seaswould have dried
Tothevery last drop, and the end
Of the world would have come—unless
Something broke them down.

But that wasn't what happened:
Someone had to have helped him,

He couldn't have doneit alone.
Someone's plotted against me.

But however he did it, he escaped.

| could have kept it from happening,
Had | been more careful; he'd never
Have reappeared at this court.

And now it's too latefor regrets.
The peasants tell the truth,

In their good old proverb: once
The horseisout of the stable

It's too late to lock the door.

And now I'll have to deal

With shame, and insults, and pain;
I'll experience more than enough!
But why do | need to suffer?
Aslongas|'m dtill dive

| can give asgood as| get,

If God, in whom [ trust,

So wishes." He took what comfort

He could, wanting only
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To meet hisenemy in combat.
He wouldn't wait long, | think,
For Lancelot, who fully expected
To kill him, was anxiously seeking him
Out. But before the battle,
The king dispatched them both
To avalley below his castle—
Ireland held nothing more beautiful.
So down they went, as quickly
Astheir horseswould take them. And the king
Came, too, and everyoneelse,
Animmense crowd, all of them
Hurrying to witnessthis combat.
There were knights watching from windows,
Along with flocksof beautiful,
Noblewomen and girls.

A sycamoretowered in that valey,
Aslovely atree as existed;
There wasplenty of room; in every
Season of the year, fresh
And beautiful grass grew
All around it. Thissycamore dated
From the days of Abel; and at
Itsfoot there ran asparkling,
Quick-flowing stream, coursing
Along abed of gravel
So clear that it gleamed like silver.
The water drained away,
I believe, through a pipe of pure gold,
Passing acrossthefields
Andinto avaley between
Two trees. And here the king

6980

658

Gggo

6595

7000

7005




Woas pleased to seat himsalf;

Nothing could have suited him better.
He had his people draw back

Behind him. And Lancelot quickly
Charged at Méléagant

Likeaman transported by hate.

But before he struck asingle

Blow, he shouted fiercely,

"Hear my formal challenge!

And know that, no matter what comes,
Nothing will make me spare you!"
And spurring his horse, he drew back
About asfar asthelength

Of abow shot, and then they rushed
At one another asfast

As horses could carry them, shields
Clashing so sharply together

That even well-crafted wood

Was cut and cracked, though neither
Man was wounded: not yet.

They turned, rode back, and charged
Again, once more clashing

As hard as they could against

Their strong and well-made shields,
Each of them summoning all

His strength, for each was avaliant
Knight, full of courage

And mounted on astrong and quick-footed
Horse. Each of them smashed

Mighty blows on the other's

Shield, for their spears did not break,
But pierced through thewood, straight
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To the bare flesh. Pushing

With dl their strength, each
Succeeded in knocking the other
Out of hissaddle. In spite of
Breastplates, saddle girths,

And spurs, both knights tumbled
Backwardsoff their horses

And fdl to the bare earth.

Freed of their riders, the excited
Animasgalloped off,

Still biting and kicking at each other,
Each trying to maim and kill.

And the fallen knights jumped

To their feet asfast as they could,
Quickly drawing their swords,

The steel engraved with their names.
Holding the blades high,

To protect their faces, they slashed
And probed, hunting some opening
For sharp steel to push through.
Lancelot was supremely confident,
Knowing himself to be twice

As good aswordsman, having
Studied the art since childhood.
They struck huge blows on the shields
Still hung from their necks, and on
The hammered gold on their helmets,
Each of them swinging fiercdly,

But Lancelot, pressing him hard,
Found an opening under

Hisshield and cut so sharp

And quick that, in spite of theiron
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Protecting the arm, he cut it

Clean through. Knowing he was|ost,
Méléagant resolved

To sl hissevered right arm
Asdearly ashe could, taking

Any chance he might have.
Drowning in pain and despair,
Hewas nearly out of his head;
Nothing mattered any more

But hurting Lancelot in return
Heleaped forward, hoping

To surprise him, but Lancelot was ready,
Fetching him such a blow

With his sharp sword that April
Would come, and May would go by,
And Méléagant wouldn't recover:

He diced so deep through the nose guard
That three teeth were shattered.

