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Preface
Wash away the blood on my hands,
My father's blood
In agony we're unified
I never wanted to be
What they told me to be
Fulfill my fate then I'll be free
God knows how long
I tried to change fate

This quote, taken from a song by the German heavy metal band Blind Guardian, shows a sympathetic portrayal of Mordred, the man who is both King Arthur’s son and his murderer. There are several other sources (lyrics, poems and novels) that explore Mordred’s character and show an interest in understanding and explaining him. The diverse portrayals of this Arthurian character, ranging from a black-hearted villain to a sympathetic and even tragic character, sparked my interest. When ‘something Arthurian’ had been picked from a wide range of possibilities as the subject for my thesis, it was not difficult to decide that Mordred would be the particular Arthurian something about whom I was going to write. This has proven a good choice, for I have enjoyed working on this thesis.

First and foremost, I would like to thank Thea Summerfield and Frank Brandsma. Their helpful comments and inspired suggestions enabled me to find a way to structure my haphazard collection of thoughts and ideas. Cliché as it may sound, I really could not have done this without their help.  

I am also grateful to my parents and friends, who helped me along the way. Their patience with my complaints, their motivating comments and their help in proofreading were all invaluable. 

Monique Dorst

September 2004
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Introduction

Background

In the course of many centuries, the legend of King Arthur has inspired countless writers and poets. All these writers create their own version of the story, highlighting different themes and focusing on different episodes and characters. One of the characters whose portrayal in different versions of the story ranges across a wide scale of possibilities is Mordred, king Arthur’s nephew and often also his son. Because of his traditional role as Arthur’s killer, and thus the main villain of the legend, he is an interesting character to work with. In modern literature Mordred is frequently placed in a different role than the one he fulfilled in the Middle Ages. Although there certainly are novels in which he is portrayed as an unpleasant character, such as Gillian Bradshaw’s In Winter’s Shadow, there is also a tendency to create a somewhat more positive Mordred. Some writers make him understandable, if not altogether likeable, such as Marion Zimmer Bradley in her Mists of Avalon. Others present him as a kind, if somewhat naive, young man with good intentions, such as Joan Wolf in The Road to Avalon.

There is a great variety of modern Arthurian literature already, and more is produced every year. Although it would be interesting to research the various roles Mordred plays in different recreations of the story, such an exhaustive analysis is beyond the scope of this thesis. Therefore this text will focus on a small selection of novels. Because these novels have not been the subject of academic research insofar as I can determine, conclusions about them will be based on my own reading of the texts rather than on the opinion of other critics. My conclusions will be based on an analysis of the texts themselves, and will not take into account external cultural or social circumstances. The object of my research is to determine which strategies writers can employ to turn Mordred, a character who is traditionally cast in the role of  the main villain of the story, into a sympathetic character whose actions are understandable and to some extent excusable. 

The most interesting portrayal of Mordred is found in novels where he is the protagonist. Although it is certainly not impossible to write a book in which the main character is extremely unlikable, it is far more common for the protagonist to be presented as someone the reader can identify with. The hero of the work usually has certain appealing characteristics that make him attractive to readers. It can therefore be assumed that writers who make Mordred the protagonist of their work will make a considerable effort to present him as someone who is at least understandable, and probably also likeable. A closer look at three of these novels can show us much about the techniques writers have at their command for turning a character who is inherently and traditionally evil into a sympathetic person whose actions logically result from his character and the circumstances in which he finds himself. However, before the modern Mordred can be fully appreciated, readers must have a good background understanding of the way Mordred was presented in the sources these modern writers used. Therefore it is useful to give an overview of the way Mordred is presented in medieval texts before proceeding to look at individual modern novels. 

Textual analysis

Mordred’s role in medieval literature is traditionally that of a villain, for he is the person who usurps Arthur’s kingdom and ultimately kills his own father and thus destroys all that Arthur has created. Although some medieval authors endow him with certain redeeming qualities, in most of these texts he is still Arthur’s antagonist and the one who brings the kingdom to ruin. The only exception to this are the Welsh and Scottish traditions, in which he sometimes appears in a more positive role. The references in these texts are mostly brief, though, and the Scottish tradition is not very well-known. I have devoted the first chapter to a brief overview of the portrayal of Mordred in medieval texts. This is relevant to the more detailed study of the individual novels, for it provides the reader with a context and background for these modern works and enhances insight in the selective use of source material which modern writers employ. Throughout the later chapters I will frequently refer back to the texts discussed in this introductory chapter. 

In each of the second, third and fourth chapters of this thesis I will discuss one novel in which Mordred plays the main part. The first novel is The Wicked Day by Mary Stewart. Published in 1983, this book is a sequel to her classic trilogy about Merlin. In the final volume of this trilogy, The Last Enchantment, Stewart has her main character Merlin foretell the doom that Mordred will bring upon the kingdom of Britain. Since this trilogy creates the framework for The Wicked Day, the author does not have limitless freedom to change the legend according to her needs in the later novel. Still, she manages to portray a sympathetic and believable Mordred, and it is very interesting to research the means by which she achieves this. 

Two adolescent’s books which feature Mordred are Elizabeth Wein’s The Winter Prince and I am Mordred by Nancy Springer. Both books show us a Mordred who is faulty, but not wicked, and both books tell a tale which is only loosely based on the medieval myths (although the framework is of course derived from these sources). Apart from these similarities, they are very different. While Springer presents us with a story filled with magic, Wein’s novel focuses more on historic authenticity. However, both stories present the reader with an interesting portrayal of Mordred and are therefore worth including here.

Each of the chapters will begin with a brief introduction and summary of the novel discussed in that chapter. This will be followed by a closer look at the portrayal of Mordred. For this, I will take into account several different aspects of the story, such as any remarks the narrator may make about Mordred, the way other characters describe him, the way he thinks about himself, and his actions. All these taken together will enable readers to create for themselves a fairly detailed picture of Mordred, but this picture can be nuanced yet further by comparing him to other characters the author has created. 

A comparison with Arthur is useful, because Arthur is in all three novels a good and just king, but also a man who has made a mistake. This makes him responsible for the fact that Mordred is not only born as a bastard, but is also the result of an incestuous liaison. He is the person who has made the mistake for which Mordred has to pay the price, yet at the same time he is the good and noble king whom Mordred is juxtaposed to. This makes it interesting to look at the differences and similarities between these two characters. 

Another portrayal in the novels that is useful because it helps to create depth in Mordred’s character, is that of either Morgan or Morgause. In all three modern novels Morgause is Mordred’s mother, but in only two of them does she play an important part. In the third, I Am Mordred, it is Morgan le Fay who takes over Morgause’s role as Arthur’s main female opponent. This role is fairly similar in all three novels: there is a lady who has some grievance with Arthur and who tries to use Mordred to fulfill her own ambitions. I will look at the ways in which this lady tries to do this in the various novels, and I will look at the way in which Mordred reacts to these ploys. 

All three novels present us with other characters alongside Arthur and Morgause to whom Mordred is compared, or whose actions and words have a direct influence on his character. In The Wicked Day the character and actions of Mordred’s impulsive half-brothers, most notably Gawain and Gaheris, have a great influence on events in Mordred’s life. In The Winter Prince Medraut’s siblings Lleu and Goewin play important roles: Lleu awakens deep emotions in Medraut, and Goewin is the person with whose actions and character Medraut is constantly compared and contrasted. In I Am Mordred characterisation is less important, but still the actions of some characters, such as Nyneve, Merlin and Morgan, have considerable influence on the way Mordred sees himself and the world.

In two of the books, there is a prophecy that predicts that Arthur will die by Mordred’s hand. Of course such a prophecy will influence the actions and thoughts of characters in these novels, and it is interesting to look at the ways in which the author handles this. Does Mordred fight his fate? And if so, does he succeed in some way to avoid it, or does he fail utterly? How do other characters perceive Mordred and Arthur because of this prophecy? And how is the prophecy finally fulfilled? 

Names and their spelling

Various texts use different spellings for the names of characters. Alongside Mordred we find Medraut, Medrawd and Modred, and for Guinevere we also find Ginevra, Ganhumare and other alternatives. Nimue is Nyneve in I Am Mordred. Arthur is nearly always Arthur, except in The Winter Prince, where he is named Arthos. When discussing specific texts I will use the form and spelling of a name that is used in that particular text, but when I discuss characters in more general terms I will use standardised spelling throughout this paper. The names I will use are Mordred, Arthur, Guinevere and Morgause. 

Chapter 1 – The Medieval Tradition

1.1 – The Welsh tradition

In the earliest texts in which his name is mentioned, references to Mordred are often brief. The first reference to Mordred is in the Annales Cambriae, where it is stated under the year 537 that the “Battle of Camlann, in which Arthur and Medraut fell” took place. It is not mentioned what Medraut’s relation to Arthur was, or on which side he fought.
 Other early references to Mordred can be found in the Trioedd Ynys Prydein, the Triads of the Isle of Britain. Although these triads are first found in thirteenth century manuscripts, it is generally assumed that they are older and were originally preserved and transmitted orally.
 In these triads, Mordred is mentioned several times, often for his own sake and not as the traitor who brought Arthur down. In a list of the twenty-four knights at Arthur’s court, he is described in a manner which is very different indeed from the traitor we usually see:

Tri Brenhinawl Varchoc oedd yn Llys Arthur: Nasiens mab Brenhin Denmarck, a Medrod ap Llew ap Kenvarch, a Howe lap Emyr Llydaw. Kyneddveu y rhai hynny: nid oedd na brenhin nac emerodr o’r byd a allay balle uddynt rrac eu ticket a’u doethet mewn heddwch; mewn rryvel nis arhoi na milwr na rysswr, er daed i arveu. Ac am hynny I gelwid hwynt Brenhinawl Varchogion. 

Three Royal Knights were in Arthur’s Court: Nasiens son of the King of Denmark, and Medrod son of Llew son of Cynfarch, and Howel son of Emyr Llydaw. The peculiarities of those were that there was neither king nor emperor in the world who could refuse them, on account of their beauty and wisdom in peace, while in war no warrior or champion could withstand them, despite the excellence of his arms. And therefore they were called Royal Knights.

In another triad, most likely under the influence of Geoffrey of Monmouth and other versions of the legend, Mordred is presented far less favourably:

Trywyr Gvarth a uu yn Ynys Prydein… Trydyd, gvaethaf, uu Vedravt pan edewis Arthur lywodraeth Ynys Prydein ganthav, pan aeth ynteu drvy vor yn erbyn Lles amheravdyr Ruuein… A phan gigleu Vedravd gvahanu niuer Arthur, yd ymchoelawd ynteu yn erbyn Arthur, ac y duunavd Saesson a Ffichteit ac Yscottyeit ac ef y gadv yr Ynys honn rac Arthur. A phan gigleu Arthur hynny, yd ymchoelavd dracheuyn ac a dihengis gantav o’e niuer. Ac y dries y ar Vedravt y kauas dyuot y dir yr Ynys honn. Ac yna y bu Weith Camlann y rvng Arthur a Medravt, ac y lladavt Arthur Uedrawt, ac y brathvyt Arthur yn angheuavl. 

Three Dishonoured Men who were in the Island of Britain… The third and worst was Medrawd, when Arthur left with him the government of the Island of Britain, at the time when he himself went across the sea to oppose Lles, emperor of Rome… When Medrawd heard that Arthur’s host was dispersed, he turned against Arthur, and the Saxons and the Picts and the Scots united with him to hold this Island against Arthur. And when Arthur heard that, he turned back with all that had survived of his army, and succeeded by violence in landing on this Island in opposition to Medrawd. And then there took place the Battle of Camlan between Arthur and Medrawd, and Arthur slew Medrawd, and was himself wounded to death.

Rachel Bromwich states in her notes to the Trioedd Ynys Prydein that, “it should be stressed that the early sources do not claim either that Medrawd was Arthur’s nephew or that he was his opponent,” and that “the early bardic references indicate that Medrawd was looked upon as a paragon of valour and courtesy.”

In The Dream of Rhonabwy, one of the stories in the Mabinogion, the battle between Arthur and his nephew Medrawd is the result of the trickery of a certain Iddawg son of Mynyo. This Iddawg was so eager for battle, that he twisted their words: “

Vn oedwn o’r kenadeu yg Katgamlan y rwng Arthur a Medrawt y nei. A gwr ieuanc drythyll oedwn i yna, ac rac vy chwannocket y vrwydyr y tervysgeis y rygtunt. Sef y ryw teruysc a orugum, pan ym gyrrei i yr amherawdyr Arthur y venegi y Vedrawt y uot yn datmaeth ac yn ewythyr idaw, ac rac llad meibon teyrned Ynys Prydein a’e gwyrda, y erchi tagnefed. A phan dywettei Arthur yr ymadrawd teckaf wrthyf o’r a allei y dywedyn ynneu yr ymadrawd hwnnw yn haccaf a allwn wrth Vedrawt. Ac o hynny y gyrrwyt arnaf ynneu Idawc Cord Brydein. Ac o hynny yd ystovet y Gatgamlan.

I was one of the messengers at the Battle of Camlann between Arthur and his nephew Madrawd. I was a high-spirited young man, so eager for battle that I stirred up bad feeling between them: when the Emperor Arthur sent me to remind Medrawd that Arthur was his uncle and foster-father, and to ask for peace lest the sons and nobles of the island of Britain be killed, though Arthur spoke as kindly as he could I repeated his words to Medrawd in the rudest possible way. Thus I am called Iddawg the Churn of Britain, and that is how the battle of Camlann was woven.”

1.2 - Geoffrey of Monmouth

In Geoffrey of Monmouth’s The History of the Kings of Britain, which was written around 1136, Mordred is Arthur’s nephew and Gawain’s brother. Mordred is appointed regent when Arthur leaves for the continent to fight Lucius, the Roman Emperor, and subsequently usurps Arthur’s throne and commits adultery with Guinevere. He makes an agreement with Chelric, the leader of the Saxons, and assembles a great army:

At ille peracto illius precepto cum octingentis nauibus plenis armatis paganis iam applicuerat. & federe dato huic proditori quasi regi suo parebat. Associauerat etiam sibi scottos. pictos. hybernienses. & quoscumque callebat habuisse auunculum suum odio. Erant autem omnes numero quasi octoginta milia. tam paganorum quam christianorum.

In obedience to Mordred’s command, Chelric landed with eight hundred ships filled with armed pagans. A treaty was agreed to and Chelric pledged his allegiance to the traitor Mordred as if to the King. Mordred had brought the Scots, Picts and Irish into his alliance, with anyone else whom he knew to be filled with hatred for his uncle. In all, the insurgents were about eighty thousand in number, some of them pagans and some Christians.

In the ensuing conflict, which takes place near Richborough, many people are killed, including Gawain. It is not specified who kills him. Arthur wins the battle, but Mordred flees to Winchester and they fight again. It is made clear that Mordred shows no remorse:

Qui tamen ceptis suis desistere nolens. set ipsos qui ei adherebant pluribus modis inanimans. cum agminibus suis egreditur. atque cum auunculo suo preliari disponit.
 

Mordred showed no sign of abandoning his plans. He gave his adherents every encouragement he could think of, and then marched out with his troops and drew them up ready for a pitched battle with his uncle.
 

Once again Arthur has the upper hand, and Mordred flees again. It is explicitly stated that he makes no arrangement for the burial of his dead. Arthur follows Mordred, and overtakes him near the river Camblam. Here it is rather surprisingly mentioned that, “porro modredus ut erat omnium audacissimus. & simper ad inuadendum celerrimus.”
 (Mordred was indeed the boldest of men and always the first to launch an attack.
) The fight is fierce, and both Mordred and Arthur die, though it is not mentioned by whom they were killed. Mordred’s two sons and their Saxon allies rise against Constantine, Arthur’s heir, but he quickly defeats and kills them. 

1.3 - Wace’s Roman de Brut

In the Roman de Brut, a chronicle dating back to 1155, Mordred first appears when Arthur makes him regent of Britain:


A Modret, un de ses nevus,


Chevalier merveillus e pruz,

Livra en guarde Arthur sun regne

E a Ganhumare, sa feme.

Modret esteit de grant noblei

Mais n’esteit pas de bone fei.

To Modret, one of his nephews, a good and noble knight, and to his wife Ganhumare, Arthur left the care of his realm. Modret was a great noble, but he was not of good faith.

Mordred is said to be a man of many noble virtues, which is more praise than he receives in many other texts. In this text, as in other texts where Mordred is Arthur’s nephew rather than his son, Guinevere agrees to marrying him and makes no attempt to escape this marriage. In some manuscripts, she is Mordred’s sister, which makes their affair even more shameful. Despite the fact that Wace presents Mordred as a villain, he grants us an interesting glimpse into Mordred’s mind:

Aseür quide Arthur atendre,

Les porz li quide tuz defendre;

Ne li volt pas sun dreit guerpir

Ne querre peis, ne repentir,

E il se set tant a culpable

Que de pais querre serreit fable.
 

He thought he could confidently wait for Arthur, and defend all the ports against him. He did not want to give up his spoils, nor ask for peace, nor repent. And he knew himself to be so guilty that asking for peace would be a joke.

Despite Mordred’s confidence, Arthur manages to drive him back. Mordred flees to Winchester, and the people there allow him into the city. When Arthur approaches the city, Mordred attacks his army. However, when he sees that his forces are losing the battle, he retreats with a small compartment of his closest companions, leaving the rest of his army and the people of Winchester to Arthur’s wrath. He flees to Cornwall, where Arthur follows him. There is no talk of peace here, and there are no negotiations. The full blame for the final battle falls on Mordred, and not partly on fate as it does in several other texts:


Modred nen ot de fuïr cure,


Mielz se volt mettre en aventure


E en abandun de murir,


Que tantes feiz de champ fuïr.

Modred did not want to flee. He would rather stake all and gladly risk death, than leave the field so often.

This fight does indeed result in Mordred’s death, though it is never mentioned who kills Mordred in the final conflict, or who gives Arthur his mortal wound. 

1.4 - Laзamon

Laзamon’s Brut is an English adaptation of Wace’s text, and was written around 1200. In Laзamon, Arthur is very fond of Mordred, but Laзamon quickly informs the reader that the king is misguided in his affection, and that Mordred will bring much harm. Yet Arthur cannot be blamed for his failure to see what his nephew really is like, for Mordred outwardly appears to be a good knight. He has some good qualities of his own, but most of his popularity is due to the fact that he is the brother of Gawain, Arthur’s best knight. He is Arthur’s nephew, and as such we can expect that Guinevere willingly enters into a relationship with him, for she always does this in the texts where Arthur is Mordred’s uncle. More than this, 

... Guinevere is never said to be in love with Arthur. She explicitly prefers Mordred “þat wæs hire leofuest monnes.” to Arthur, and her love is requited. Guinevere and Modred had secret meetings before Arthur’s Roman campaign. Thus when arthur decides to leave the kingdom in the charge of Modred and Guinevere, he, more or less, sets the fox to watch the geese.