And Mé¢léagant wassowild

With anger he couldn't speak;

Begging for mercy was thelast thing
He thought of, fally clutching

His heart far too firmly.

Lancelot approached, unlaced

His helmet, and cut off his head.
He'd never escape again!

Hefdl to the ground, dead.

And let me assure you, no one

Who was there, watching the battle,
Felt thedlightest pity.

The king and his courtiers and ladies
Werefairly jumping for joy.
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Then the happiest among them all

Helped Lancelot out of hisarmor,

And led him away in triumph.
Gentlemen: if | tried to tell you

More, I'd exceed my charge,

For my task wasto finish thistale.

So here thisstory stops.

Godfrey of Lagny, alearned

Cleric, hasended thisromance.

Let noone criticizeme

For completingwhat Chrétien began,

For Chrétien himself waswilling

To let me accomplish the task.

| began where the tower walled up

Lancelot and went on from there

Totheend. Nothing else

Woas added, and nothing was changed,

To keep from ruining the story.
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Afterword
Joseph]. Duggan

Chrétien beginsLancelot: TheKnight d the Cart in amanner
untypical of hisearlier romances, with astatement of hisin-
debtednessto a patron, Marie, countess of Champagne. Marie,
who was the daughter of King Louis VI of France and Eleanor
of Aquitaine,* had been countess since her marriage to Henry
the Liberal in 1164.When her husband died on March 16,1181,
Marie became regent of the county of Champagne on behalf of
her son, also named Henry.

The date of composition of Laxcelot is uncertain, but most
specialists place it after 1176 and before 182, at about the time
of Yuain: TheKnight of the Lion. The court of Champagne had
become an activeliterary center toward which a number of
writers and poets gravitated: the lyric poets Conon de Bethune
and Gace Brulé (whowas Marie's vassal), the spiritual writer
Pierre de Celle, Jehan le Vendais, author of the Venjance Alex-
andre, Evrat, who wrote along versetrandation of Genesis
into Old French, Guy of Bazoches, author of auniversal his

"Louisand Eleanor had been divorced in 1152 and by the time of
Lancelot She had been married to Henry Plantagenet for dmost two
decades. Henry becameking of England in 1154,



tory that is now lost, and an anonymous poet who produced a
paraphrase of Psalm 44 of the Vulgate Bible, "Eructavit,” for
Marie. Count Henry, an educated man, corresponded with John
of Salisbury and other scholars. Gautier of Arras dedicated his
romance Eracleto Marie and two other nobles, and her half-
brother King Richard Lion-Heart of England addressed a poem
to her during his captivity. By far the most illustrious author
associated with the court of Champagne, however, was Chritien
himself, and athough hisfirst romance, Erecand Enide, was
probably composed for anoble in the Plantagenet orbit and his
second, Clzgés, may have been aswell, Chritien identified him-
sdf with Troyesin Champagne and was now clearly writing for
the Countess Marie, who held her court in that town. Within the
same circle appears to have been Andreas Capellanus (Andrew
the Chaplain), author of atreatise known asthe Art of Courtly
Love, who appears to have been attached to the royal court of
Philip Augustus, king of France from 1180 and nephew of Count
Henry. It isin thisliterary context that Chritien states his debt
to Marie.

But that statement is problematic. First, Chritien declares
himself to be entirely at the countess's disposal and, after in-
sisting he has no wish to flatter her, flatters her. Yet he does not
seem to want to identify himself wholeheartedly with the task
at hand, preferring to give her commands greater weight in the
enterprise than his own efforts. She gave him the subject and
the meaning to impose on it, whereas he iswilling to claim for
himself only the toil involved in writing the work. Isthissimply
more flattery, or is Chritien anticipating the need to defend
himself from the accusations of other readers and listeners?

Onereason to think that Chritien is calculating how to dis
tance himsdlf from the romance while also carrying out the
countessswishesis that Lancelor isin essential ways unlike his



other romances. Thisistrue aboveal on the thematic level. The
lovethat Lancelot and Guinevere share is consummated in a
scene of adultery that is out of keeping with the depiction of
lovein Chrétien’s other works, including love between a young
man and a married woman in the romance that is thought di-
rectly to precede this one, Cligés. There Fenice, married to

the emperor of Constantinople, takesgreat pains, including
alowing herself briefly to be buried aive, to avoid acquiring
areputation like that of the adulteress Iseult, renowned in the
literature of the period as thelover of her husband's nephew
Tristan. In Lancelot, not only do Guinevere and Lancelot com-
mit adultery, they do it whilesheisaprisoner of Arthur's enemy
Méléagant, leaving themselvesall the more vulnerable to the
whisperingsof lauzengiers, courtiers who curry favor by passing
on just such gossip to offended husbands. In fact, the woman
who alows Lancelot to leave his prison and take part in the
tournament of Neauz hasit on hearsay that he has already fallen
in love (1. 5495-98), so Chrétien would have us believethat the
relationship was known among the courtiers of Gorre. Before
her abduction, Guinevere says under her breath, but within ear-
shot of one of Arthur's counts, that an unidentified "you," who
can only be Lancelot, would not let her beled off without re-
sistance, an utterance that has no follow-up in the romance and
no meaning unlessit is that Chrétien wants his audience to real-
ize that Guinevere's attachment was no secret at Arthur's court
either. Few crimes were more serious than committing adultery
with thewife of one's lord.

In addition, the principal charactersin Chrétien’s other
romances are motivated aboveall by the desire to avoid being
shamed. For the male roles, this entails a determination never
to act in acowardly fashion on the battlefield, whether in war or
in the mock warfare of the tournament. But Lancelot willingly



abases himsdlf in the tournament of Noauz by doing badly a the
behest of Guinevere, who uses the command as an identity test.
Asaresult, he misses his blowsin the joust, avoids engagements,
and attractsthe mockery of the crowd. That hefinally fightsall
out after starting the second day's combat poorly at her com-
mand is little comfort, since this conduct is also regulated by
the queen's whim. Lancelot hasthus given himsdf over entirely
into the service of the lady whom heloves, to the detriment of
knightly ideals and reputation. Although at first he thinks that
Guinevere may be angry at him for climbing into the cart, and
logically so, because virtualy everyonein Gorre seemsto dis
respect him for that action, he utters no reproach either when
Guinevere initidly rejectshim or when she findly tells him she
was cold to him because he hesitated for two steps before get-
ting into the ignominious vehicle. During that momentary delay,
Reason was admonishing him against doing anything that would
cause him shame or reproach, while Love asked him to ignore
al consideration of shame. In his dealingswith the queen, then,
Lancelot exhibitsfine amor, " pure” love, in the sense of being

an all-encompassing, exclusive affection, while he continues to
remain subject to the restraining effects of shamein his relations
with other characters. But Chrétien never openly expressesin
Lancelot any hesitancy over this deviation from the principles
that exemplify praiseworthy conduct in his other works, so
where do histrue sentiments lie?

An indication of Chrétien’s attitude toward the material and
itsinterpretation isfound in his treatment of Lancelot's deeds.
When Lancelot finaly reaches the queen in Gorre after the
ordeal of the Sword Bridge, she spurns him because, as he later
learns, he hesitated before climbing into the cart. Lancelot,
however, is oblivious to thisfault early in his quest and single-
mindedly pursues hisgoa of finding her to the point of cutting



aridiculousfigure. In the Castle of the Perilous Bed, so intent is
he on seeingthe queen's cortége that he almost falls to hisdeath
from awindow, but his companion, Gawain, saveshim. In the
encounter at theford, he forgets his name, whether heis armed,
and where he is going, and in fact loses himsdlf under thein-
fluence of his quest, recovering his senses only when, having
been unhorsed, hefedsthe cold water of theford on his back.
At the sight of Guinevere's comb, he amost faintsand begins
to adore the strands of hair that clingto it. He fights Méléagant
in aridiculous stance, turning from him so that he can keep