One of the most villainous things Mordred does in this poem, is fleeing from Winchester after he has won its people to his cause and thus leaving them to Arthur’s wrath:


Modred þa þohte

 
what he don mihte; 


and he dude þere,

 
alse he dude elleswhare,


swikedom mid þan mæste,   
for auere he dude unwraste.


He biswac his iueren 

biuoren Winchestren;


and lette him to cleopien 

his leofeste cnihtes anan.


and his leouste freond alle 
of allen his folke,


and bistal from þan fihte 

- þe Feond hine aзe! - 

Modred then thought what he might do; and he did there as he always did: he committed treachery, for always he did evil things. He betrayed his comrades before Winchester, and called his favourite knights and his dearest friends to him. He stole away from the conflict – may the devil get him!

Arthur ransacks Winchester and kills all its inhabitants, and then follows Mordred. They fight their final battle, in which Mordred dies, but not by Arthur’s hand. 

1.5 – The French Vulgate Cycle

This cycle of Arthurian literature is most commonly dated to the early 13th century. In this entire body of work, Mordred is downright evil and the only good thing about him is his bravery, a quality which he never seems to lose. One of the most notable differences between this text and earlier works, is the fact that Mordred is Arthur’s son as well as his nephew: he is the product of an incestuous relationship between Arthur and his half-sister. Mordred appears infrequently in the early stories of the Cycle, and his acts are always evil. He kills a hermit who prophesies that he will kill his father, and Gawain hears from a hermit that his best friend Lancelot will kill him because of Mordred. In the final part of the Cycle, La Mort le Roi Artu, Mordred has a larger role. With Agravain, he plots against Lancelot and Guinevere and convinces Arthur to allow him to make an attempt at discovering the two lovers in bed. Mordred himself suggests that he should be left behind to take care of the Queen, and Arthur consents and makes him regent of Britain. Guinevere is angry because of this, for she already knows Mordred’s true character. Mordred holds court and wins the nobles of the land to his side. He falls in love with Guinevere, and subsequently forges a letter in which Arthur tells that he is dying and that it is his wish that Mordred and Guinevere be married, to protect the country from Lancelot. The barons of the land agree to crown Mordred king and command Guinevere to marry him. She flees to the Tower of London, and Mordred follows her. He convinces the barons to swear that they will help him against all his enemies, even against Arthur, should the need ever arise. Guinevere sends a messenger to Gaul, to search for information about Arthur and to tell either Arthur or Lancelot about the situation she is in. The messenger finds Arthur, and the king returns. When Mordred hears about this, he is afraid:

Quant mordret entent ceste nouele si en deuint tous esbahis & esperuds. Car moult doutoit le roi artu & son effors. Et mesmement a il grant paor de sa desloialte quele ne li nuise plus que nule autre chose.

When Mordred heard this news he was very agitated and desperate, for he much feared King Arthur and his forces. And mostly he was afraid because of his disloyalty, which would harm him more than any of his other sins.

He only decides to assemble his men and march on Arthur after his counsellors advise him to do so. 

Arthur is advised in dreams and by omens not to fight Mordred and to call Lancelot to his aid, but he refuses and decides to fight. The battle is long, and many men die. In the end, only Arthur, Sagremor, Lucan the Butler and Girflet are left of the companions of the Round Table. Mordred slays Sagremor, and Arthur attacks him and strikes him with his lance. Mordred, after Arthur has wrenched out the lance, strikes his father on the head and dies.

1.6 - The alliterative Morte Arthure

The fourteenth century alliterative Morte Arthure tells the same story as Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain. It displays many similarities to that story, such as Mordred using heathen allies and his living with Guinevere out of wedlock. Mordred is presented as a villain in the report of his usurpation of the crown of Britain, and in the final battles he violates the chivalric code by riding anonymously into battle and holding his men back until he judges Arthur’s troops to be so tired that he can defeat them. Yet in some ways the Mordred we see here differs from the villain that is usually presented to the reader. It is interesting that Mordred initially begs Arthur to appoint someone else as regent, because he feels he will not be worthy of the task:

‘I beseke зow, Sir, as my sybbe lorde,

Þat зe will for charyté cheese зow anoþer;

For if зe putte me in þis plytte, зowre pople es dyssauyde;

To presente a prynce astate my powere es simple.

When oþer of werre wysse are wyrchipide hereaftyre,

Than may I forsothe be sette bott at lyttill.’

‘I beg you, Sire, my blood brother and lord,

Choose another for this charge, for charity’s sake!

If you appoint me to this post your people will be deceived;

I am too feeble to fulfil the function of a prince.

Where warriors wise in warfare are esteemed hereafter,

My talents, I truly say, will be attested as minor.

In this poem, Mordred is at times sympathetic and brave. One of the most striking instances of this is that he manages to kill Gawain, one of Arthur’s best knights, in single combat. He also shows heartfelt grief and remorse afterwards:

Зit þat traytour alls tite teris lete he fall,

Turnes hym furthe tite, and talkes no more,

Went wepand awaye and weries the stowndys,

Þat euer his werdes ware wroghte siche wandrethe to wyrke.

Whene he thoghte on þis thynge, it thirllede his herte:

For sake of his sybb blode sygheande he rydys;

When þat renayede renke remembirde hym seluen

Of reuerence and ryotes of þe Rownde Table,

He remyd and repent hym of all his rewthe werkes;

Rode awaye with his rowte, ristys he no lengere,

For rade of oure riche kynge, ryve þat he scholde.

The traitor let fall his tears freely at that,

Spurred of suddenly and spoke no more,

Went away weeping and bewailing the hour

His destiny doomed him to deal such woe.

The thought of the thing burned through his heart,




And he sighed for kinship’s sake as sadly as he rode.

When that mutinous man called to mind

The royal honour and revels of the Round Table,

He groaned and regretted all his disgraceful deeds,

Then rode off with his armour, delaying no longer,

In awe of our high King, should he hurry forward.

1.7 - The stanzaic Le Morte Arthur

The anonymous Middle-English Le Morte Arthur dates from about 1350. Here, Mordred is presented as an unpleasant, but not altogether evil person. Brian Stone, in the introduction of his edition of this text, summarises Mordred’s character as follows:

The last of the four chief male characters, Mordred, is portrayed briefly as in the source, the Mort Artu; as a ‘stirrer of trouble and pain’ (l. 1675), and as a coward whose cowardice enables him to be the sole survivor of Lancelot’s slaughterous irruption from the Queen’s bedroom (l. 1863). The poet also follows the French in making Mordred the incestuous offspring of Arthur, so that the destruction of the Round Table may be seen as Arthur’s punishment for incest, while Mordred’s killing of the King may then be condemned as parricide. But in the final two battles Mordred is as brave as anyone... His villainy is always stressed. He gains power by spreading the lie that Arthur is dead; he wants to commit incest in his turn by marrying his father’s wife, in which intention Guinevere frustrates him; and he dispossesses the Archbishop of Canterbury and threatens him with death for condemning his immorality.

He is called a “stirrer of trouble and pain”
 by the author of the poem, and at one point the poet interjects that he only received the stewardship because he is Arthur’s sister’s son, but earlier on Arthur’s knights seem to trust him:

The knightes answerd, withoute lees,

And said, for sooth, that so them thought

That Sir Mordred the sekerest was

Though men the reme throughoute sought,

To same the reme in trews and pees.

Was a book before him brought;

Sir Mordred they to steward chese;

That many a bold sithen abought.

The knights at length advised the King,

They being of one mind,

Sir Mordred was the trustiest man

That any of them could find

To rule the realm and keep the peace:

On the Book before him laid

They swore him as steward; and for that, later

Hosts of bold men paid.

Mordred’s uprising is fairly traditional: he buys the favour of those around him with gifts and lavish feasts, and then he fakes letters proclaiming Arthur’s death. He is chosen as king and wants to wed Guinevere, but she refuses and flees to the Tower of London. He takes the gold and silver of the Archbishop of Canterbury because the man curses him, and when he hears that Arthur is coming back from the continent he sets out for Dover to meet his father:

Forth to Dover gan he ride,

All the costes well he kend;

To erles and to barons on ilk a side

Grete giftes he gave and letters sent.

To Dover and the coasts he knew

Mordred set out to ride,

Sending letters and giving gifts

To earls on every side.
  

In the final battles Mordred shows a bravery that is one of his few redeeming qualities, when he leads his men out to battle and rallies them when the fight goes against them. However, the people begin to realise that it is Arthur who is in the right, and hence his army grows, though Mordred’s force still greatly outnumbers his. Arthur calls a truce after heaving dreamt the prophetic dreams that also occur in other texts, and they agree to cease fighting. Mordred will receive Cornwall and Kent, and he and Arthur meet in the middle between their armies to validate the agreement. However, both warn their armies to attack as soon as they see steel being drawn, and when a soldier sees an adder and draws his sword to kill it, both armies attack. In the end, very few are left standing, and Mordred gives his father a deadly wound and is himself killed by Arthur.  

1.8 - Sir Thomas Malory’s  Morte Arthur
The oldest version of Malory’s Morte Arthur that is known to us is the Winchester manuscript, which dates back to 1470. During the first part of this book, Mordred appears as an unpleasant but not particularly evil knight. Many times in the course of the book he is unhorsed by other knights, but only in book X do we find a comment about his wickedness. Malory states that both Mordred and Agravain hated sir Dynaden, and then continues:

For Sir Dynadan had suche a custom that he loved all good knyghtes that were valyaunte, and he hated all tho that were destroyers of good knyghtes. And there was none that hated sir Dynaden but tho that ever were called murtherers.

There are several more instances where it is made clear that Mordred is an evil character: he mocks Alisaunder and Perceval, and Malory calls him a false knight. Malory follows his French source in letting Agravain and Mordred tell Arthur about the affair between Guinevere and Lancelot. This brings about the whole war between Lancelot and Arthur, and Arthur’s departure for the continent. He leaves Britain in Mordred’s hands.

Mordred, as ruler of England, forges letters stating that Arthur has been slain in combat with Lancelot. He then calls together parliament, and they vote him king. He is crowned in Canterbury and afterwards makes it clear that he intends to wed Guinevere, who flees from him and hides herself in the Tower of London. Modred lays siege to the building, but fails to obtain Guinevere. The bishop of Canterbury upbraids him for wanting to marry his father’s wife, but Mordred threatens to kill him, and so he flees and henceforward lives as a hermit. When Mordred hears news that Arthur is on his way home he calls together the barons of the land. Many people support him, for they feel he is a better ruler than Arthur.
 Arthur and Mordred meet at Dover, and after a brief fight Mordred flees. Arthur pursues him and defeats Mordred again, and the latter flees toward Canterbury. Many people now decide to support Arthur because they realise Mordred’s war against his father is unjust, but the people who loved Lancelot still continue to support Mordred. Arthur manages to drive Mordred westward towards the sea, and near Salisbury a meeting between father and son is arranged. Arthur dreams the usual dream in which Gawain appears to him and tells him to call a truce with Mordred, make his peace with Lancelot, and stay the fighting until sir Lancelot has arrived. Arthur decides to do this, and agrees to give Mordred Cornwall and Kent and to name him his heir. The two leaders meet between their hosts, but both of them warn their men that they must attack as soon as they see a sword being drawn. One of the knights draws his sword to kill an adder he sees, and both armies interpret this as their cue to commence battle. A long and violent battle ensues, in which Mordred as well as Arthur distinguishes himself by taking great personal risks and fighting bravely. In the end, only Arthur, Lucan and Bedivere are left. Suddenly they see Mordred standing nearby, leaning upon his sword, “amonge a grete hepe of dede men.”
 Lucan advises Arthur to let Mordred be, because of Arthur’s prophetic dream and the danger to the King, but Arthur decides to attack him:

Than the kynge gate his speare in bothe hys hondis, and ran towarde sir Mordred, cryying and saying,

‘Traytoure, now ys thy dethe-day com!’

And whan sir Mordred saw kynge Arthur he ran untyll hym with hys swerde drawyn in hys onde, and there kyng Arthur smote sir Mordred undir the shylde, with a foyne of hys speare, thorowoute the body more than a fadom. And whan sir Mordred felte that he  had hys dethys wounde he threste hymselff with the myght that he had upp to the burre of kyng Arthurs speare, and ryght so he smote hys fadir, kynge Arthure, with hys swerde holdynge in both hys hondys, uppon the syde of the hede, that the swerde perced the helmet and the tay of the brayne. And therewith Mordred daysshed downe starke dede to the erthe.
 

1.9 - The Scottish chronicles

The interesting view on Mordred that is present in the Scottisch chronicles merits some attention, despite the relative obscurity of these texts. Several Scottish texts show the reader a far less positive Arthur than usual, and this negative portrayal of Arthur automatically generates more sympathy for Mordred’s cause. Despite the fact that some Scottish chroniclers, such as John Major, relate the tale in a more traditional way, there are several texts in which the roles are more or less reversed. K. H. Göller states that Scottisch chronicles show an Arthur whose glory slowly diminishes as time passes. This deterioration is due to the fact that he represents English domination over the Scottish people, and hence is the result of patriotic writing. According to him, only two chronicles stay outside this tradition.
 In his chapter on the Scottisch chronicles Fletcher states that: “in the Scots, we come to the traditional enemies of the races among which the Arthurian story arose and chiefly flourished, - a nation which, like the Saxons, were represented as contributing only by their defeats to the glory of Arthur and his predecessors.”
 According to Fletcher, the Scottish chronicles portray Loth and Mordred as heroes, meanwhile diminishing the glory of Arthur by stressing his illegitimacy. “Mordred is declared to have been the lawful heir to the British throne, so that in the war with Arthur (when that is not omitted) he is in the right, at least by implication, and Arthur, instead of being a paragon, is sometimes represented as one of the worst of kings.”
 The chronicles Fletcher names as being favourable to Mordred are the Chronica Gentis Scotorum by John of Fordum and Hector Boece’s Scotorum Historia. The latter is particularly hostile to Arthur, and presents Modred as the person who is in the right: “Uther’s refusal to acknowledge Modred as rightful heir to the throne leads to war between the Picts and the Britons, - wars which give way to an alliance when Arthur recognizes Modred as his future successor. It is because Arthur’s barons persuade him to annul this agreement that Modred renews hostilities, and the (single) battle between the two kings, in which both are killed, is fought on the Humber.”
 Göller states that: “Alle Kämpfe werden also auf die in den nichtschottischen Werken unbedeutende oder positiv gewertete Zeugung Arthurs und seine Illegalität zurückgeführt.”
 William Stewart’s metrical translation of this chronicle has a passage in which Arthur is criticised for being faithless to Modred:


For-quhy he wes so faithles and wntrew


To king Modred, befoir as I зow schew,


And manesworne als, the hand of God thairfore,


As ressone wald, it tuechit him full soir.


Britis bifore quhilk wes of sic renoun,


Sensyne tha tynt baith thair kinrik and croun;


As plesis God, till all men weill is kend,


Falsheid come neuir till ane better end.

Fletcher and Göller have similar views on the overall portrayal of Arthur in the Scottisch chronicles. Flora Alexander, however, disputes their claim that Arthur was uniformly portrayed in a negative way in the Scottisch chronicles.
 She argues that a consistently negative attitude towards Arthur only appeared in the sixteenth centry, and that in earlier centuries the views were less uniform: “During the 14th and 15th centuries there are as many voices raised in Arthur’s favour as against him. It is not until the 16th century that the majority of the accounts of him become antagonistic.”
 She does however agree that certain texts display a downright hostile attitude towards Arthur, and as an example of this she quotes the Chronycle of Schotland in a Part:

Arthure that tyrant maid us were agayne his faith and alye ... and because that the aire of Britaine was maryit with a Scottis man, quhen the kynryk vakit, and Arthure was XV eris ald, thai maid him king, be the devilry of Merlin ... and sa was Arthur, spurius and a huris sone, sauf reverence, maid a king, and Mordrede the sone of Loth of Louthiane that was rychtwyse aire, for he was Scottis, an dwas putt by his rycht.

Even if critics disagree on the severity of the criticism voiced against Arthur in various Scottisch chronicles, the fact remains that in some of those chronicles Mordred is the rightful heir to Britain, and that he is thus justified in waging war upon Arthur. 

1.10 – The slaying of the children 

Malory is the first English author who uses the theme of the exposure of newborn children in a boat. In the Morte Arthur, Arthur is told by Merlin that he will be killed by a child born on May Day, and because of this Arthur decides to kill all children who are born around this time. He orders everybody to send their newborn children to him, and has them put in a boat and sent out to sea. The ship is wrecked and all the children die, except for his own son Mordred. This is the only passage in his work where Malory deviates from his image of Arthur as a good and just ruler.
 There are unnerving parallels between Arthur and Herod, the biblical figure who ordered the Massacre of the Innocents, in this episode. P.J.C. Field points out that, “[i]n this context Mordred takes on unexpectedly flattering associations, and Arthur, rather than (as one might expect) Mordred, begins to look like Antichrist.”
 This episode is not directly based on Malory’s French source. His source for the first tale in his book is the Suite du Merlin, a part of the Post-Vulgate Cycle, and in that story Arthur’s role is far less negative, for here he is prevented from killing the children by a figure in a dream. Mordred never even makes it into the ship with the other children, for the ship in which he travels from Orkney is shipwrecked and he is the only survivor. He is found in his splendid cradle by a fisherman, who brings the child to his duke, Nabur le Desreez. This duke decides to raise Mordred along with his own son, Sagremor, and knight the two boys together.
 Arthur’s way of dealing with Modred in the Morte Arthur seems to serve no purpose at first, but it certainly creates a more interesting relationship between Mordred and Arthur, although this possibility is never developed in Malory’s work: 

Having Arthur try to kill Mordred... could have provided Mordred with a motive or excuse for trying to kill the father who had tried to kill him, and the attempt, particularly if it involved other children, could make Arthur deserve his fate more than he might be felt to deserve it for a sin (incest) that, although grave in itself, he believed to be the lesser, and notoriously easily excused, sin of adultary. Neither Malory nor any of his known sources, however, shows much interest in developing these aspects of the story.”
 

Another important difference between Malory and his French source is the fact that in the Morte Arthur Mordred is fostered by the man who found him until he is fourteen and then brought to Arthur’s court, whereas in the Suite du Merlin this man brings him to a duke and he is raised by this duke. Field argues that Malory’s mention of an episode in which Mordred is brought to Arthur’s court refers to a longer, lost version of the alliterative Morte Arthure.
 