the queenin hisfield of view. Heineffectually attemptssuicide
by tying himsdlf to his horse's neck. In portraying hishero in
such ways, bereft of al sense of measurein hisobsessionfor a
lover who is also the wife of hislord, Chrétien undercuts both
the character and theimport of Lancelot's actions. Even the
situation through which the queen was jeopardized by Arthur's
alowing Kay to defend her isludicrous, sinceit ismerely are-
action to the seneschal's feigned petulance. Arthur himself, who
failsto step forward in response to Méléagant’s opening chal-
lenge and liberate the captivesfrom Gorre, and who not only
allows Kay to put the queen in jeopardy but does not even pur-
sue the two until Gawain urges him to do so, is endowed with a
weaker personality than anywhereelsein Chrétien's corpus.

Yet another pieceof evidenceis Chritien's failure to finish the
romance, givingit over for completion to acertain Godfrey of
Lagny, otherwise unknown to literary history. But how tointer-
pret this clue? Chrétien’s final work, Perceval: The Story d the
Grail, isalso unfinished, but in that case the thirteenth-century
writer Gerbert de Montreuil informs usthat Chrétien died be-
forefinishingit. Could it be that Chrétien confided the task of
closureto Godfrey because his heart wasno longer in it? Did
Marie of Champagne disapprove of Lancelot'slove being por-



trayed as a mania? Documentary support for either alternative
is, aas, lacking.

Whatever the dlant one wishes to put on these aspects of
Chrétien’s romance, its treatment of the relationship between
Lancelot and the queen made it one of the most influential
works of the Middle Ages. Guinevere's betrayal of Arthur is
the source of the kingdom's decline in the thirteenth-century
Lancelot-Grail Cycleof prose romances, also known asthe Vul-
gate Cycle: the Story of the Holy Grail, Merlin, Lancelot, the
Quest for the Holy Grail, and the Death of King Arthur This
cyclein turn became a mgjor source for Sr Thomas Malory's
Morte Darthur and eventually for most of the hundreds of other
retellings of the Arthurian legend up to the present. Thelove
scene between Lancelot and Guinevere was analyzed in an
articlethat appeared in the French journal Romania in 1883 in
which Gaston Paris, the most respected French literary medi-
evalig of the period, formulated the concept "courtly love."
That term has since taken on so much conceptual baggage as
to have outlived its usefulnessin the minds of many, but it was
for yearsthefocal point of discussionsof medieval erotic theory
and practice.

&

Wheredid Chritien or his patron get the tale? Arthur himself
is treated as a hero in Welsh versefrom an early period, perhaps
asfar back as the sixth century and certainly from the ninth.

In the Gododdin, a collection of elegiescommemorating the
Battleof Catraeth in the year oo but extant only in athirteenth-
century manuscript, awarrior is praised for his prowessin battle
"although he was no Arthur." The eleventh-century Culhwch
and Qlwen, aprose talein Welsh, presents Arthur as the chief




of awarband. Geoffrey of Monmouth's astonishingly successful
History of the Kings of Britain (ca. 1136), which carries Arthur's
renown beyond the confinesof Britain, recountsthe rebellion of
the king's nephew Mordred, who livesin adultery with Guine-
verewhile attempting to usurp the throne. This episode leads to
the climactic Battle of Camblam and Arthur's withdrawal to the
Ideof Avalon, where his"mortal" wounds are attended to.

Although Geoffrey of Monmouth nowhere mentions Lance-
lot, he does refer to the magician Bladud, founder of Bath and
father of King Leir (Shakespeare's L ear),who learned to fly on
manmade wings but fell to his death. The Norman writer Wace
repeatsthe association of the magician Bladud with Bath in his
trandation of Geoffrey's History, entitled Le Roman de Brut
(TheRomance of Brutus, ca. 1155), which islikely to have been
the immediate source for Chrétien's Bademagu, whose hame
signifies, after all, "magician of Bath." The earliest trace of this
figurein Welshis as Baedan, father of Maylwyas (equivalent of
Melwas), in Culbioch and Olwen, but he may be the avatar of a
man mentioned in Irish annals under the name Baitdn, father of
Mael, who participated in the Battle of Degsastan in 6o3.