1.11 – Conclusion

Although in some of the Welsh Trioedd Ynys Prydein Mordred is just one of Arthur’s knights, and quite a good one at that, most medieval sources present him as the villain in the Arthurian story. This begins with Geoffrey of Monmouth, and throughout the Middle Ages Mordred is constantly presented in this way, with the notable exception of the Scottish chronicle tradition. Here, Mordred is sometimes presented as the rightful heir to the throne, while Arthur is criticised as a usurper and occasionally as a bad king. 

In the texts where Mordred is presented unfavourably, he is most often a bad knight, a usurper and an unpleasant character. However, there is one good thing about him that surfaces frequently, and that is his bravery. In many of the texts discussed in this chapter, such as Wace, Malory and the Stanzaic Le Morte Arthur he shows considerable courage. Although he is usually the villain and Arthur is the hero, he is hardly ever a completely blackened character without any redeeming features. Despite this, the reader is never made to feel much sympathy for Mordred; it is always made clear that Arthur is the good king, and Mordred is the evil usurper. 

In general, the tradition where Mordred is a villain can be divided into two different groups of texts. In the first, Mordred is Arthur’s nephew and Guinevere willingly enters into a relationship with him. In the second, Mordred is Arthur’s son, and Lancelot has replaced Mordred as Guinevere’s lover. 

Chapter 2 – Mary Stewart: The Wicked Day
2.1 – Introduction

Although it can certainly be read as a novel that stands alone, The Wicked Day was written as a sequel to Mary Stewart’s Merlin Trilogy. This trilogy consists of The Crystal Cave (1970), The Hollow Hills (1973), and The Last Enchantment (1979). The Wicked Day was published in 1983, and is often classified as being part of one series with the Merlin books. The book was on the New York Times Bestseller List for no less than fifteen weeks, and this is a good indication of Stewart’s popularity. In 1995 Mary Stewart added The Prince and the Pilgrim to her list of Arthurian novels, which tells the story about Alisander le Orphelin and Alice la Beale Pilgrim, two minor characters from Malory. 

Stewart’s books about Merlin are written from Merlin’s point of view, but The Wicked Day is related by an omniscient narrator. This narrator gives us many glimpses into the minds of Mordred, Arthur and Morgause, and frequently comments on the actions of characters in the novel. The book tells the story of Mordred from his boyhood on the Orkney Islands to ‘the wicked day of destiny’ when he fulfills his destined fate and kills his father. The main outline of the story follows Geoffrey of Monmouth and Malory, but Stewart fills in the details of the tale with her own unique voice and adds episodes and backgrounds that give more depth to the characters. 

2.2 – Summary
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After a short prologue centering on Mordred’s foster parents, the main story begins when Mordred, raised as a fisherman’s son in the Orkney Islands, rescues his half-brother Gawain, prince and future king of Orkney, after the latter has fallen from a cliff. Morgause, Queen of Orkney and mother of both Gawain and Mordred, invites the fisher boy to her palace and tells him that he is the bastard son of her husband, King Lot. This is her excuse for providing for him and raising him alongside her other sons (Gawain, Gaheris, Agravain and Gareth). She has her lover Gabran murder his foster parents, because she fears his foster mother has guessed that he is in fact the son of Morgause and her half-brother Arthur. Throughout the following years Mordred wonders about what the future holds in store for him as Lot’s oldest, but illegitimate, son. When Arthur, the High King of Britain, calls all the Orkney princes to his court, Mordred is afraid that the High King wants to kill him. This fear turns out to be unfounded, and in fact Arthur only approaches Mordred after Mordred himself forces his hand by killing Morgause’s lover Gabran when he finds out that the man has killed his foster parents. Mordred thinks Arthur will now have him killed, but instead of this Arthur explains to him that he, Mordred, is in fact his son. With this revelation the first part of the book ends.

In the second part, “The Witch’s Sons”, the peace in Arthur’s realm is repeatedly wrecked by the impetuous actions of Mordred’s half-brothers, most notably the twins Gaheris and Agravain. Gaheris murders his mother when he finds her with a lover, and later he and Agravain waylay this lover and murder him as well. Mordred tries to reason with them on both occasions, but fails to prevent their actions. Meanwhile Mordred slowly falls in love with Queen Guinevere, a feeling which he at first refuses to acknowledge. Arthur comes to rely upon him more and more, and even leaves him as co-regent with his good friend Bedwyr. He also asks his son to cultivate the appearance that he is in league with the ‘Young Celts’, a faction of discontented young men including his brothers Agravain and Gaheris. This faction is particularly set against Bedwyr, because they feel his influence with Arthur is too big, and they embellish upon the gossip of an illicit affair between Bedwyr and the Queen.
 This culminates in a disastrous attempt to catch Bedwyr and Queen Guinevere together when he has been summoned to her room to discuss a letter she has received. A group of young men, including Mordred, who is attempting to hold the others back, rushes to the Queen’s chamber and demands entrance. Bedwyr appears fully clad but without a sword, and manages to take a sword from one of his attackers. He subsequently kills many of them, including Agravain and his innocent brother Gareth, and wounds Mordred. Gaheris uses the wounded Mordred as a pawn to get out of Camelot, and leaves him on the steps of a remote monastery. Gaheris has given him the idea that people think he took part in the attack on Bedwyr, rather than attempting to prevent it. Mordred, afraid for his life, goes back to the home of his boyhood and lives as a fisherman in Orkney.
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In the third part of the book, “The Wicked Day”, Mordred is found by his half-brother Gawain, who informs him that Arthur knows the true story about the disastrous plot against Bedwyr. He returns to the court at Camelot and resumes his place at Arthur’s side. When Arthur goes to the mainland to help his king Hoel of Brittany, his ally, against the forces of Rome, Mordred is sent back to rule as regent in Britain after a brief sojourn on the continent. Gawain spoils a peace-mission, and in the chaos surrounding the ensuing battle Arthur is reported to have been killed. When news of this reaches Britain, Mordred is declared High King and he rules the country as best he can. He proves to be an able leader, and manages to forge a satisfying treaty with Cerdic, a Saxon king. However, Constantine, who used to be Arthur’s heir before Mordred was recognised, sends a letter to Arthur in which he presents a twisted version of Mordred’s actions and makes him out to be a traitor. Arthur, meanwhile, after having defeated the Romans, takes his battered force back to Britain, but due to a disastrous squall that overtakes them before the coast of Britain, he is forced to land on the Saxon shore. A fight ensues between Arthur’s forces and those of Cerdic’s son Cynric, and Arthur is victorious. He intends to break straight through the Saxon lands to the safety of the Celtic kingdoms behind them, but the Saxons see this as a raid into their country and call upon their king Cerdic for help. Mordred, by law of the treaty he has made with Cerdic, has no choice but to ride with Cerdic, although he realises there must have been a misunderstanding. When the Saxon and Briton armies sight one another, however, there is no time for talk. Mordred refuses to fight either against his father or against his ally Cerdic, and withdraws from the battle-field. Arthur once again wins the field, and he still hopes for and believes in his sons good intentions, so peace-talks are organised between them. Mordred and Arthur meet in the middle of their forces, but each is wary of the other and orders their men to stay on guard and to attack if any sign of treachery should become apparent. Father and son talk for almost a day, and during this long time of waiting the armies grow more and more tense. At the moment when they have reached a conclusion, and Arthur promises his son the High Kingdom after his death and in the meantime lands of his own to rule, an officer in Arthur’s army is bitten by an adder and in a reflex draws his sword to kill the animal. Seeing steel drawn, both armies attack, and neither Mordred nor Arthur is able to stop the tides of fate. A long and hard battle follows, in which Arthur is once again victorious. In the end, Mordred and Arthur meet face to face and Arthur kills his son, but himself also receives his death-wound. 

2.3 – Mordred’s character

2.3.1 – The narrator

In The Wicked Day the omniscient narrator frequently comments on Mordred’s character and behaviour, and this characterisation is very consistent throughout the novel. Because this narrator is omniscient and nowhere appears to be unreliable, we may trust the narrator and assume that these observations are accurate. From the beginning, Mordred is presented as someone who is very controlled and calm; even when he is first taken to Morgause he maintains a tight control over himself, although he is clearly awe-stricken by her: 

He waited, very straight, and apparently self-contained, but making no attempts to conceal the wonder and admiration he felt at this, his first sight of royalty enthroned. He simply stood and stared. If the onlookers expected him to be abashed, or the queen to rebuke him for impertinence, they were disappointed. The silence that held the hall was one of avid interest, coupled with amusement. Queen and fisherman’s boy, islanded by that silence, measured one another eye to eye.  (27)

This ‘disconcerting self-possession’, as the narrator calls it, stays with Mordred throughout his life, and his controlled nature is all the more pronounced in contrast with the impetuousness of his brothers, most notably Gaheris and Agravain. There are but few occasions when his control breaks, and these are situations where anyone would lose control, such as when he finds out that Arthur is his father and when he is discussing the prophecy that he will be Arthur’s bane with Nimuë (144, 200). However, even in these instances he quickly regains his control.

Mordred has a pragmatic and ambitious nature, and is resolved to make the best of every situation he finds himself in. Whenever he is afraid, he quickly dismisses this fear and searches for practical solutions:

Mordred’s breeding, perverse though it was, had made him the child of one fighting king, and the grandson, twice over, of another. This combined with his hard peasant upbringing to make fear, for him, something to be faced immediately, and found out. (53)

Throughout the novel, Mordred is consistently portrayed as an ambitious man. This begins when he first realises he is the son of a king, although he first believes he is Lot’s son: 

The quick brain behind the smooth brow added it all together, and found a total that did not displease him. So they [his half-brothers] saw him as a threat, did they? Whey? Because he was, in fact, King Lot’s eldest son? Somewhere deep inside him that tiny spark of emulation, of longing, of desire for high doing, kindled and glowed as something new: ambition. (58)

Despite his cool, almost calculating, nature, he is able to feel true love and affection. When he is a boy, he is attached to his foster parents and even considers ways in which he can continue to help them after he moves to Morgause’s court. Despite this, he is happy about the new future that is suddenly handed to him and does not feel much regret at leaving his humble life, and with it the people he had presumed to be his parents, behind him. All this is pointed out by the narrator in detail, but no judgement is passed on these feelings of his. 

One thing where a modern reader might find fault with Mordred, is his conduct towards women. Not that he is cruel towards them, but at times he seems callous and uncaring. However, the narrator passes no judgement on this either and ascribes it to the world he lives in rather than to a fault in his character:

He was not an imaginative man, and in his dealings with women – Morgause apart – he followed in the main his peasant upbringing. He would not wittingly have hurt a woman, but it would not have occurred to him to go out of his way to help or serve one. On the contrary, they were there to help and serve him. (311)

In general, the narrator is always positive about Mordred and never condemns his actions. Rather, this narrator is quick to explain and excuse Mordred’s actions and to make it clear that Mordred is in essence a decent person.  

2.3.2 – Other characters

[image: image3.jpg]


Because the narrative perspective is usually that of an omniscient narrator focusing on Mordred himself, we do not learn much about what other characters feel or think about him. The brief glances we ware allowed into their minds, show us little difference between the way Mordred is described by the omniscient narrator and the ideas other characters have about him. Most characters see him for the level-headed, ambitious and intelligent young man that he is. Some, such as Nimuë and his foster mother Sula, admire him for this, but others, such as Gaheris and Agravain, have little patience with his subtlety.
 Their observations add more depth and give us a deeper insight in his character. 

Gawain, Mordred’s eldest brother, at first gets on well with the older boy, but after a while begins to show resentment, as do Gaheris and Agravain. They seem jealous of Mordred because he is older than they are and they fear he will take their birthright from them, and only when Gawain learns that Mordred is in fact Arthur’s son does this change:

Gawain’s attitude to his half-brother had perceptibly altered. It was a mixture of reserve and relief. There was relief in the knowledge that his own status as Lot’s eldest son would never be challenged, and that his title to the Orkney kingdom was to be upheld by the High King himself. Behind this there could be seen something of his former reserve, perhaps a resentment that Mordred’s status as bastard of the High King put him higher than Gawain; but with this went caution, bred of the knowledge of what the future might hold. (156)

Despite their family-tie and the long time they go back, Gawain immediately believes the worst of Mordred when Constantine’s damning letter arrives. He allows his old resentment to resurface and tries to persuade Arthur that Mordred is indeed a traitor and deserves his father’s anger:

“No, you must hear me! I’m your kin. You’ll hear truth from me. I can tell you this, uncle, Mordred wanted the kingdom always. I know how ambitious he was, even before he knew he was your son. Your son, yes! But still a fisher-brat, a peasant with a peasant’s guile and greed, and a huckster’s honour! He’s taken the first chance to turn traitor and get what he wants! With the Saxons and the Welsh at his back, and the Queen at his side... ‘consorts’ indeed! He wasted no time! I’ve seen the way he looked at her- ” (332-333)

Gaheris, so different from Mordred in temperament, upbraids Mordred about his calm after he himself has killed Morgause, and accuses his brother of not caring about what has happened. Mordred briefly replies that it does touch him, and then immediately goes back to the problem at hand and tries to solve that. Gaheris’ twin-brother Agravain seems to feel contempt for Mordred’s cool and calculating nature. He condemns Mordred for having stopped their brother Gaheris from killing Lamorak, and when Mordred explains why he did so, Agravain becomes even more angry:

“Let it go, Agravain! If Gaheris had killed Lamorak there, while the King was still negotiating with Drustan to leave Dumnonia and join the Companions-”

“You thought of that? Then? With her – them – that in front of your eyes?”

“Yes.”


Agravain stared with bolting eyes. The blood flushed his cheeks and ran into his forehead. Then, with a sound of contempt and helpless fury, he reined his horse back so sharply that blood sprang on the bit. (206)

Sula, Mordred’s foster mother, has always known that her foster son will be taken from her at some point in his life. Despite the fact that she loves him without reserve, she is aware of the difference between Mordred on the one hand and herself and her husband on the other. She recognises him for what he is, namely the son of Arthur and thereby someone who could never be content with the humble life she and her husband lead:

Mordred watched her appealingly; there was love in his face, and distress, but there was also something she recognised, a high look of excitement, ambition, the iron-hard will to go his way. She had never set eyes on Arthur, High King of Britain, but looking at Mordred, she recognised his son. (43)
Nimuë, Merlin’s apprentice and successor, is at first hostile towards Mordred, but when he comes to visit her she quickly changes her mind. At the end of their interview she watches him leave with “eyes that were once again sad, but no longer hostile” (202). At the end of the novel, before the battle near the river Camel, she even attempts to avert Mordred’s fate by telling Arthur that Mordred has committed no treachery. When her husband Pelleas tries to dissuade her from this, she tells him that “already much good has come” from Mordred, and that she will attempt to reconcile Arthur and his son (347).

The ‘Young Celts’, a group of discontented young men led by Gaheris and Agravain, invite Mordred into their midst because they think he must be longing for power. He accepts their invitation only at Arthur’s behest, so that he can relay information to his father, but they believe he joins them because he feels it might be a way to get more power for himself. Bedwyr seems to share their point of view when Mordred joins them, and is rather suspicious of him, but nevertheless they work well together when Arthur, during one of his long absences, leaves Mordred as Bedwyr’s deputy. However, Bedwyr believes that Mordred is one of those who assault him in the Queen’s bedchamer and does not realise that Mordred is trying to protect the Queen. Despite this, after Mordred’s name has been cleared and he and Bedwyr have to work together in Brittany, Bedwyr seems to think well of him and is kind. 


Guinevere likes and trusts Arthur’s son, and she clears his name after the attack on her and Bedwyr. She testifies that Mordred tried to stop the others and protected her from Gaheris. When Mordred is left as regent, it is to him she confides her fears about what will happen to her in case of Arthur’s death. She does not return his feelings of love, of which she is not even aware, but relies upon him as the son of her husband and a capable regent. When Arthur is presumed dead, she steps forward and supports Mordred in his claim to the throne. 

2.3.3 – Mordred’s idea of himself
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Mordred is someone who always maintains a tight control on himself, and is aware of his own ambitions, strong points and weaknesses. He is self-reliant and never appeals to others to solve his problems. When he first journeys to Arthur’s court, he wants to escape because he is afraid that Arthur will have him killed, and he reasons that, “he was Mordred, and Mordred depended on Mordred, and on no man else” (108). Because of this self-reliance, he never tries to insert himself in the close companionship his half-brothers share; he always considers himself as standing apart from them, and in a conversation with Arthur compares himself to the cuckoo that throws the other birds out of their nest to take their place (217). When he has to share a bed with Gaheris and Agravain, and they refuse to let him in, he fights them for it and wins. When Gaheris afterwards calls him a bastard and a fisher-brat, he calmly acknowledges these truths about himself: “Both,” said Mordred equably. “The bastard makes me older than you, and the fisher-brat stronger. So get in and shut up” (63). This confidence and lack of false modesty remains with him throughout his life, and even on the evening before the disastrous final battle he still considers himself a capable leader and someone who may bring good to the country: 

Mordred knew that when his time came he would not be a copy of his father, but a different king...

He knew himself a leader. Even now, with the High King’s standard flying over his encampment by the Lake, Mordred’s men were loyal... Was he, at this most hazardous of moments, seeing himself as a better king than Arthur? Different, yes. Better, perhaps, for the times, at any rate the times to come? (349-350)

2.3.4 – Mordred’s actions and appearance

Mordred’s actions in The Wicked Day are in accordance with the other ways in which he is characterised. His actions add depth to his character by showing details that are not given specific attention, but nevertheless are important. His capacity as a ruler, especially, is subtly stressed by certain small actions of his. The fact that he, “alone of all the Orkney brothers, had, under the tuition of the priest who had taught them the mainland speech, taken the trouble to learn to read” (278), shows that he has a more academic mind than his brothers. Likewise, the attention he pays to people whom others overlook (such as Casso, the goldsmith Beltane’s dumb slave who later turns out to be one of Arthur’s spies, and the swineherd at the convent at Amesbury who gives him information about Morgause) indicates attention for detail and an awareness of the importance of ‘lowly’ people. The fact that he, as opposed to several other people, manages to stay attentive during a council meeting shows an accute interest in the affairs of the realm that is commendable in one who would be High King. During the feast that the Saxon king Cerdic organises in honour of his Briton guests, Mordred stays as sober as Arthur, and this too hints at his clear mind. The most interesting of these brief characterisations is found toward the end of the novel, when Arthur and Mordred meet for their last duel:

It was said afterwards, no one knows by whom, that at the moment of meeting, as the two men, on foot now, and white with the sweat and dust of the battlefield, knew one another, Mordred checked in his stride and stroke. Arthur, the veteran, did not. (356)

Although the omniscient narrator does not confirm this rumour, it is embedded within an account of the occurences by this same narrator, and therefore has the ring of truth within this story. This means that Mordred displays a reluctance to slay his father, and only proceeds to do so after Arthur has dealt his son a mortal wound. Mordred, therefore, is the one who attempts one final time to avert fate, whereas Arthur brings it about without flinching. Also, this suggests that Mordred does not lose this duel because Arthur is his better in hand-to-hand combat, but because Mordred offers his father an opening by checking his momentum. 

However, apart from these positive touches, there are also hints at a certain callousness Mordred displays towards others and upon which the narrator explicitly comments. He seems to see no reason to offer his two illegitimate sons any of the opportunities he himself has been given; rather, he chooses to let them stay anonymously with their mothers. Although this is partly from a desire to keep them safe, he himself mentiones another reason for leaving his eldest son Medraut on the Orkneys: “What need to whet ambition further?” (275). This seems a bit unfair towards the child, though it is of course possible to argue that it is better for both the boy and the kingdom to leave him ignorant of his true parentage. Mordred himself is already a bastard (and an incestuous one at that), and it can only be assumed which difficulties a child born out of wedlock to such a father would face or could create. 

Another darker side of Mordred’s character surfaces in one of the very few instances when he loses control: when he finds out that Gabran has killed his foster parents, by order of Morgause. Of course his anger is wholly justified, but the way he impulsively attacks the man is more reminiscent of his half-brothers than any of his other actions in the story. Yet even in this, the narrator makes a point of emphasising the similarity to Arthur:

He did not know how the knife came into his hand. Forgotten now were all the arguments about a queen’s right to kill where she chose. But a prince could, and would. He kicked the board aside, and the pieces went flying... 

There was complete silence now in the room, broken only by the short, exhausted breathing of the wounded man. Mordred, standing over him, flung round the shocked company a look that could have been Arthur’s own. (138)

The one thing that is constantly stressed about Mordred’s appearance is how much he is like Arthur. He carries himself with some sort of innate nobility that amazes Morgause’s court when he first arrives there as a young boy, and even when he is an infant it is instantly recognisable that he cannot be the son of the humble folk who raise him:

The child, a boy some two years old, was dark-eyed and darkhaired, with none of the Nordic colouring that appeared so often among the folk of the Orkney islands. The hand that clutched the blankets of the cradle was fine-boned and narrow, the dark hair thick and silky, and there was a slant to the brows and the long-lashed eyes that might even indicate some strain of foreign blood. (3)

2.4 – Merlin’s prophecy

2.4.1 – The prophecy and its influence on characters

There were some difficulties Stewart had to conquer when she decided to write a book in which Mordred was the hero rather than the villain. She states in her author’s note to The Wicked Day that she had to find ways around a prophecy she had attributed to Merlin in her Merlin Trilogy:

It would have been possible – and very tempting – to have rewritten the story completely, and set Arthur, with Mordred at his side, against the Saxons... But the temptations had to be resisted. Until I came to study in detail the fragments that make up Mordred’s story, I had accepted him without question as the villain of the piece, an evil man who brought about the tragedy of Arthur’s final downfall. Hence, in my earlier books, I had made Merlin foresee that doom, and warn against it. So I could not rewrite the Camlann battle. (367)

This prophecy is a recurrent theme in the novel, and it influences the behaviour of several important characters. 

Arthur himself is a little hesitant in his actions towards Mordred, even when the boy is at his court, and only decides to tell his son about the relationship between them when Mordred forces him to take action by killing Morgause’s lover Gabran. However, even then Arthur does not tell Mordred about the fate Merlin has predicted for them both. Arthur is worried about the prophecy, but decides to let it rest and to take life as it comes. He keeps Mordred by his side, not only because he can then keep an eye on him, but also because he sees Mordred as an intelligent and capable young man who is worthy of his trust and affection. One of the most touching scenes in the book takes place during Arthur’s visit to the Saxon king Cerdic. When the company is feasting in Cerdic’s hall, a harper sings a song that is based on the Anglo-Saxon poem The Wanderer. Both Arthur and Mordred are moved by this, and both are reminded of the prophecy concerning them both:

The two men’s eyes, so like, locked and held. In Arthur’s was something of the look he had seen in Nimuë’s: a helpless sadness. In his own, he knew, were rebellion and a fierce will. Arthur smiled at him and looked away as the applause began. (212)

Where Arthur trusts and protects Mordred despite the prophecy, Morgause does so because of it. The prophecy is precisely what prompts her to protect her son and attempt to raise him as her tool. She is the one who informs Mordred of his fate, and she does so in a careless and cruel fashion, with no concern for his feelings: when he first comes to her court in the Orkneys, she gives him a garbled version, maintaining the appearance that he is Lot’s son but nevertheless making it clear that the prophecy refers to him. After Mordred learns that he is in fact Arthur’s son, rather than Lot’s, he speaks to her again and she once again brings the prophecy into the conversation.

“Then did your father the High King” – the words spat – “who has been so open with you, did he tell you what Merlin promised? For you?”

He answered, dry-mouthed: “You told me. I remember it. But all that you told me then was lies! You said he [Arthur] was my enemy. That was a lie. All of it, lies! Neither is Merlin my enemy! All this talk of a promise-”

“Is the truth. Ask him. Or ask the King. Better still, ask yourself, Mordred, why I should have kept you alive. Yes, I see that you understand it now. I kept you alive because by doing so I shall in the end have my revenge on Merlin, and on Arthur who despised me. Listen. Merlin foresaw that you would bring doom on Arthur. From dread of it he drove me from court, and poisoned Arthur’s mind against me. So since that day, my son, I have done my utmost to bring that doom nearer.” (170)

Mordred himself is occasionaly troubled by what Merlin has foretold, but in accordance with his practical nature he does not let it affect his life. When Morgause tells him about it, he vows to her that he will not fulfill it:

Another silence, then Mordred said, slowly: “But in this matter, it seems they [the gods] will have to work through men’s hands. Mine. And I can tell you now, Queen Morgause, that I shall bring no doom on the King!” (171)

For most of his life, Mordred is not overly bothered by the fate that hangs over him, but sometimes it suddenly jumps back into focus. Several years after Morgause tells him about it, Mordred visits Nimuë in her home at Applegarth to ask her for advice in this matter. She treats him with hostility at first, but quickly warms to him when she realises that it is not his will to harm Arthur. She understands the ways of the gods and explains the nature of Merlin’s visions to Mordred. Mordred, although still bothered by his doom, is relieved when she tells him that his life will at least be a rewarding one: “It was more than he had imagined or expected, that she would give him not only a qualified hope, but the promise of a life fulfilled” (201). When he passes near Merlin’s home at Maridunum later in the novel, he decides to look for Merlin, and although he does not find the old enchanter, he is calmed and comforted by the surroundings: 

What he had seen as a cursed fate, foreseen with grief by Merlin and twisted into evil by Morgause, dwindled in this world of clear water and lighted mist into its proper form. It was not even a curse. It was a fact, something due to happen in the future, that had been seen by an eye doomed to foresee, whatever the pain of that Seeing. It would come, yes, but only as, soon or late, all deaths came. He, Mordred, was not the instrument of a blind and brutal fate, but of whatever, whoever, made the pattern to which the world moved. Live what life brings; die what death comes. He did not see the comfort even as cold. (235)

2.4.2 – The fulfillment of the prophecy

Because the author had created this problem for herself, she had to find another way to reconcile her image of a Mordred who is not necessarily the villain of the piece with the necessity to have him bring about Arthur’s downfall. One way of doing this might have been to follow the Scottish medieval tradition and blacken Arthur in favour of Mordred, but this would have been equally impossible in the light of her previous novels, where Arthur is presented as a wise and capable monarch. Besides, Stewart says in an interview with Raymond H. Thompson that she was not aware of this tradition at the time of writing.
 The way Stewart chooses to work around this, is by making it clear that it is Mordred’s existence, rather than his actions, that will eventually destroy Arthur, and that as such, Mordred is powerless to prevent this. She has her character Nimuë, Merlin’s successor, explain this to Mordred when he goes to her for advice on how to avert his fate. Mordred offers to kill himself then and there if it will make a difference, but she tells him that fate does not work that way:

“Prince Mordred, I did not say that Arthur would meet his doom by your hand or even by your action. Through your existence is all. So kill yourself now if you will it, but through your death his fate might come on him all the sooner.”

“But then- ” he began desperately.

She turned. “Listen to me. Had Arthur slain you in infancy, it might have happened that men would have risen against him for his cruelty, and that in the uprising he would have been killed. If you kill yourself now, it might be that your brothers, blaming him, would bring him to ruin. Or even that Arthur himself, spurring here to Applegarth at the news, would take a fall from his horse and die, or lie a cripple while his kingdom crumbled round him.” She lifted her hands. “Now do you understand? Fate has more than one arrow. The gods wait behind cloud.” (200-201)

Stewart creates a combination of circumstances that makes it all but impossible for Mordred to avoid the final battle with Arthur. The battle at Dover is brought about by a string of misunderstandings: if Arthur’s messenger to Bedwyr had not been killed, Mordred would not have received word of Arthur’s death and been proclaimed High King. If Arthur had not received a partly false account of Mordred’s actions from Constantine of Cornwall, he might have been less inclined to believe Mordred a traitor. If a sudden squall had not driven Arthur’s ships onto the Saxon Shore, Cynric’s men would not have attacked him. If the treaty between Mordred and Cerdic had been subtly different, Mordred would not have been obliged to ride with Cerdic and Arthur would not have seen him ride with the man who was his enemy in that fight. Even after these disastrous events, Mordred and Arthur attempt to salvage the peace between them, and they almost succeed, but once again fate steps in. Although it is Mordred’s ambition that prevents him from stepping down completely once it turns out that Arthur is not dead after all, this is not condemned in the novel. Nimuë even says that she will tell Arthur that, “there is no treachery here, only ambition and desire. Two things he himself showed in abundance in youth” (347). During the peace talks between Arthur and his son, the two men agree that Mordred will hold the lands of Cornwall and Kent during Arthur’s life, and succeed his father as High King.
 Evidently Mordred’s ambition to rule does not stand in the way of peace. Rather, it is the action of one of Arthur’s officers, who draws his sword to kill an adder. At this, the tense and fidgety armies both attack, and Arthur and Mordred are powerless to stop them. Thus, the final battle in which Mordred and Arthur kill one another is brought about by sheer bad luck. 

2.5 – Arthur and Morgause
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Although Mordred comes very close to Arthur and spends much time at his father’s side, Arthur always remains a bit of a shadowy figure. He is presented more as ‘the High King’ than as Mordred’s father, more as someone to whom Mordred can be compared than as a person in his own right. The first sight we get of him is upon the arrival of Morgause and her sons at his court, and immediately Mordred feels a connection between the two of them when their eyes meet. The connection between them is emphasised once more when they discuss Morgause’s attempt to seduce Mordred. Mordred, because of some sort of intuition or subconscious feeling, had not given in to her, and in this he has therefore been wiser than his father. 

It becomes clear throughout the novel that Arthur is no longer the dazzling young king Merlin saw in him in The Hollow Hills, but he is now a capable and wise ruler. Only once does the old Arthur surface, when he decides that he will slay the brigand who had abducted and murdered the niece of king Hoel of Brittany:

He looked no more warlike than he had done on that “peace mission” to Cerdic, when Agravain had inveighed so bitterly against the apparent tameness of the “duke of battles.” But Mordred, at his side, watching with interest and a rising excitement that he found hard to conceal, knew that he was seeing for the first time, at last, the Arthur of the legends; this was a professional, an expert at his trade, the man who alone had saved Britain from the Saxon Terror, deciding how best to set about a very minor matter. (290)

The clearest indications of Arthur’s character can be found in the last part of the story, when things begin to fall down around him. His reaction to the twisted information he receives about Mordred is calm and understanding: he realises that the information is probably faulty and wants to learn more about the situation before he judges his son’s actions. Eventually he does interpret Mordred’s actions incorrectly, but this is very understandable after all the wrong information he has received, especially if one takes Merlin’s prophecy into account:

The doubts, the accumulation of exhaustion and grief, the accusations levelled by Gawain, whom in spite of his faults Arthur had loved, weighed on the King and numbed his powers of thought. Caught in his unguarded confusion, in the aftermath of so much grief and loss, he recalled at last, as if the winds had blown that, too, out of the past, the doom foretold by Merlin and echoed by Nimuë. Mordred, born to be his bane. Mordred, the death-dealer. Mordred, here on this dark battlefield, riding against him at the head of the Saxons, his ancient enemies.

The canker of suspicion, biting with sudden pain, became certainty. Against all belief, against all hope of error, it must be true. Mordred, the traitor. (343)

Arthur’s mistake is only human, but it is a mistake nonetheless. A mistake, one might add, which Mordred himself has not made; he understands that there is a misunderstanding and attempts to put things to right. Of course the situations in which the two men find themselves are so different that it is difficult to make a comparison. It must be added that in the end, the final battle is no more Arthur’s fault than Mordred’s (although, significantly, it is one of Arthur’s officers who first draws steel). Nimuë exhorts him to talk with Mordred himself and hear what his son has to say, and he is still wise enough to listen. Nevertheless, it is Arthur, rather than Mordred, who judges the other wrongly, and this makes it once again clear that in this story it is Mordred who is the hero, and not Arthur.

Although there is no real villain in this story, Morgause is the character that comes nearest to this role. She is a ruthless woman who stops at nothing, not even murder, to gain the power and influence she so desperately wants. She murders Mordred’s first nurse in The Last Enchantment, and in The Wicked Day she has her lover Gabran take poisoned wine to his foster parents Sula and Brude. She carefully nurtures the illusion that she is a powerful witch, and uses her beauty and charm to manipulate the men around her:

... what was needed now was to shackle this boy to her, to ensure his obedience, and for this she had a well-tried pattern. Fear and then gratitude, complicity and then devotion; with these she had proved and held her lovers, and would now hold her son. (86)

Although she tries to manipulate Mordred in this way as well, and even attempts to seduce him, he is one of the few men who can resist her. When he first comes to her court she wins him over and he promises to serve her always, but as he grows older he slowly begins to see her for what she really is: a conniving woman who schemes only for her own gain. He steps completely free from her influence on him when she takes him with her to the cavern where she works her magic. Far from being intrigued, Mordred is in fact repelled by what he sees there, and when she kisses him and makes an attempt to seduce him he recoils from her. When later she seduces Lamorak, despite her captivity at a convent, and her jealous son Gaheris murders her, she causes almost more trouble by her death than she did in life. 

All in all, Morgause is a malevolent character who takes delight in creating trouble for others, most notably her brother Arthur, and her evil influence continues to cause strife and disorder even after her death. 
2.6 – The Orkney princes

Stewart mainly follows Thomas Malory and Terence H. White in her portrayal of Gawain, Agravain, Gaheris and Gareth. In reply to a question about her negative portrayal of Mordred’s half-brothers by Thompson, she answers:

 
Well, Gareth was alright; but Agravain's never been very attractive, possibly because he tries to trap Lancelot in bed with the Queen, and of course Gaheris murders his mother. I think also I had, in the back of my mind, T. H. White who looked on the Orkney lot as being wild young cattle. They probably were, if they came from there.

The contrast between Mordred and his half-brothers is stressed throughout The Wicked Day. Several times the narrator comments on the fact that he stands forever outside the solid companionship that exists between the other four boys. The difference is also evident in his actions, for example when he tries to stop Gaheris’ murder of Morgause and in the way he deals with the situation after he has failed to do so. He wastes no time on despair or exasperation, but coolly gets both Lamorak and Gaheris away and tries to minimise the damage caused by his brother’s rash actions. This sets him very much apart from his eldest three half-brothers, who are all clamouring for vengeance and more bloodshed:

So Morgause, in her death, did what she had planned to do with her life. She had planted a canker in the blossoming chivalry of Arthur’s court: not, ironically, the bastard she had reared to be his bane, but her three legitimate oldest, her wild, unpredictable, and now almost ungovernable sons.

Outside it all stood Mordred. He had shown himself resourceful and cool, had prevented further bloodshed on that murderous night, and had gained time for good counsel. That the Orkney princes would not – some said could not – respond to good counsel was hardly his fault. It was noticeable that less and less did the court count him as one of the “Orkney brood.” (190)

When Agravain and Gaheris execute their drunken raid on Bedwyr and Guinevere, Mordred tries to dissuade them from this, but is unable to do so. It must be noted that here his brother Gareth is on his side and also attempts to stop Agravain and Gaheris. Gawain is absent. 

Mordred himself is aware of the difference between his brothers and himself, and frequently attempts to calm them down by reasoning with them, but usually to no effect. He condemns their rash actions as much as other characters such as Guinevere and Arthur, as is evidenced by a conversation between him and Guinevere:

“Gawain! The Orkney fools again! Always that cold north wind, like a blighting frost that blasts everything that is good and growing!” She checked herself, took in her breath, and said, with a visible effort: “Your pardon, Mordred. You are so different, I was forgetting. But Lot’s sons, youre half-brothers-”

“Madam, I know. I agree. Hot fools always, and this time worse than fools.” (308)

Morgause also notices the contrast between Mordred and the others when she appeals to his emotions during his visit to her in the monastery of Amesbury where she is kept prisoner: 

For a moment she made no answer. She had lost colour. Then she said, ignoring his last statement: “So, I kept you from Lot’s vengeance. You know that. You admit it. What did you say a moment ago? That what you owe me, you owe me. Your life, then. Twice, Mordred, twice.” She leaned forward. Her voice throbbed. “Mordred, I am your mother. Don’t forget that. I bore you. For you I suffered-”


His look stopped her. She had a moment to consider that any of her four sons by Lot would have already been at her knees. But not this one. Not Arthur’s son. (169)

She is aware that part of the difference is caused by the fact that this boy is Arthur’s son, yet she also tries to convince him that he is more like her than any of his brothers:

She was smiling now. “If I am rotten, you are my blood, Mordred. My blood.”

“And his!”

“A son is his mother’s stamp,” she said.

“Not always! The others are yours, and their sire’s, you have only to look at them. But I, no one would know me for your son!”

“But you are like me. They are not. They are bold, handsome fighters, with the minds of wild cattle. You are a witch’s son, Mordred, with a smooth and subtle tongue and a serpent’s tooth and a mind that works in silence. My tongue. My bite. My mind.” She smiled a slow, rich smile. “They may keep me shut up till my life’s end, but now my brother Arthur has taken to him another such: a son with his mother’s mind.” (171)

Nevertheless, it is not Mordred who constantly creates trouble for his father, but Morgause’s other sons. Their hotheadedness creates several difficult situations for Arthur, and although eventually it is Mordred who brings the kingdom down, this is due to misunderstandings and circumstance, not to Mordred’s actions. There is no way in which Mordred could have evaded his fate, but Gaheris, Agravain and Gawain could have acted differently and saved their uncle the High King a host of trouble. 