Thelegend of Guinevere's abduction is attested in the lines
of “A Conversation Between Arthur and Guinevere," afrag-
mentary mid-twelfth-century Welsh poem that is difficult to
interpret because thereis noindication of who isspeaking in a
givenline. What is clear, however, is that Guinevere (in Welsh,
Gwenhwyvar, "white phantom') has been abducted by Melwas,
lord of the Isle of Glass, and that someone, probably Arthur,
whois compared unfavorably to Cei, the Welsh equivalent of
Kay, has cometo take her back. In the early twelfth-century Life
of Gildas by Caradog of Llancarfan,

Gildas . . . arived at Glastonbury, at the time when king Mewaswas
reigningin the summer country.. . . Glastonbury, that is, the glassy city,



which took its namefrom glass, is acity that had its name originally in
the British tongue. It was besieged by the tyrant Arthur with acount-
lessmultitude on account of hiswife, Gwenhwyfar, whom the aforesaid
wicked king Melwas had violated and carried off, and brought there
for protection, owing to the asylum afforded by the city's invulnerable
position due to thefortifications of thickets of reed, river, and marsh.
The rebelliousking, Arthur, had searched for the queen throughout the
coursedf oneyear, and at last heard that she was staying there. There-
upon he roused the armies of Cornwall and Devon; war was prepared
between the enemies. When he saw this, the abbot of Glastonbury,
attended by the clergy and Gildas the wise, stepped in between the
contending armies, and in a peaceable manner advised hisking, Mel-
was, to restorethe ravished lady. Accordingly,she. . . was restored in
peaceand goodwill. When these things were done, the two kings gave
the abbot agift of many domains.’

Thekingdom of Gorre in Lancelot represents what Cara
dog of Llancarfan refersto as the"summer country,” Somerset,
here the area around Glastonbury (Welsh Ynys Wydrin, "Isle
of Glass"). Linguistically, "Gorre" isthe equivalent of voirre,
an Old French word that means "glass.” Glastonbury was asso-
ciated with the Arthurian legend, and in fact in 1191, a decade
or so after Chrétien composed Lancelo?, the monks of the abbey
of Glastonbury claimed to have discovered there the tomb of
Arthur and Guinevere. Caradog's incorporation of the story
of Guinevere's abduction in his Lzfe  Gildas is obviously a
churchman's attempt to appropriate a popular talefor the glory
of hissubject. His mention of the name of Arthur's queenisthe
second earliest after areferencein Culbwch and Olwen.

Long before thislegend became the basis for Chrétien’s

*Trandationbased on Rachel Bromwich, ed. and trans., Trivedd Ynys
Prydern: Triads of the Isfe of Britain (Cardiff: University of Wales Press,
1978), 381-82.




Lancelot, it was the subject of aset of sculptures executed be-
fore 1125 on the archivolt of the north portal of the cathedral
of Modena. There aseriesof figures, identified by inscriptions,
is shown progressing toward afortress: Artus of Bretania, Che
(Kay),Gavagin {Gawain), Galvariun, and Isdernus (Ydier).

In thefortress are Mardoc and Winlogee (avariation on the
Breton form of Guinevere's name), defended by Burmaltus and
Carrado (Caradoc). The abductor may be Burmaltus, perhaps
a"Mewas' figure, asis Chrétien’s “Méléagant.” Chrétien had
mentioned Melwas, lord of the Ileof Glass, in Erecand Enide
asoneof thoseinvited to the eponymous couple's wedding.
Breton storytellershad carried aversion of the tale of Guine-
vere's abduction asfar as northern Italy, showing that it was
widely disseminated in the period.