2.7 – Conclusion

In The Wicked Day, Mordred is shown in a very favourable light. Stewart’s most important way of achieving this is the use of overt characterisation. She has her narrator remark very frequently on how patient, controlled and intelligent Mordred is, and other characters such as Nimuë and Arthur reinforce this image by the things they say about him. This overt characterisation may seem a bit forced at first, but it must be seen in the light of Mordred’s traditional role. Because Stewart follows Malory’s version of the story, in which Mordred is very evil, rather faithfully, she must find ways to make it very clear to the reader that her Mordred is indeed a good person. 

Another way for her to achieve this is by creating foils for Mordred and comparing him favourably to them. The most striking of these are Gawain and Gaheris, against whose rashness Mordred’s self-control is constantly juxtaposed, but occasionally Arthur also serves in this manner. Where he is unable to resist Morgause, Mordred refuses to give in to her. Where Arthur loses his faith in Mordred and thinks his son is a traitor, Mordred realises that there has been miscommunication and attempst to solve the situation without fighting. 

Not only does Stewart add positive elements to Mordred’s character, but she removes the passages where he is presented unfavourably. Whereas in Malory there are certain episodes where Mordred is portrayed as a bad knight (most notably the many fights he loses), these have been left out of Stewart’s story. This selective use of source material is a fairly easy way to take away certain negative aspects of Mordred’s reputation. 

Chapter 3: Elizabeth Wein: The Winter Prince

3.1 – Introduction
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The Winter Prince was published in 1993, and its sequel, A Coalition of Lions, appeared in 2003. The Winter Prince tells a story that, although it features characters from Arthurian legend, is not based on any particular source. It is an original story, told from the viewpoint of Medraut, Arthur’s illegitimate son. He addresses his narrative to Morgause, his mother. A Coalition of Lions is the sequel to The Winter Prince, and tells the story of Goewin, Arthur’s daughter and one of the few survivors of the battle of Camlan. The third novel in this series, The Sunbird, was published in april 2004 and features Telemakos, Medraut’s young son. 

Because Medraut himself is the narrator-focaliser of The Winter Prince, we see all the events in the story through his eyes. Medraut, as all first person narrators are to some extent, is an unreliable narrator. However, his unreliability is somewhat modified by the fact that he tells the events from a point in time after the end of the story. This gives him a better insight in his own and other people’s natures and motives and enables him to present a somewhat more objective view on events. Despite this, his subjectivity remains evident throughout the novel, and readers must remain wary.  

3.2 – Summary

The novel begins with a brief prologue, in which Artos and Medraut discuss Artos’ young twin children, Goewin and Lleu. Already Medraut shows mild resentment of his younger brother who will inherit the kingdom, but Artos comforts him.

In the beginning of the actual story, Medraut leaves Morgause and travels to Artos’ court at Camlan. Upon arriving there, he hears about the illness of Lleu, his younger brother and Artos’ heir. With his physician’s skills he manages to save Lleu’s life. He nurses Lleu back to health throughout that winter, and in the spring Artos returns to Camlan. He asks Medraut to help with Lleu’s education; the boy is weak in body and spirit, and Artos feels that someone as capable as Medraut may help change this. Medraut, though plagued by dreams of Morgause and frequently irked by Lleu’s difficult nature, agrees. Artos also offers him a foremanship in the copper mines close to Camlan. The fact that Morgause, Artos’ half-sister, is Medraut’s mother is kept a closely guarded secret, unlike the fact that Artos is Medraut’s father.

Medraut takes Lleu and Goewin on long rides and shows them the mines where he works. After Lleu breaks his arm on a night ride with his sister Goewin, he is taken up as a pupil by Bedwyr, the best swordsman of the country. Lleu shows an unexpected aptitude for swordplay, and Medraut has more time to himself now. When Lleu reaches his sixteenth birthday, Artos names him Prince of Britain and declares him his heir. Both Medraut and Goewin are troubled by this, because they feel either of them is better suited for the ruling of a kingdom. 

Despite his occasional jealousy of Lleu, Medraut is content. This changes when his mother Morgause, the Queen of the Orcades, arrives at Camlan. She has accompanied her other sons there, after Artos had summoned them on Medraut’s advice. Medraut is shattered by her arrival and he is convinced she intends harm to those at Camlan. When Lleu falls ill after he has accidentally insulted Gareth, Morgause’s youngest son, Medraut knows whom to blame. He tries his utmost to counter Morgause’s poisons, but at first refuses to tell Artos what is happening. Events soon spin beyond his control, however, and he is forced to accuse Morgause openly. Artos sends her away from Camlan, but Medraut associates himself with her disgrace and is unable to return to the peace he knew before she arrived.

When Medraut and his colleague Cado blow up a rock wall in the mines with explosives, they find a room with prehistoric cave paintings on the walls. Medraut wants to show this to Lleu. However, when they are in there, the room caves in and although Medraut and Lleu escape, six men die in the collapse. Artos is furious with Medraut for bringing Lleu into such danger, and takes all his responsibilities away from him and confines him to his room. Medraut is devastated by the disaster, and only when Artos gives him new tasks to perform does he recover somewhat. Artos wants him to teach Lleu to hunt; although the boy is a fine marksman, he has never yet killed an animal. Medraut takes Lleu on a hunt and forces him to kill several animals.

Before Christmas, Medraut is asked to perform the part of the Magician in the annual Rhymer’s Pageant. He agrees, and the companionship he receives from the people at Camlan eases his troubled mind somewhat. This new calm is once again shattered by Morgause’s arrival at Camlan. She arrives at the gate as a pilgrim, begging for a place to stay, because a cold spell has caught her on the road. Soon after Lleu, in a fit of anger, informs Morgause’s younger sons of Medraut’s true parentage. Medraut goes to Morgause for comfort, and she asks him to join her in a plot: he must seize Lleu, and she will then ransom the boy to Artos and demand that the kingship be given to Medraut. Medraut is hesitant, and she tries to seduce him physically. Lleu happens upon them while this happens, and his disgust angers Medraut so much that he agrees to help Morgause.

Shortly after Christmas, Medraut and Agravain take Lleu and Goewin hunting. Medraut drugs and captures Lleu, and sends Goewin back to Artos with a message. He and Agravain intend to travel cross country towards Ratae Coritanorum where Morgause is waiting for them. However, Lleu is no longer the weakling he used to be, and manages to take their weapons from them. He cannot leave them, however, for he needs Medraut to guide him back to Camlan, and so a battle of wills begins. Lleu manages to stay alert and free until the trio reach the road running from Camlan to Ratae Coritanorum. Here Agravain turns towards Morgause, but Medraut decides to go back to Camlan with Lleu, to prove that he is not Morgause’s pawn, but acting on his own behalf. The mental battle between Lleu and Medraut continues, and only when things escalate close to Camlan does Medraut realise that it is not Lleu’s lineage and future he envies, but Lleu himself. When Lleu tells him he still trusts and loves him, Medraut breaks and sees how foolish and cruel he has been. Shortly afterward they are found by Goewin and Artos, and although Goewin wants to kill Medraut, Lleu pleads for him. Artos sees the change in Lleu, and forgives Medraut’s treachery. Medraut ends his recital of events by telling Morgause that this is why he can never return to her.

3.3 – Medraut’s character

3.3.1 – The narrator of the prologue

Although Medraut himself is the narrator of the main story, the prologue is related by an omniscient narrator. Wein has her narrator start off with a description of Medraut. He is immediately presented as an unusual child:

He was an odd, adult child: thin but with a carefully controlled grace, with blank, unreadable, dark blue eyes and hair so pale it sometimes seemed white. His appearance unnerved people; this gave him uncanny strength at times, though not now... His voice was soft and low and musical, and it too was somehow disturbing. (1)

For the rest of the paragraph, the point of view is mostly that of Medraut himself, though related in third person. 

3.3.2 – Other characters

Because of the first person perspective Wein employs, we never have a chance to look at Medraut through the eyes of other characters. What they think about him must therefore be gauged from the things they say, and the things Medraut himself deduces from their actions. 

In the prologue, when Medraut is still very young, Artos tells him that he is, “of less importance in name alone. In trust and wisdom you can be as far superior to anyone as you dare make yourself” (2). Later, when Medraut returns to Camlan after his sojourn in the Orcades, Artos tells him he will make Medraut regent, because Medraut is far more capable of ruling a kingdom and leading men than Lleu. 
Morgause seems in two minds about her son. She flatters him when it suits her ends, and tries to win him to her side by convincing him he should by rights be Artos’ heir:

 You are the true prince of this land... If you could see yourself! Dangerous, yet of curious grace and beauty; such chaos in your eyes. If it were in my power you would be heir to all-” (128)

After Medraut has had the quarrel with Lleu in which Lleu reveals his parentage to their half-brothers, and appears to Morgause clad in African robes and bracelets that make him appear very princely, Morgause quotes a passage from the book of Revelation to him. This passage, which is originally a description of Jesus, is now used by her to describe Medraut. It is difficult to gauge what the author may have meant with this; the link between Jesus and Medraut that is established here, is not pursued further in the novel, and the fact that it is Morgause who speaks these words (although she seems genuinally amazed by Medraut’s appearance) make them seem somewhat artificial. This creates a different effect than these words would have had if they had been spoken by someone who is not constantly portrayed as being manipulative and scheming.  

Morgause later compares Medraut unfavourably to Lleu. She plays on his insecurities and fans his hatred for Lleu:

“The boy outshines you as surely as the noon sun outshines the moon in eclipse. You know it; you hate him for it. When I tested your loyalty last summer your defense of him was wretched.” (141)

Goewin has a more straightforward view on Medraut. The first remark she makes about Medraut’s character, is that he has gained so much wisdom in the past six years. Shortly after, Medraut realises she trusts him, although she knows he is haunted by dreams of Morgause. Throughout the story, Medraut and Goewin understand one another very well, but in the end, when Medraut abducts her brother Lleu, her trust turns to anger:

“Cold and aloof as you are, I trusted you more deeply than I would my father, counted your word more binding than I would my own. Soulless viper! Take him! How can I stand in your way now?” (152)

Like Artos, his son Lleu sees Medraut as someone who is capable and worthy, despite his tainted parentage. Though Lleu is at times angry at Medraut, and hurt by the things he does, he continues to regard Medraut positively. Even after Medraut has abducted him and put him through hardships, he still admires and loves his brother and tells him that he is “the single person I have most admired and imitated and envied my entire life!” (195). He is the one who finally convinces Medraut of his own worth and helps him see the truth about his own feelings:

 “No one cares who your parents were! People admire you or despise you for yourself, for what you have made of yourself. What have I to do with it? You do not envy my parentage, you envy me.”

I stood gazing at him without any answer to give, feeling myself to be so base, so wrong, so ruined. [...] He said half wondering, “Ai, my brother, you are so strong and light in form, so wise and deft in mind, so gentle and true in semblance...” (193)

Most minor characters seem to look favourably on Medraut. Ginevra, Artos’ wife, says that, “Lleu owes his life to Medraut’s skill” (57), and Caius, Artos’ stewart, tells him he looks like a prince. The men with whom he has worked in the mines desire his company, even after the accident for which he holds himself responsible:

They said I was the most skilled healer the villagers had ever known, and that I was missed in the mines and the fields. I warmed to their friendship and flattery. So I came to join the informal and haphazard rehearsals for the play; I was once again made welcome by the high king’s friends and servants... (120)

3.3.3 – Medraut about himself

Because Medraut himself is the narrator of the story, the reader is given a great deal of information about what he thinks and feels about himself. He supplements this information with the things he tells other characters, most notably Goewin and Lleu, in his conversations with them. Even at the beginning of the story, we learn of Morgause’s strong influence on Medraut. He is afraid of her, yet unable to resist her will, and he feels he resembles her:

While I stood staring hopelessly you echoed my silence: your lean fingers closed firmly around mine, your blank eyes like fields of slate the perfect reflection of my own. Mother and son, flame and shadow, image and opposite – witless I stood before you and let them all see how alike we are. (57)

He is aware of the hold she has on him, but is as yet unable to break away from her. He feels he has to obey her, because otherwise she will tell people she is his mother, something which he wants to be kept secret. Also, he is both attracted and repulsed by her, even though he fights against these feelings. Several times he vows he will never go back to her again for comfort, yet at other moments he is unable to resist her and gives in to her. After Lleu has revealed his parentage to Morgause’s other sons, he even goes to her of his own free will. He himself admits that he is, “fascinated as a moth courting a candle flame” (86). Even after she leaves Camlan, Medraut is still troubled by the memory of her:

To see you again, to part from you again, made me feel I was an unwelcome shadow of yourself lurking at the edges of other people’s lives. (105)

Medraut’s feelings toward Lleu are equally difficult for him to cope with. Though in the end he realises he loves his brother, he first struggles with his anger and jealousy. Sometimes his anger is justified, but more often than not it is the result of jealousy towards his brother. This becomes very clear when he duels with Lleu and loses. 

Then it was Lleu and I, alone, locked together in silent, furious intensity. The old bitter resentment raged through me: I was stronger and taller and more experienced than Lleu, and I knew I could not win. He must defeat me before you and all your young sons. I fought with passionate disregard for our difference in size, knowing he was my better, and that my strength was my only advantage. (62-63)

After the collapse in the mines, Medraut has difficulty forgiving himself. He feels he is responsible, and unworthy of other people’s trust and companionship:

I was torn between full enjoyment of the celebration and my nagging, lingering burden of guilt for the tragedy I had caused in the early autumn. A Christmas of glitter and sweetness, which I thought myself unworthy to share in. And yet I could not help but share in it. (121)

Medraut is usually honest about his own motives and feelings. He never lies to others, and admits freely that he has killed several men. When he decides to assist Morgause and capture Lleu for her, he explains his reasons for this very clearly:

It all took me at once: my father’s distrust, the shame and horror of the copper mines, Lleu’s denouncement of me before your other children. His clear young voice demanding obedience even as he stood poisoned and hoping for my mercy. The wooden sword held at my throat.

I spat at his feet. He stared at me with wide eyes, unbelieving, then turned away and left us without another word.

What I did now was of my own choosing, not out of any loyalty that I must break or affirm. I said bitterly, “Godmother, I will hunt for you.” (144)
When Goewin later asks him why he is serving Morgause, he freely admits that he does this because he can then “take vengeance on your beautiful brother and let the blame fall on her” (154). He feels very resentful towards Lleu, and he sees himself as someone who would make a much better king:

“It is his [Artos’] own error that keeps me from the kingship, not anything I have done. I am older, stronger, wiser than Lleu; I am liked and admired by the Comrades. If Artos refuses he will have lost both of us. He will not put Britain in such jeopardy.” (150)

As the story progresses, Medraut slowly begins to admit that it is not really the kingship that he wants, but power over Lleu and recognition from Artos. He admits that he envies Lleu, while at first he maintained to himself that he looked down upon his weakling brother. When Lleu asks him whether he has ever loved anything, he thinks to himself: “Yes. Yes. All the wrong things. The hunt, and darkness, and winter, and you, Godmother” (169). However, when he finally decides not to return to Morgause, he distances herself definitely from her, and tells Agravain:

“You can go back to your mother and you can tell her that I am no longer her ward. Tell her that I owe her nothing. Tell her that my treachery is of my own making. She drew me in and now I am up to my neck in it, but I am in it for myself and not as her minion.” (175)

After breaking free from Morgause, he still has to deal with his feelings for Lleu. When Lleu cuts Medraut’s hand with a dagger, Medraut’s anger is driven to a peak:

The pain in my hand made me mindless, and ruthless, and I was determined to punish him. I rested another moment; then with sudden strength I forced Lleu to the ground and held him there with one arm pinned beneath him, and drew my torn hand across his mouth and over his eyelids. Lleu screamed...
“Wild thing,” I whispered. “I’d like to cut your hands off, burn you, blind you... I should crush your slender fingers. I could break all the bones in your hand if I closed my own around yours tightly enough. You are as pure and dangerous as an untamed cat; your beauty makes me sick. And oh, God, you have hurt me, you have hurt me... “ 

I steadied my voice. “But I am afraid to risk my father’s trust in me, or what is left of it. I am afraid to kill you outright. I thought of ruining you in some irreparable way, so that you could never be king, though you’d still be alive and I’d seem blameless. I could deafen you; there’s a way to direct blows against your ears that will take away your hearing... Or I could half smother you; when you go without air for too long it damages your mind, though it need not kill you. And there are things I can do to punish you that you will find more dreadful than any hurt. Be still.” (186-7)
After this, Medraut finally realises completely that it is not Lleu’s inheritance which he covets, but Lleu himself. When Lleu tells him that he trusts and loves him still, he realises that, “[Lleu’s] unconditional trust and love were prizes I never knew I coveted, infinitely more powerful and more healing than the fear I had tried to exact from him” (195). Only now does he realise how cruel and unfair he has been. 

3.3.4 – Medraut’s actions

Medraut’s actions are in accordance with the picture that his own words paint. He is a strong and capable young man, who is good at the things he does. He is a fine hunter and works diligently in the mines. He teaches Lleu all that he knows, and uses his skill with medicine to help his brother when Lleu is in need of him. Sometimes his hatred of his brother surfaces and he is unfair to him, for example when he tries to frighten Lleu by shooting arrows at him when he unexpectedly comes upon him in the forest. He can be ruthless, for instance when he has to teach Lleu to hunt and tells his brother: “I swear by the Wild Hunt, if you do not bring down that stag at the next opportunity, I will make you eat its entrails when you do” (116). However, at other times he protects his brother from others such as Morgause and Agravain. 

When Morgause comes to court, Medraut is very upset, and absents himself from Camlan as much as he can. Several times he actually flees from her when they are talking. One thing upon which he never comments in his function as narrator (and which he never talks about with others, save once with Goewin) is that he, too, has committed incest with Morgause. They were lovers when he stayed with her in the Orcades, despite the fact that he knew she was his mother. Yet despite this relationship between them and his fear of her, he thwarts her when she tries to poison Lleu. He refuses to tell Artos that she is doing this, and he maintains that this is because he wants to keep Camlan free from intrigue and because he has no proof. Artos accuses him of trying to protect Morgause, but he denies this. When she asks it of him, he assists her in her plot against Lleu, but later he decides to go against her wishes and ransom Lleu himself.


Medraut always keeps his head, even in times of crisis. When he comes upon Agravain and Gaheris trying to hurt Lleu during a game, he steps in calmly and stops them. Even during the catastrophe in the mines, he maintains control and calmly assesses the situation and tries to save as many lives as possible. When he loses consciousness because of the pain he is suffering, his first concern upon waking is for Lleu. 

On the night when he and Agravain take Lleu captive, Medraut runs a fever. This makes him harsher, sharper and less calm than usual. Several times he threatenes Lleu’s life, but he also prevents Agravain from doing the boy any real harm. In the end, after he has realised that he has made a terrible mistake, he pledges fealty to Lleu:

I drew myself up onto one knee, my head held proudly, and whispered in honesty and pain: “I serve the prince of Britain.” And in a stronger voice I added, “The Bright One. Lleu son of Artos.” (201)

3.4 – Artos and Morgause

3.4.1 - Artos

In this novel Arthur, or Artos as he is called here, does not play a particularly large role. As in The Wicked Day, he is presented more as a traditional kingly figure than as a fully fleshed out character. His character is mostly defined by the way he interacts with others, most notably Morgause, Lleu and Medraut. He is able to see right through Morgause’s ploys, and is fully aware of her true character. He makes no move to hide this, and frequently shows Morgause that he does not trust her. 

In his view on Lleu he is less clear-sighted. Although in the beginning of the story he tells Medraut that he cannot allow himself to be blinded by love for Lleu, and although he is indeed objective about Lleu’s weaknesses, he sometimes appears to favour Lleu unfairly over Medraut. After the collapse in the mines, he blames and punishes Medraut. This punishment is not for causing the deaths of his six co-workers, but for bringing Lleu into danger. When Medraut asks whether Lleu should not be held partly accountable for his own actions, Artos gets angry and sends Medraut to his room (112-113). This is probably concern for the good of the country as much as for  his young son, but it makes Artos appear somewhat prejudiced and unfair.

The king’s actions towards Medraut are somehwat ambiguous. On the one hand he trusts Medraut with Lleu’s education, and frequently praises his eldest son, but on the other hand he seems troubled by the hold Morgause still has over Medraut. He suspects this tie is strong, and challenges his son about this when Medraut comes to tell him about Morgause’s poisoning of Lleu:

“Your sister: I am... I wanted to put an end to this before she invoked your wrath. She trusts me. At least-”

But before I could amend my words my father interrupted, “Then how can I?”

...

“Before this summer you trusted me on my word alone. I can understand why that might change. But surely when I speak out against her, in defense of your son, you can’t think that she has so great a hold over me?”

“I think that is precisely why you ask me to send her away,” Artos answered. “Because she does. I think you’re a deal more afraid of what she may do to you than of what she is doing to Lleu.”  (98)
When Medraut admits this may be true, Artos tells him he has to be strong enough to take care of himself. He also challenges Medraut to fetch Morgause herself, if he wants to accuse her. This sounds cruel, and although it may be his way of daring Medraut into defying Morgause, Medraut experiences it as a slight, although he tries to convince himself it is not meant that way:

I sat still and silent. Does that mean, my father, that I can expect no protection or aid of you, that I must give and give of my loyalty and strength and never receive anything in return? No and no, I told myself; he could not mean that. I spoke at last, attempting calm and resignation. (99)

Medraut’s impression is strengthened when Artos tells Morgause that Medraut is the reason he mistrusts her. Artos seems to be referring to the fact that Morgause seduced him while she knew he was her brother, but Medraut fails to understand this and takes it as a personal insult. Medraut values Artos’ opinion very highly, and even admits that, “his praise, only his simplest kind word, could kindle warmth in me” (122). In the end, Artos generously accepts Medraut back into his confidence after his son has abducted Lleu:

“Come, my marksman,” Artos said, my father also, forbidding and forgiving. He stepped forward to take my hands and raised me to my feet. “I told you once that you could always come back to me.” (201)

Despite Artos’ occasional unfairness towards Medraut, it must be kept in mind that we see Artos only through Medraut’s eyes, and that Medraut is a subjective narrator who is somewhat oversensitive when it comes to comparisons between Lleu and himself.
 In his personal relationships Artos might favour Lleu over Medraut, but on the whole he is presented as a capable and intelligent ruler. 

3.4.2 – Morgause

Morgause is the homodiegetic narratee of this story, the person to whom the story is told. Even at the outset of the book, we learn of her cruel nature. She has scarred Medraut both physically and mentally, and he feels his departure from her is like an escape. He envisions himself fleeing from her, but even at Camlan she still haunts his dreams. When she arrives there several years later her influence over him once again becomes manifest when she orders him to fight against Lleu in a swordfight, for while Medraut is reluctant to do so he is afraid to disobey her. Morgause is a subtle woman whose every word seems to have a double meaning, and she has a clever wit. She is different from the Morgause in The Wicked Day in that she is open about her motives and makes no attempt to hide her cruelty. After Lleu accidentally insults Gareth, her youngest son, she poisons the young prince. She does this not with the intent of killing him, but merely to frighten him and to test Medraut’s skill at medicine, a skill which she herself has taught him. When Medraut accuses her of this, she does not deny it. The same goes for her power over Medraut; she revels in it and makes no secret of it before Artos: 

You shrugged. “No matter. Young enough. But even then you would not admit afterward that you were wrong.”

I rapped out in exasperation, “Who cares what I did? It was almost twenty years ago.”

“Two years ago you were even more abject before me,” you said, gently stroking my damaged hand. “And still are, I think.” You took hold of the scarred fingers and kissed them. (77)
Medraut’s hand is scarred because she has deliberately set his broken bones wrongly to teach him a lesson, so that they had to be broken again and set anew. This cruelty towards him is something for which she is not ashamed either; she freely admits she once had him whipped for something Gwalchmei, her oldest legitimate son, had done. 

The winter after she has been sent away from court, she returns as a pilgrim caught in the open, begging Artos’ mercy. Medraut at first does not believe her, though he notices she has been crying and appears truly helpless. When Medraut comes to her later, after Lleu has revealed his parentage to Morgause’s other sons, she comforts him and attempts to win him over to her side again. When he refuses, she tries to seduce him by kissing him, but he is repulsed by this. Still, he finally chooses her side, although eventually he breaks free from her and tells Lleu: “I had my mother’s hatred to strengthen my own. Now she has made me hate myself more than I ever hated you. I will be free” (196).

The portrait of Morgause is fairly straightforward: she knows what she wants, and she does the utmost to achieve her desires. She is presented as a scheming woman who has no redeeming features. Agravain reveals something of her motives when he tells Lleu and Goewin: “My mother hates her brother, she hates his children, the two of you. She hates the unspoken exile she is kept in. She wants freedom and power.” (149) The only words spoken in her defense are uttered by Goewin, Lleu’s twin sister, when she tells Medraut she understands Morgause:

“I understand your mother,” she said unexpectedly. “I understand her all too well. I live in constant fear that I will be kept prisoner as she is, because I am dangerous and powerful, and because I am a woman. I would not betray Lleu even if I wanted to; he is my sole ally, my one defense against such a fate.” (154)

Yet even Goewin does not condone Morgause’s actions; she understands how Morgause can be driven to do the things she does, but she does not take this course herself. 

It is interesting to note the similarities and differences between mother and son. Where Morgause uses her knowlegde of herbs and plants mainly to do harm, Medraut uses it to counter this harm and to heal Lleu and others. Even when he is still jealous of Lleu, he is never as ruthlessly cruel as Morgause and this makes all the difference between them.

3.5 – Medraut’s siblings

3.5.1 – Lleu
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Lleu’s name, which bears some resemlance to the name Loholt (one of Arthur’s two sons in certain versions of the legend), is a reference to the legendary figure Lleu Llaw Gyffes, and means Bright One. Throughout the story this epithet is often used for him, sometimes affectionately, sometimes with scorn. Morgause, upon first arriving at Camlan, hails him: “Lleu son of Artos, Lleu the son of the Dragon, Lleu the young lion; the youngest child of the high king. And luckiest! Bright One, Fair One, and now prince of Britain” (58) and remarks upon how proud and brave he is. Lleu certainly is bright in appearance, and instantly charms all those who see him. Yet at times he can also be childish, selfish, and arrogant. In the beginning of the story he is a weak, sickly child who is afraid of many things, but slowly he regains his health and his strength increases. Although he is a bad horseman, he excels at swordplay and is graceful and slightly built. 

Medraut calls Lleu carelessly arrogant, and this viewpoint is made credible by Lleu’s tendency to pronounce quick judgement and by his demanding of obedience even when he is not in a position to make such demands. However, this seems the result of a somewhat childish carelesness rather than of inherent cruelty. Although Medraut’s derision of his brother is understandable, it becomes less justified as the story progresses and Lleu grows stronger both in body and in spirit. 

At the end of the novel it is Lleu who manages to make Medraut see the folly of his ways. He stands up to Medraut and Agravain, and manages to stay awake through several nights to prevent the other two from taking back the weapons he has taken from them. He shows considerable will-power in his resistance to Medraut, and when he finally breaks he finds the right words to make Medraut see his mistakes:

“I am your brother! You are my friend! You are the single person I have most admired and imitated and envied my entire life! If you hate me so for my heritage, then I do not want it, I cannot bear your hatred. So leave me here! Kill me!” 

“I can’t,” I gasped. “I can’t. I can’t kill you. I love you.” 

You see what it took to make me know this. (195)
Although Lleu certainly is impulsive and indeed arrogant at certain times, Goewin is right when she tells Medraut he is not really evil, just thoughtless. At the beginning of the novel he is very weak, childish and sickly, but throughout the course of the story he develops into a stronger charachter, although it takes the abduction crisis to help him realise his full potential.

3.5.2 - Goewin

Princess Goewin is the main character of A Coalition of Lions, the sequel to The Winter Prince. It seems probable that Wein had this sequel in mind already when she wrote The Winter Prince, for Goewin is a complex and convincing character who has feelings and dreams of her own. She loves both Lleu and Medraut, but is not blind to their faults, and she is torn by her love for her brother and the knowledge that he is not capable of ruling Britain: 

“Father’s kingdom, this unity, it won’t last – Lleu’s not like him, and even if he were, too much is changing too fast. It can’t last. Father would have me marry Constantine, the son of the king of Dumnonia in the south. It won’t be bad, it’s important, with all the tin mines and fishing towns. But he may as well marry me to one of my cousins and exile me to the Orcades, as he has his sister, because you can be sure I won’t sit by as queen of Dumnonia and watch Britain trickle through Lleu’s fingers. If I have to I’ll take the kingdom from him by foce.”

“Princess!” I exclaimed.

“If you don’t destroy him first,” she finished. “I hate living at the end of things!” (54)

When Lleu and Medraut squabble about what Artos should decide about who will succeed him as king, she suddenly speaks up: “He has me still, without either of you,” Goewin snarled, “and I am quite capable of reigning” (150).

Goewin is clever and confident, and Medraut says that she is the one out of the three of them who is most like Artos. Goewin is the one person whom Medraut tells about his incestuous affair with Morgause, and she does not scorn him for this. They trust and respect each other and they share an amount of discontent and frustration at having to watch one less able than themself become king of Britain. But despite her doubts about Lleu’s abilities, Goewin is supportive of him and condemns Medraut’s attempt to take the kingdom from him. Although they find themselves in a similiar situation with regard to the succession of the kingdom, the way they behave themselves is very different. Whereas Goewin conquers her jealousy and decides to help her brother, Medraut gives in to it and decides to attempt to seize the throne for himself. 

3.5.3 – Gwalchmei, Agravain, Gaheris and Gareth

Morgause has four other sons besides Medraut, but of these only Agravain is of any importance in the story. The others are briefly introduced, but do not play an important part. Their characterisation is fairly traditional: Gwalchmei is the eldest and is soon made one of Artos’ Comrades, Gaheris is somewhat sullen but not unfriendly, and Gareth is a sweet, good-natured boy. They are all devoted to Morgause, but Agravain more so than the others. He is the one whom she chooses to keep an eye on Medraut when he captures Lleu, and he is obsessively devoted to her:

Once, when Agravain woke me from a fitful sleep to take my turn at watching Lleu, I struck his hand aside storming, “Don’t touch me!”

Agravain muttered with distate, “I wouldn’t. I’m not your mother.”

That brought me full awake. I said maliciously: “How you envy me!”

Agravain answered with the fierce devotion that had driven him to serve you at the start: “I do. And I envy the Bright One, for I know how she’ll use him once he is under her sway.” (172)

Medraut is struck by how much Agravain resembles Morgause, and his devotion to their mother makes him sick. It is not mentioned explicitly in the book, but this seems to be one of the things that finally convince him to shake off Morgause’s hold. Although Agravain and Medraut are both heavily under Morgause’s influence, there is a difference in how they react to this. Agravain accepts it wholeheartedly, while Medraut chafes against it and finally manages to shake it off. Part of the reason for this is that he sees his own submission to Morgause’s whiles reflected in Agravain’s devotion to her; this helps him realise how much he is still her creature and urges him to look deeper into himself.

3.6 – First person perspective

Because Medraut relates the story from a point in time after his change of heart, he must be aware of the subjectivity of his own opinions and actions at the time these events happened, yet not much evidence of this can be found within the story. Medraut gives the reader his view of things as he saw them when he experienced them, and only occasionally does the older and wiser Medraut insert comments that are coloured by hindsight. Medraut is often wrong about things, and only by reading carefully and maintaining a critical attitude towards him can we see beyond his subjective vision to recreate a more objective version of the story. Some information for this can be found in the things other characters say. When both Goewin and Artos remark on Lleu’s weakness, we can assume that Lleu really is weak, but we must still remain wary about immediately taking Medraut’s word about things. He is especially prejudiced against Lleu, because of his own twisted feelings, but this only becomes clear at the end of the story. Before Medraut realises Lleu is stronger than he thought, he has underestimated him several times, which gave Lleu the chance to seize his and Agravain’s weapons. Unsuspecting readers may well be lured into believing Medraut too easily when first reading the novel. There are, however, clues to warn them against this. At one point Medraut himself points out that he is not always as honest to himself as he is to other people:

I do not like the sword. It is clumsy and imprecise, designed for haphazard damage, for total and purposeless destruction. With bow and arrow the kill is clean and swift: That is the weapon of the hunter, not the warrior, the one who kills beast, not man, who kills for survival, not power. Try bringing down a hart, or a hare, or a swan, with a sword.


I tell this over to myself as a litany, so to excuse the delight I draw from the chase, the exhilaration and abandon that Lleu calls bloodthirst. (64)
In several instances it is difficult to say for certain what Medraut’s real motives are for doing things. When he hesitates so long before he tells Artos that Morgause is poisoning Lleu, could it be that he hopes she will kill his brother? It seems unlikely, because he has saved Lleu’s life several times, but it is a possibility that cannot be dismissed out of hand. 

For most of the story Medraut very effectively convinces himself, and probably most of his readers, that Lleu is weak, that he himself is far stronger and more capable than his brother. He himself certainly believes that in abducting Lleu he is only seizing something that should be his anyway. It is ironic that in the end it is Lleu who makes Medraut realise that it is not the kingdom he wants, but respect and acceptance. Moreover, Lleu makes him realise that he already has these things, but that he never realised it because he was too blinded by jealousy and hatred. 

3.7 – A Coalition of Lions
Although A Coalition of Lions is told from Goewin’s viewpoint and it begins only after the battle of Camlan, the first chapter contains a retrospective view of that final battle. Here Wein moves into the field of Arthurian legend, something she stayed clear of in The Winter Prince, and for this she twists the available source material to fit into her view of the story:

Six years after Medraut returned to Britain... our father’s estate at Camlan was destroyed in a battle that began by accident.

Camlan shattered Medraut. He began the battle: he drew his sword to kill an adder at my father’s heel, and the host mustered by Cynric of the West Saxons fell on our own soldiers at the flash of light on metal. When sickness attacked the nearby village of Elder Field in the battle’s wake, and my mother waited on the stricken without stint until she, too, was killed by the fever, Medraut blamed himself for not relieving her. Then Medraut killed our father. Artos asked it of him, rather than lie waiting to die of his battle wounds. Before that final damning act of courage and mercy, Medraut had spent a day and most of a night limping on a broken knee through the frozen, bloody fields around Camlan, searching for Lleu. It was not three months since Lleu had kissed and forgiven him his last winter’s betrayal. Medraut would have given his own life to spare our brother’s. All he found of my twin after Camlan was the golden circlet Lleu had worn.

Then Medraut disappeared. He lost himself in the caves at Elder Field, where we buried my parents and cousins. (1-2)

The elements used in this fragment are familiar from the Medieval Arthurian stories: the adder which sets of the final disastrous battle, Mordred’s murder of Arthur, Mordred not surviving long after his father. Wein has taken these traditional elements and used them in a new way, to fit them into her version of the story. She has followed the oldest references to the battle of Camlan and interpreted them in such a way that Medraut and Artos fought on the same side, and she has given Medraut’s killing of Artos a whole new twist. Medraut in this fragment is consistent with Medraut as he appears in The Winter Prince.

3.8 - Conclusion

The characterisation of Medraut in The Winter Prince is more subtle than that in The Wicked Day. Wein relies more on dialogues and the use of foils than on explicit characterisation. The story she tells is not based on any older version of the Arthurian legend, so she does not have Stewart’s problem of having to fight against preconceived ideas about her characters. Although some readers may expect a negative Mordred when they begin to read her novel, it is fairly easy for her to work around this idea, because this is a wholly new story and readers will have no other versions to compare it to. When Wein occasionally takes elements from the traditional Arthurian legend, as in the first chapter of A Coalition of Lions, she uses them in a such a way that they fit into her vision of the story, and she does not hesitate to turn things around and present them in a different way. 

In this novel, Medraut is constantly compared and contrasted with other characters who find themselves in similar circumstances, but react in a completely different manner. Agravain shares Medraut’s obsession with Morgause, but while Medraut sees this as something to be fought, Agravain accepts it wholeheartedly and almost relishes it. Morgause herself is not content with the order of things, like Medraut, but while Medraut mostly tries to accept this order and only occasionally fights it, Morgause openly and ruthlessly tries to change things. Goewin is similar to Medraut in that she too has to watch someone weaker than herself inherit the kingdom, but instead of trying to take this from Lleu she decides to support him, and this comparison is unfavourable to Medraut. However, because Medraut is very much under Morgause’s sway, much of the blame for his actions falls on her. She is made out to be a very cunning person who subtly manages to influence Medraut to do what she wants, and because of this Medraut appears more gullible than evil. 

The first person perspective is not really used to lead the reader astray in The Winter Prince. Although Medraut certainly gives a subjective view on events, he does not portray himself in an unrealistically positive way. He gives explanations and reasons for his own actions, but although he explains his mistakes, he does not try to excuse them. Although Medraut tells the story to Morgause, he often tells her things she must already know. This gives him the possibility to set things straight for himself, but it also allows him to let her see how he experiences these events, and how it was the combination of all these experiences that finally drove him away from her. 