Conspicuously lacking in the three sources for knowledge of
the old version of Guinevere's abduction, however, aswell as
in the History of the Kings of Britazn, is Lancelot, who is absent
from Welsh tradition before the thirteenth century but, de-
spite his appearance in Erec and Enide and Cligés, seems not
to be afigureof Chrétien’s invention. A new element in the
story that does seem to comefrom Chrétien (or from his patron,
Countess Marie) isthe adultery benveen Guinevere and one of
her husband's knights, a relationship consistently designated a
felony in medieva legd sources. Méléagant istechnically cor-
rect in making the legal charge of adultery against the queen,
but Lancelot is ableto defeat him in single combat because
Méléagant wrongly identitied Kay as her partner. According to
the theory underlying medieval trial by combat, God would see
to it that the victor would be the person who wasin the right
according to the exact charge that was brought.

In hisArt of Courtly Love (ca. 1185), whoseoriginal title was
De Arte honeste amandi, literally On the Art of Loving Ho#nor-




ably, Andreas Capellanus set forth a number of principles that
concord with the behavior of Lancelot and Guineverein Lance-
lot, roughly contemporary with his treatise. Andreas defines
love as "a certain inborn suffering derived from the sight of and
excessive meditation upon the beauty of the opposite sex."*
Among love's rules as set forth by Andreas are that the lover
should keep himself chastefor the sake of hisbeloved, that he
should obey the commands of ladiesin al matters and devote
himsdlf to the service of love, that love cannot exist within the
bonds of matrimony (marriage being a contract and thus not
arelationship of free giving),and that loveis the source of dl
good. Andreas illustrates his views of love's workingshby pre-
senting twenty-one difficult cases, most of which are judged by
great ladies, among them Marie of Champagne and Eleanor of
Aquitaine. What surprises, then, is not so much that the ideas
found in Lancelot were current in the milieu in which it was
composed, but that they should have been expressed by Chré-
tien, whose previousworks present afavorable portrayal of love
within the married state and whose final romance, Perceval, is
devoid of the theme of adultery.

A romance about Lancelot and the queen that does not de-
rivefrom Chrétien, although it postdates hiswork, sinceit was
composed after 1194, is Ulrich von Zatzikoven's German Laze-
let, which the author claimsis translated from a French book
provided to him by the noble Hugh of Morville. The book
must have contained apre-Lancelot version of the abduction
of Guinevere. Ulrich recounts how Larnzelet was carried off
by awater fairy (compareLancelot, lI. 2350-51) when hewas
younger than two and was brought up among women until

* Andreas is quoted according to the trandation of John Jay Parry, The
Art of Courtly Love, by Andreas Capellanus (NewYork: Ungar, 1941},



age fifteen. Instructed by ayoung knight in the arts of chiv-
ary, hethrice comesto castles and kills thelord, only to find
that thelord's daughter or niece hasfallen in love with him.
The third of these women, Iblis, becomes hiswife. Told that
heisrelated to Arthur, he goes to the court, where he defends
Queen Ginover against Valerin, a Méléagant figure. Vaerin
neverthel ess abducts Ginover, but Arthur recovers her with the
assistanceof amagician, Malduc (theMardoc of the Modena
archivolt?). After turning a young woman from adragon back
into human form by kissing her, Lanzelet returnsto Iblis and
livesin contentment with her. The French source availableto
Ulrich thus stood between the old myth of the abduction of a
Guinevere sought by Arthur and Chretien's version, in which
Lancelot frees the queen

But Lancelot'srolein Chritien's romance is not smply to
serve as the queen's rescuer, lover, and champion. Heis the
savior aswdl of thosewhom the unrelentingly evil Méléagant
has taken to Gorre from Arthur's kingdom, Logres (equivalent
of Livegr, the Welshword for England, still in use today, whose
original meaning seems to have been "having a nearby bor-
der")." Resonances of this role are present in the cemetery scene
in which only Lancelot is able to raise the tombstone inscribed
asdestined for the knight who will free the captivesfrom "a
prison from which no one returns’ —that is, Gorre (1l. 1904-
15). This aspect of the tale appears to reflect amyth of salvation
from theland of the dead, where"No one's denied entrance,/
But once they're here, they must stay" (1l. 2106-~7).