Chapter 4 – Nancy Springer: I Am Mordred

4.1 – Introduction

Nancy Springer has written over forty children’s novels on various subjects. Her short story “The Boy Who Plaited Manes” was nominated for three awards. The novel I Am Mordred was first published in 1998, and its companion novel, I Am Morgan Le Fay, followed in 2001. I Am Mordred is based on “The Raven”,  a short story by the same author which was published in 1995 in the anthology Camelot: A Collection of Original Arthurian Stories. 

Like The Winter Prince, this novel is written from the first person perspective and Mordred is the narrator. He tells the story in retrospect, from long after the final battle at Glastonbury, and there is at times a clear difference between the narrator Mordred and the character Mordred. The main story is not based on any particular source, although it is placed against a background of Arthurian legend and several Arthurian legends are woven into the story. 

4.2 – Summary

The novel starts off with a prologue which describes how Arthur, the young king of Britain, puts forty babies in a boat and sends them out onto the sea to drown. One of these babies is his own son, Mordred, who is fated to kill him. 

Book one, “The White Shadow”,  then begins with a brief account of Mordred’s life with the fisherfolk who found and raised him. When he is about six years old, the lady Nyneve
 finds him and takes him away, to be raised further at the court of king Lothe of Lothian alongside Lothe’s two sons Gawain and Garet. Nyneve leaves him a little white dog, Gull, in which part of her soul will be with him always. Mordred believes himself to be the bastard son of king Lothe, and only five years later does he first hear he is Arthur’s bastard. This knowledge awakens conflicting emotions in him. He asks his aunt, Morgan le Fay, to teach him how to scry in a mirror, but he never manages to see his father in this way. 
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The second book, “The White Stag”, begins with Mordred’s arrival at Camelot. He is soon introduced to Arthur, and despite himself he is impressed with the king and admires him. Although he still feels hatred because his father tried to kill him and despite the fact that people shun him because of the prophecy that he will destroy Arthur, he is taken in by the glory of Camelot. However, when Pellinore, one of Arthur’s knights, kills king Lothe of Lothian, and Gawain and Garet take it upon themselves to kill Pellinore, Mordred is desillusioned and sees that Camelot is not as perfect as it first seemed. Soon after, Mordred is knighted by Arthur, and when he sees a vision of the Grail he decides that he will go on a quest to find a way around the prophecy.

In the third book, “The White Falcon”, Mordred’s quest is described. He first goes to the cottage where the fisherfolk who raised him lived, but he learns that his foster mother has died and finds no peace there. He continues to Caer Morgana, the castle of his aunt Morgan le Fay, and she offers to help him seize the throne, but he refuses. With help from Nyneve he manages to escape from the castle, and he sets off for Avalon to speak to Nyneve in person. Along the way he meets a girl, Lynette, whom he escorts to Tintagel and with whom he falls in love. He does not tell her who he is and leaves her at Tintagel. At Avalon, the lady of the lake comforts him and tells him that love is the answer to his question, but when he goes back to Tintagel to court Lynette he arrives there at the same time as his brothers Gawain and Gareth. They are there to kill their mother Morgause, who had taken a lover after the death of her husband king Lothe, and when Lynette tries to stop them, she hears who Mordred truly is. She is horror-struck, and when he restrains her from attempting to protect Morgause, she thinks he means her harm. Her rejection wounds him deeply, and he leaves Tintagel without a backward glance. He decides to look for Merlin, whom Nyneve has imprisoned somewhere in Cornwall. When he finds a hawk coaxing sweet music from the bars of its cage, he frees it, unaware that this is Merlin himself. After killing Nyneve, Merlin returns to Mordred and shows him his fate, and how and when he will kill Arthur. 

“The Raven”, the fourth book, relates how Mordred returns to Arthur’s court and lives in despair there. The knowledge of his own future weighs heavily upon him, and when he can bear it no more he asks Arthur to grant him a boon. He knows he will not be able to avoid his destiny, but he wishes to live out his remaining days without the pain and despair he now feels. He wishes to take his soul out of his body and give it to Arthur for safe-keeping, and Arthur reluctantly agrees. An old blind harper performs the necessary ritual, but before Arthur can take the soul, it is snapped up by the harper’s raven. 

In the epilogue, the final battle at Glastonbury is described, and Arthur is taken to Avalon to rest and heal. Mordred’s soul, still caught inside the raven, will look after Arthur while he rests.

4.3 – Mordred’s character

4.3.1 – Other characters
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Because this novel focuses mostly on action, characterisation receives less attention here than in either The Wicked Day or The Winter Prince. Other characters sometimes say things about Mordred, but these remarks are there more for the effect they have on him than as a way to develop Mordred’s character. Mordred’s foster parents, especially his mother, care very much for him. Arthur, his real father, loves him as well, but is never able to say so directly. Nyneve tells Mordred that she is perhaps the only one who hopes for good from him. Garet calls Mordred evil when he first tells him that Arthur is his father, but this is done in a rage; later both he and Gawain seem at ease in Mordred’s company. Lynette likes Mordred well enough until she learns his name, and other people are friendly to Mordred as well, but he always feels this is only because they do not know who he is. Most people shun him, but this is not because of the prophecy rather than for some fault in his character. All in all he seems to be a rather uncomplicated character, with whom most people get along fairly well, as long as they are able to see past the prophecy. 

4.3.2 – Mordred about himself

Mordred, either as a character or as a narrator, does not comment on his own character or actions very often. He is very upset when Garet tells him he is Arthur’s son and that Arthur tried to kill him, and the strong emotions he feels confuse him:

... but if our blessed King was my father and he had tried to kill me, I hated him. I hated him. With a black flame burning in my heart I hated him.

I hated King Arthur.

But – but King Arthur was good... If I hated King Arthur, then I must be what Garet had said, devil spawn. Evil. 

I was the child of the King and his – his sister? My stomach heaved at the thought. Evil.

If good King Arthur had tried to kill me, then I must be evil.

But – if he was so good, why had he begotten me? I hated him. I hated him. (30)

Mordred is bothered by the reactions people give him when they find out who he is, because these reactions are always negative. At the same time, he does not care what other knights think of him when he refuses to joust with them. He knows this will earn him a reputation of cowardice, but he does not really care, because he feels there are more important things in life than bravery:

In full armor, he burst out of a rowan grove with his lance leveled, charging at me. “Sir, if you love your honor, prepare to joust!” he roared.

In that moment I decided that I loved other things, including my life, far more than my honor. He was taller than I, weighed probably eight stone more, he wore a great heavy sword fit to fell a tree with, and he had not given me time even to buckle on my shield. I couched my lance and met him, but I aimed at his horse’s head. Before his lance could reach me, his poor blameless mount fell down dead. He rolled free of the body and struggled to his feet, drawing his sword, bellowing with rage. “Get down from your horse, coward, and fight!”

“Thank you for the kind offer,” I told him, “but I think not.” I turned my back on him and rode away.

I was to grow accustomed to being called a coward. Three or four times a day.  (100)

Mordred’s calm and accepting reaction to the insults thrown at him may be ironic, or even a fatalistic attitude that causes him to accept it because it cannot be helped, but it is more probable that he really is unaffected by what strange knights think of him. However, because Mordred makes so few remarks about his own actions or emotions, the reader is never offered a deep insight into his character and it is not always possible to determine the feelings behind his statements. In general he seems a somewhat troubled young man, but he certainly does not perceive himself as being evil. Other characters who do think of him as evil feel this way because of the prophecy, not because of any crimes Mordred has committed. 

4.3.3 – Mordred’s actions

Mordred’s actions give us some information about his character. Although people call him a coward, this is not true; he flees from the knights who challenge him out of common sense rather than fear. When he refuses to hurt Pellinore, his brothers Gawain and Garet call him a coward, but he himself feels he is a coward for not refusing to come with them, rather than because he does not want to torture Pellinore.

The fact that Mordred goes on a quest to find a way to thwart Merlin’s prophecy shows that at that time he still has hope that things may turn out well. When he is a boy and first hears that he is destined to kill Arthur, he realises he does not want to do so. He hates his father because Arthur tried to kill him, but he does not wish to kill him:

And that truth was: no. No, I did not want to kill this King I had never met. I did not want to kill anyone, and I did not want to be this Mordred, this fated doomster, I did not wish any of this. (37-38)

Because Mordred is so bothered by his fate and people’s reactions to this, he is somewhat prone to self-pity. He seems unable to fully appreciate the attention he gets from people who do like him, and focuses overly much on the taunts and jibes he hears from those who scorn him. When people whom he does not know well are friendly to him, he never quite believes in their good intentions:

Sometimes folk whispered behind their hands as I passed, but other times, other folk were pleasant to me. Yet when someone gave me a friendly greeting, I always wondered: Was it because they did not know who I was? Did they not see the Mordred mark on me, the X of my destiny hiding under my hair behind my ear? Their courtesy seemed of no account. (74)

Mordred’s actions present him as someone who does not really care much for his reputation in general, but who is wounded when people personally look down on him because of the prophecy.

4.4 – Merlin’s prophecy

4.4.1 – The prophecy and its influence on characters

As in The Wicked Day, in this novel the prophecy that Mordred will destroy Arthur is spoken by Merlin. It is also Merlin who tells Arthur to kill all newly born children in the realm. Because of the prophecy, most people see Mordred as a wicked person, as someone who must have been born evil, for he will be the one to destroy Arthur. That Arthur attempted to kill Mordred is generally considered justified by most people in the novel, and sometimes even by Mordred himself. Garet, Mordred’s brother, even blames Mordred himself for this:

“It is true!” Garet stood facing me but he did not hit me – yet – because he knew he could hurt me more with words. “Merlin said so. You’re evil born, everyone knows it. King Arthur’s son and his nephew at the same time, what sort of human is that? You’re a walking curse. You’re the one who’s going to kill King Arthur. That’s why he tried to kill you. You’re so vile your own father tried to kill you.” (28) 

Lynette, the maiden with whom Mordred is in love, reacts with horror when she learns who he is. When he tries to stop her from running into Morgause’s chamber after Garet and Gawain (who intend to murder Morgause and Lamorak), she thinks he intends to harm her:

In the silence, footsteps echoed as folk came running from all directions, and someone was pommeling me to make me let go of Lynette, or perhaps Lynette was hitting me as she sobbed, “Monster, traitor, murderer,” and I let her go. I strode away.

...

Oh, her white face. Horror, there had been nothing but horror for me in Lynette from the moment she learned that I was Mordred. 

Because I am Mordred, she thought that I had been trying to ravish her. Lynette thought that I had been trying to carry her away. (145)
In general, people shun Mordred and think he is evil and unnatural. However, there are exceptions to this. Nyneve and Pelleas are kind to him, and so is Arthur. He bestows lavish gifts upon Mordred, although he can never give him the one thing Mordred most craves: recognition. Because of the prophecy he first attempted to kill Mordred, and yet he is glad when Mordred turns out to have survived. Although he cannot recognise Mordred as his son, he makes him one of his knights and favours him over other courtiers. Still, this is not enough for Mordred. He wants more from Arthur: he wants recognition as his son, although he knows he can never have this. It is this desire to have more than he can ever be given that sparks part of the hatred in him, and it is partly Merlin’s prophecy that makes it impossible for Arthur to give Morded what his son so desperately needs. 

Mordred himself is bothered by the prophecy and the actions it has caused his father to take. Because Arthur tried to kill him at birth, he feels a measure of hatred for his father that he is fully aware of and unable to control. Although he fights this and also admires and loves Arthur, he recognises this hatred and understands that it is not at all unlikely that he will indeed kill Arthur. At first, he fights against this hatred and tries to find a way around the prophecy. He even goes on a quest to find some sort of salvation, but this only brings him grief and pain: he loses Lynette and Nyneve, and he finds out about the death of his foster mother. Eventually, Mordred gives up trying to fight the prophecy, and accepts it: “I have given up trying to change the song’s ending. But I would like to save what is left of my soul” (169). 

4.4.2 – The fulfillment

When Mordred asks Nyneve what is to become of him, she answers him that, “it is up to you, Mordred, what will become of you” (86). Throughout the novel, Nyneve always maintains that Mordred is the master of his own fate, and that he will be able to find a way around the prophecy. Mordred sometimes believes her, but at other times he is convinced she is wrong:

All I had was my adoration [for Arthur] and my shameful, hidden hatred. That black hatred – I began to know why it stayed with me; it was my fate at work. In me. And I could tell myself and tell myself that a prophecy was a lie, as Nyneve had said, a bogey made of nothing but words, an echo in the wind – yet my body knew the power of prophecy. (92)

This hatred for Arthur first surfaces in Mordred when he learns his father tried to kill him when he was a baby. Although he feels guilty for hating the king whom everyone adores and who is so just and wise, he is unable to stop himself from feeling this. These conflicting emotions, love and hatred, drive him on his quest to find a way to prevent the prophecy. Ironically, it is precisely this quest that quells Mordred’s every hope of avoiding his fate; when Lynette scorns him and Nyneve is killed, he sinks into a black despair. Had he not gone on this quest, Merlin might have stayed a captive and Nyneve might have lived. Mordred would never have met Lynette and seen her reaction to the revelation of his name. Similarly, if Merlin had not spoken the prophecy, Arthur would not have attempted to kill Mordred, and Mordred would not have hated him so (although it is likely that he would still have felt resentment because of Arthur’s refusal to acknowledge him as his son):

“Ah,” said Morgan Le Fay, “fate would find a way. But as it happens, the son hates the father.” My body clenched, and I would not let her look into my eyes. “By trying to kill him when he was a helpless baby, his father has given him reason to hate him,” she went on. (115)

Nyneve says at some point that it is Merlin who laid the fate upon king Arthur that his son would kill him. Whether Merlin already foresaw that this would happen, or whether his words were empty at first but set in motion events that would eventually lead to the fulfillment of the prophecy never becomes altogether clear. The fact remains, however, that if Merlin had not spoken this prophecy, it would most likely not have been fulfilled. Morgan le Fay explains the nature of fate to Mordred when he is staying with her in Caer Morgana:

There was once a knight, she said, and the king, his liege, had gifted him royally with a goblet fit for a prince, a great heavy vessel of pure gold. But when his lady saw the goblet, she turned white as a lily. Throw it in the river, she said. Bury it, burn it, put it away from you. It is your death. But the knight would not give up the king’s gift. So as he slept, his lady crept out of their bedchamber and stole the goblet and hid it until she could think how to destroy it. When the knight awoke in the morning and saw that the goblet  was gone, he was mightily enraged. Where have you put it? he roared at his lady. And when she would not answer him, he struck her so hard that she stumbled and fell against a doorway. And the goblet, which she had placed in a high niche above the doorway, fell down upon the knight’s head, killing him. 

“You see,” said Morgan le Fay, “by trying to prevent fate, the lady actually aided it.”(113)

This view on fate is indeed a bleak one: it gives Mordred no way whatsoever around the prophecy. This, in combination with the way others act towards him because of the prophecy, embitters Mordred enough to fairly quickly abandon his quest to find a solution.

4.5 – Arthur and Morgause

4.5.1 – Arthur

In this novel, Arthur is a strong and glorious king. The common people adore him, and they thank him for every bountiful harvest:

Every day, almost, I heard someone say Thank the goodliness of our blessed King Arthur- a crofter admiring the thickness of a fleece, the castle steward exclaming over the barley crop, the cook heefting a fat capon. (30)

The only blemish on Arthur’s reputation is the murder of the forty babies, and no one seems overly bothered by that, except Arthur himself. No other character ever comments upon this in a negative way, and everybody seems to think it was the logical thing to do. Even Mordred himself occasionally feels that, “it seemed right and fitting and just that he had tried to kill me when I was a baby; a King cannot be held to blame for any bloody act in defense of his throne” (71). Yet Arthur feels guilty about it and every year on May Day he goes to the sea to be alone and to remember what he has done. Nyneve tells Lothe at some point that it was Merlin who wanted the children to die, and that Arthur will leave Mordred alone now that the enchanter has vanished. She is right in this; although Arthur could choose to kill Mordred at any time during the story, he refuses to do so:

I lifted my hands to him, pleading. “Why have you not killed me already? Why do you not do it now, this very moment? One sword thrust, and it would be over.”

Het could not look at me. He turned to the sea, and stared out over the waves, and he said, very low, “I was heartsick, last time. I did not want to live my life at such a price. Then I was glad despite all reason when I heard that you had survived.” (173)

When Mordred first learns that Arthur has tried to kill him, he hates his father. However, when he first meets him, he is struck by how kingly and noble Arthur is:

He held his chin high as he scanned me with the sea-gray eyes of a visionary. He looked wise, regal, strong, fierce, and fair, an eagle among men, all that a King should be, and what was more to me, he was a man any daydreaming boy would choose as a father. (70)

Part of Arthur’s responsibility as a king is to be a healer, and he is indeed able to heal people and animals through magic. Yet he cannot heal those he loves, such as his barren wife Guinevere, and this is the reason he cannot take away Mordred’s pain and confusion. More than anything, Mordred wants to be recognised by Arthur as his son, but this is something Arthur can never do. It is this which fuels Mordred’s hatred despite the fact that he also admires his father, and so Arthur himself partly brings about his own death with his actions. Only at the very end of the story, when Mordred in his raven shape watches over the wounded Arthur, does the king finally acknowledge the relationship between them and call Mordred his son. 

4.5.2 – Morgause 

Morgause, Mordred’s mother, has a very small role in this novel. In I Am Morgan Le Fay it becomes clear that she has some power as a sorceress (though she is not as powerful as her sister Morgan), but here she appears mostly as Lothe’s subdued wife. She wears a wimple and dresses in sober dark blue, and Mordred says that, “she spoke so softly always that I could not hear her” (23). Only after Lothe dies and she takes Lamorak as her lover does she regain some of her youthful cheerfulness. Morgan le Fay tells Mordred that she has seduced Lamorak rather than the reverse, and that she has put off her wimple and now wears her hair done up with jewels and gold (111). Morgause always remains aloof from Mordred, and never seeks to influence or use him in any way. 