Lancelot progressestoward Guinevere through aseries of
tests that challenge hisfiddlity to the queen aswell as his cour-

'Eric Hamp,"Lloegr: The Wdsh Namefor England,” Cambridge
Medieval Ceitic Studies 4 {1982): 8s.



age. Before he reaches the kingdom of Gorre, these tests occur
in the presence of adwarf and of five damsels, mysteriouschar-
acters who seem aready somehow to be aware of the purpose
and course of the hero's journey. Both dwarvesand solitary
damselsare stock guiding and controlling figuresof Arthurian
narrative. In Lancelot two, and perhaps three, of the damsels
areone and the same. Méléagant’s Sister revealsthat sheis the
fifth damsel (seell. 6582-86), who successfully asked Lancelot
for the head of a knight whom she hated, aswell asthe second
damsel, who met him on the way to the Sword Bridgeand asked
for afuturefavor. The third damsel thinks Lancelot recognizes
her (1. 930) and may well be the samewoman. The test of the
Perilous Bed, in which Lancelot survivesthe Flaming Lance,
playsthe same role as thelifting of the tombstone in the ceme-
tery, to identify Lancelot asthe savior who will free the captives
from Gorre. The battle with the knight at theford isatest of
courage and prowess. The trialswith the fourth damsel —the
feigned rape and the night spent in her bed— are chastity tests.
Once he enters Gorre, Lancelot encounters the good knight
and hisfamily, navigates the Stony Path, survives an entrapment
through the magic ring his mother gave him, refuses a behead-
ing test reminiscent of the later Middle English romance St
Gawain and the Green Knight, crosses the Sword Bridge, and
arrivesat Bademagu'stower. That his journey hasled him into
an Otherworld kingdom can hardly be doubted.

To rescue the queen and the other captives, Lancelot must
then overcome Méléagant, whose methods are not limited
to those sanctioned by codes of courtly behavior. Although
Méléagant is portrayed as a Christian, invokingin conventional
ways hisfaith and trust in God, he treacherously retains Lance-
lot in prison while purporting to be puzzled over the hero's



failure to present himself for combat at Arthur's court at the
appointed time. Méléagant Sins less against religious principles
than against the obligations of kinship, however, disappoint-
ing his benevolent father, Bademagu, in hisheadstrong pursuit
of cruelty and injustice. In asociety in which kinship ties were
one of the major forces regulating conduct, it is significant that
Meéléagant’s defeat and death should be rendered possible by
the steps his own sister takes to free Lancelot from captivity.

Chrktien has constructed a counterexample to the relation-
ship between Méléagant and hisfather in the unnamed son and
elderly father whom Lancelot meetsin a meadow on hisway
to Gorre (11 1655-1833). In the case of this pair, the father ar-
gues that the son would befoolhardy to risk himself in combat
against such an accomplished knight as Lancelot over ayoung
women with whom heisinfatuated. Thefather, whofirst re-
sorts to physical restraint, eventually winsthe argument when
the monk who has viewed the incident of the tombstone reveals
that Lancelot is unequaled as a knight. Bademagu's arguments
have no such salutary effect on his son, who persistsin pro-
voking Lancelot until this course of action resultsin hisown
destruction. The amount of attention Chrktien givesto this
theme makes onewonder if any incident of contemporary social
reality now hidden from our view motivated him to fashion
these contrasting pairs of exemplary fathersand sons.

On the moral level, a conflict marks Chrétien’s characteriza-
tion of Lancelot. In thelarger socia sphere hisheroismisun-
questioned: he isthe liberator of the people of Logres and their
gueen, who in the Celtic context isnot just the king's consort
hut afigure embodying the principle of sovereignty. Yet in feu-
dal society this role depends on Lancelot's vassalic relationship
with King Arthur, a relationship he violateshy hisadultery with



the queen. That sceneisrich in sacrilegiousimagery: Lancelot
adores Guinevere as he would aholy relic, feelsthe pangs of
martyrdom as he leaves her, and bows on exiting asif before

an altar. The religion of secular love has taken precedence over
what can only be characterized as a superficial Christianity, just
aslove service hastriumphed over the vassd'sfidelity to hislord.
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