4.6 – Magic: Nyneve, Merlin and Morgan le Fay

4.6.1 – Nyneve

Nyneve, the lady who takes Mordred away from his fosterparents, tells him that she is “one who hopes for good from you... Perhaps the only one” (10). She is a powerful sorceress, and it is made clear that her magic works strongly. She is able to place part of her soul in Gull, Mordred’s little brachet, and in the white falcon that is always with her husband Pelleas. When Mordred is trapped in Caer Morgana, she helps him escape by entering mentally into Gull’s body and leading him out of the magical stronghold. Nyneve is the woman who has managed to best Merlin and lock him away, after convincing him to teach her the ways of magic. The reason she wanted to learn this, was her ordeal at the hands of a knight who carried her off against her will. She then understood that a woman has next to no power unless she is a sorceress. However, even without sorcery she was a formidable woman, as becomes clear when she tells Mordred about a knight she has killed and asks him whether or not he think she was justified in doing so:

“After that brute Sir Outelake, the next knight who seized me, I waited until he took off his mail and then I put my dagger in him. Then I cut off his head with his own sword. And then I rode his charger instead of my little palfrey, and yes, I hung his head at my knee until it stank. After that, the ruffians let me alone.” She wachted me, her gaze like deep water, hiding her thoughts. “Was it murder, do you think?”

“I-I don’t know.” Most folk would not think a knight deserved to die just for trying to ravish a pretty maiden. ( 84)

Nyneve is a calm and dignified woman, who never loses her temper. Morgan le Fay says there are only two things one must know about Nyneve: “That she loves Arthur. And that she lives to prove Merlin wrong, even now that she has put him away” (24). Nyneve does indeed love Arthur, but not in the way Morgan implies when she says Nyneve would have liked to marry him. She is devoted to her husband Pelleas, and when his quest for the Grail takes him far from her she wastes away. 

Nyneve likes Mordred, and feels he can choose his own path in life. Her optimism eventually proves unfounded, but at least she has done her best to fight Mordred and Arthur’s fate. Her kindness is one of the things Mordred really appreciates in life, and her trust in him is part of the reason for him to want to avoid his fate. Nyneve’s death is partly responsible for his loss of faith. Because it was Mordred himself who freed Merlin, Nyneve’s would-be killer, he feels guilty and responsible for her death. This affects him deeply, especially because his intentions in freeing Merlin were good. In trying to do good, he caused the death of one he loved dearly, and this is a foreshadowing of how he will eventually kill Arthur, even if he tries to do good. 

4.6.2 – Merlin

Merlin is first introduced to us through Nyneve’s words. She does not think very highly of him, as she tells Mordred when she explains her view on Merlin’s prophecy:

... you must understand that everything about your life depends on Merlin, on whether to believe him. And what you must understand about Merlin is that he began as a prophet, but he became a mere trickster, and he ended as a fool. (40)

Merlin was the one who told Arthur to kill the newborn babies, and he is the one who predicts that Mordred will destroy Arthur. Nyneve even says that Merlin is the one who put the fate upon Arthur, rather than just foreseeing it, but it is impossible to determine whether this is the truth or just her version of things. Merlin has been locked away somewhere in Cornwall by Nyneve, but Mordred goes to find him after his rejection by Lynette. He finds a hawk, a merlin, harping on the bars of the cage in which it is held captive. Touched by the beauty of the music, he frees the bird. Merlin, freed from his cage, immediately flies away to take his revenge on Nyneve. He kills her by striking down Pelleas’ white falcon, which is imbued with part of her soul. Because of this, Nyneve dies, and so does Mordred’s dog Gull. Merlin then returns to Mordred. He has no human form anymore; the only power he has left is to fly as a hawk. Yet he is still powerful enough to show Mordred a vision of the day in which he will die at Arthur’s hands. Merlin tells him that this will take place in ten years time. For all that Nyneve calls him a charlatan, she is still unable to prevent the fate Merlin has predicted for Arthur and Mordred, and although she locks him away, he eventually finds a way out. 

4.6.3 – Morgan le Fay

Morgan le Fay is the main character in I Am Morgan Le Fay, the companion novel to I Am Mordred. In the latter novel, however, she is only a side-character. If Nyneve is the one who tries to help Mordred avoid his fate, Morgan le Fay is the one who wants to rush him towards it. Yet although she tries to convince Mordred to make an attempt to seize the throne, and although he is terrified of her power, in retrospect he does not see her as an evil woman: “Folk said she was wicked. Assuredly she did wicked things. But I think now that she was not evil, but a bold-hearted woman bitter because there was no place for her” (21). Morgan is indeed bold-hearted, and very much alive, especially contrasted with her subdued and silent sister Morgause:

Yet she wore her hair in a gold net instead of a white linen wimple like Morgause’s. Instead of Morgause’s sober blue, Morgan wore a wine-red gown edged with gold.

Morgan le Fay’s eyes glittered with life. Morgause stood like a dead person next to her. (22)
Nyneve understands Morgan very well, although she does counter Morgan’s actions several times. She herself knows what it is like to be born a woman and to be powerless in a world ruled by men:

She said, “I have told you it is a hard thing to be a woman. Morgan le Fay is one who could have been our blessed liege King Morgan had she only been born a man.”

“And I could have been an eagle to fly away from here had I only been born with wings.”

Nyneve sat up and scowled at me. “You of all men should understand. You have felt yourself to be a chattel of your so-called fate; is not a woman a chattel of her low estate? Morgan le Fay rules her lands as ably as any lord in the realm, but King Arthur will not title her or admit her to his council.” (134)
Morgan makes no secret of her wishes and desires. She admits freely to king Lothe that she hates Arthur and should like to bring him down, and she openly offers Mordred her assistance in seizing the throne. She is a plump, lively woman who savours good food, but she is also subtle and sees right through Mordred’s facade to what he really feels:

“Ah,” said Morgan Le Fay, “fate would find a way. But as it happens, the son hates the father.” My body clenched, and I would not let her look into my eyes...

“He is your brother,” I whispered. “Why do you wish him ill?”

“Like you, I have reason.” She looked at me levelly, like a comrade. “Mordred, you are not alone.”

My heart lurched, for of all things about being who I was, that was the one I found hardest to bear: feeling so much alone. (115)
Despite the way she works on Mordred, he still manages to break free from her. Nyneve has to help him with this, but it is to his credit that he still wants to escape while Morgan is trying so hard to bring him under her sway. In his mental battle with Morgan, Mordred shows himself to be strong-willed and determined, even if this determination wavers later in the story. He shows convincingly that he really does not want to kill Arthur or usurp his father’s kingdom, and this makes him appear much more positive than he would have been without this episode in the story.

4.7 – First person perspective

Like in The Winter Prince, there is some difference between Mordred as narrator and Mordred as character. Because Mordred tells the story from a point in time after the final battle, he has more insight in things than he did at the time when the events he relates actually took place. Especially in the beginning of the story, when he tells the reader about his own youth, he sometimes comments on his own actions and thoughts. He is aware of the fact that he is not always honest to himself, especially when it comes to his feelings about his father:

We sat in silence as I tried to think why he might be there and as my heart struggled with the clashing emotions I always felt in his presence, the yearning and resentment.

No. I lie. I do not like to say truly what my feelings were: love and hatred. I did not care to use those words then – but how I loved him, my great-hearted King, because he smiled on me, and how I hated him because he would do anything for me, anything, except embrace me as his son. (90)

Because the narrator Mordred is wiser than the character Mordred, his account of events seems reasonably objective. Apart from his own feelings about Arthur, which the narrator recognises for what they are even if the character does not, there is no indication that the account of events given by Mordred is twisted. The reason for this is that the novel focuses more on action rather than on character development. 

4.8 – Conclusion

I Am Mordred is a fairly one-dimensional novel. Although it is certainly entertaining to read, there is not nearly as much focus on character development as can be found in The Wicked Day and The Winter Prince. Whereas The Wicked Day relied on explicit characterisation and The Winter Prince used foils and dialogues to nuance Medraut’s character, I Am Mordred focuses mostly on action and on the story. This presents the reader with a Mordred who is a somewhat flat character, and who does not develop overly much throughout the story. It is his actions that tell us most about what kind of a person he is. In this light it is interesting that Springer’s most prominent way of making him appear positive, is by having circumstances work against him. While in The Winter Prince Medraut was contrasted favourably with certain other characters so that he appeared to be a better person, in I Am Mordred it is the workings of fate that give Springer a way to explain that Mordred is not evil. Because of the self-fulfilling prophecy, he cannot avoid his fate and he is absolutely unable to stop himself from killing Arthur. This presents Mordred more as a victim of circumstances, someone to be pitied and someone who pities himself, than as the more fleshed out characters we saw in Stewart and Wein’s novels. Several episodes in the story, such as Mordred’s quest to find a way around the prophecy and his mental battle against Morgan le Fay, convince the reader that he really does mean well and has no desire to kill his father, although the almost easy way in which he eventually gives himself over to fate detracts substantially from this image.

Chapter 5 – Conclusion

Changing perspectives

In the Middle Ages, the portrayal of Mordred was mostly that of a villain. Although there are Welsh texts in which he is simply one of Arthur’s knights, most medieval texts present him as a villainous and treacherous man, who not only usurps his father’s kingdom but also attempts to marry his father’s wife. Added to this is the double crime of patricide and regicide. Although he is hardly ever completely evil (he is often brave, or a good tactician, and in the alliterative Morte Arthure he grieves for Gawain), he is nevertheless always a villain. Despite the fact that his characterisation is sometimes nuanced, medieval authors never really look into his motives or attempt to explain his actions. The one notable exception to this is the Scottish chronicle tradition, where Mordred is presented as the true heir to the kingdom of Britain. However, this tradition is rather badly known and as such has not found its way into popular modern fiction. The most important picture of Mordred that surfaces from a survey of medieval texts shows him as the bad guy in the legend, as the cancer at the heart of the kingdom that finally destroys all that is fair and good. Although there are always other causes for this destruction of the kingdom as well (such as Guinevere’s affair with Lancelot, or the clan feud between the Orkney and Breton fractions at Arthur’s court), Mordred’s treachery is always there as one of the most important reasons for the fall of Arthur’s realm. 

In modern novels, Mordred sometimes receives a different kind of attention. Although there certainly are novels where he is the villain and where his malice and wickedness bring the kingdom to ruin, there is also a tendency to portray him in a more sympathetic manner. It is impossible to give a definitive reason as to why modern writers take this approach to the character, but some careful suggestions can be made. Because nowadays novels focus more on character development and psychological issues than on heroic deeds and detailed descriptions of jousts or battles, more attention can be given to the motives and thoughts of the characters. It can be assumed that pictures of villains who are completely evil and black-hearted are less convincing to a modern audience than they would have been to a Medieval one. While such dark villains still make frequent appearances in popular culture (especially in action movies or comics), they can easily be perceived as unrealistic and flat in a novel where other main characters are presented in a more nuanced and subtle way. This means that, even in those novels where Mordred is presented as someone who willingly destroys the kingdom, he will usually receive more in-depth attention and characterisation than in the Middle Ages. A good example of this is In Winter’s Shadow by Gillian Bradshaw: although this author portrays her Medraut as a decidedly unpleasant character, she also takes care to show that he was not always like this. Gwalchmei (Gawain) remembers his half-brother as a happy, carefree child, and Medraut himself shows heartfelt grief over Gwalchmei’s death. In Marion Zimmer Bradley’s The Mists of Avalon we see a Mordred who is presented as a detailed and rounded, although certainly not a pleasant, character. 

Apart from this tendency to pay more attention to characters and their psychology in the re-writing of Arthurian material, a tendency to write original and different versions of the old legends can also be observed. Many writers are content to rework the Medieval material without specifically looking for new viewpoints and ideas, but stories written in the 20th or 21st century will always be different from stories written in the Middle Ages because of the different social and cultural climate and the different audience for which they are written. Beside this, modern novelists are expected to present their readers with at least some measure of originality, and they must therefore take care to make their version of the story different from other, previous, retellings of the legend. There are of course numerous ways to re-work an old story in a different way, such as giving it a different focus or perspective. Mark Twain re-told the story from the perspective of a nineteenth-century American who was accidentally transported to Camelot. Marion Bradley chose to portray the feminine side of the story, by focusing on the women who often play their parts ‘behind the scenes’. Bernard Cornwell’s version of the legend is narrated by a soldier in Arthur’s army. Several other writers choose to make Mordred the focus of their story. Focusing on Mordred, the incestuous son of King Arthur, who usurps a kingdom and kills his own father in the end, certainly presents readers with a different take on a familiar story, but it also presents the writers with certain problems. Although it is an option to keep Mordred in his traditional negative role, this is not one many writers choose to employ. Rather, they attempt to turn this inherently negative character into a sympathetic and believable protagonist for their stories. The object of this research was to determine the strategies they used to achieve this, and some conclusions may be drawn from the literary analyses of the three specific novels which were presented in the previous chapters.

Narrative techniques

One of the easiest ways to make a traditionally evil character appear in a positive role, is to leave out as much as possible of the negative characterisation. In the medieval texts many episodes are present that give a very unpleasant impression of Mordred, yet are not essential to the main plot. Beside this, Malory (the main source for both Stewart and Springer) makes frequent remarks on how evil Mordred is. For a modern writer who wishes to make Mordred appear as an agreeable person, it is convenient to leave these episodes and remarks out of their story, and to replace them with episodes and comments that emphasise his positive character traits. Stewart tells her story from the viewpoint of an omniscient narrator, and this narrator makes frequent comments on how calm, self-contained and level-headed Mordred is. Apart from this explicit characterisation, a selective use of source material is employed by all three of the authors. They take the traditional material, and re-work it in their own way, selecting those episodes and characters that best fit their idea of the story. Stewart and Springer both create new, different versions out of the main elements of the Arthurian legend, and Wein’s story is completely different from the medieval source material. Although her Mordred does selfish and cruel things, these are different from the crimes he commits in the stories dating back to the Middle Ages. Nevertheless, Wein makes some brief references to her version of the traditional story in the first chapter of A Coalition of Lions. There she makes Goewin, Medraut’s half-sister, explain a different version of the battle of Camlan. Although Medraut did kill Arthur, this was because Arthur was mortally wounded, and as such it was an act of kindness rather than wickedness. 

In The Wicked Day and I Am Mordred, there is a prophecy that states that it is Mordred’s destiny to kill Arthur. Throughout these two novels, it slowly becomes evident that Mordred has no choice: although he valiantly battles his destiny and desperately tries to find ways to turn it away, he is eventually unable to do so. This determinist view on Mordred’s life takes some of the blame away from him: if he is really destined to do these things, there is no way for him to avoid them, and therefore it is not really his fault that he makes these mistakes. He cannot help it, for no matter how hard he tries to find a way around this prophecy, it will nevertheless come true. Like Oedipus, Mordred is caught in the web of fate, and there is no way for him to avoid his destiny. In I Am Mordred, Nancy Springer even makes it a self-fulfilling prophecy: only because this prophecy was spoken did Arthur try to kill his son. And only because Arthur tried to kill him does Mordred hate his father so much. Beside this, the prophecy itself bothers Mordred so much that he eventually tries to save what is left of his soul, because he can no longer bear the knowledge that he will kill his father. In this novel, it is therefore the prophecy that causes Mordred to become who he is, rather than some flaw in his character. The prophecy that Mordred will kill Arthur is already present in the French Vulgate Cycle, but the way it is used in these novels (and especially in I Am Mordred) to somewhat soften Mordred’s crimes is new and original. 

Both The Winter Prince and I Am Mordred are written from the first person perspective, so that Mordred is the narrator-focaliser. Because it is Mordred himself who tells the story, it is possible for the writer to give a somewhat subjective account of the events described in the story. Mordred may present himself as a better character than he actually is and the audience will be none the wiser. Although there is not much evidence of the use of this technique by either Wein or Springer, it is a common technique in stories that are written from the first person perspective. Both Wein and Springer use a narrator who tells the story from a retrospective point of view and is more objective than the character Mordred, yet this does not automatically mean that this narrator is unprejudiced. Although his unreliability never interferes with the reader’s perception of events, the fact that these novels are written from the first person perspective certainly gives the authors a valuable tool to make Mordred more understandable. Because he is given a chance to explain his own actions and thoughts, the author can present us with a Mordred whose train of thought is easy to follow and convincing. Wein especially succeeds well in making her Mordred believably sympathetic and his actions understandable, even though these actions in themselves would be condemnable without the given explanations. 

Apart from offering an explanation for the bad things Mordred does, or by making it clear that fate is at work here and he simply has no choice, there is another way to work around the crimes which he commits in the medieval stories: an author can attribute them to somebody else, or create another character who causes Mordred to make mistakes through his or her bad influence. All three authors discussed in this thesis employ this technique. Stewart makes Gawain and Gaheris responsible for many bad things in the kingdom, has duke Constantine write a letter full of lies which misleads Arthur, and has Morgause trying to use Mordred for her own ends. Gawain and Gaheris are fairly positive characters throughout the Middle Ages, and although Morgause is sometimes somewhat negative, she never receives such dark treatment as she does here. Not only does this way of portraying these characters enable Stewart to put the blame for many bad things that happen on others than Mordred, but they also serve as foils against whose rashness and selfishness Mordred’s calm and intelligence seem all the more pronounced. Wein also creates a very selfish and conniving Morgause (as seen through Mordred’s eyes), and she gives Lleu and even Arthos some unpleasant characteristics that make it seem less evil and more justified that Mordred decides to act against them. Springer has made Morgan le Fay into a character who tries to influence Mordred in a negative manner, and although she is unable to do so, there is another character whose actions give Mordred some reason for acting the way he does, and this is Merlin. Because Merlin kills Nyneve, Mordred becomes yet more disillusioned than he already was, and therefore his final desperate actions seem more deluded than evil. 

It must be noted that Arthur, although it becomes clear that he has certain faults, is never blackened in the same way as Morgause or Gaheris by any of the three authors discussed here. None of them has chosen to follow the Scottish tradition and make Arthur a villain and Mordred a hero. There is a chance that they were unaware of the existence of this tradition, but it is also likely that they would not have followed it even if they had been aware of it. Although these writers all create a humanised Arthur, who has faults as well as virtues, completely blackening Arthur and turning him into a villain is probably too great a change from the traditional Arthurian material. Although this change has been made occasionally, for instance in a role-playing game where the player can assume the role of one of Mordred’s companions who have to save the land from an evil King Arthur, 
 it is certainly not very common. 

Further research

Within the scope of this research, it was impossible to conduct extensive research on a subject as wide as ‘Mordred in modern literature’, so a selection had to be made. Looking at only three novels, but looking at those in detail, gave some interesting information about one particular way of portraying Mordred (namely as a positive character), and about the ways in which writers achieve this portrayal. However, there are many questions which could not be taken into account during the writing of this thesis. Why is is that it seem to be mostly women who show an interest in using Mordred as their main character? How do writers who portray Mordred in a negative manner describe his relationship with other characters? What reasons do they give for his negative behaviour? Is he in league with other villainous characters, or does he work on his own? Does he fight openly against Arthur, or does he work in subtle ways? It would also be interesting to look at novels which portray Mordred in a somewhat more positive way, even if he is not the main character. What ways do the authors of these novels find to excuse Mordred’s crimes? And how does this effect the portrayal of their other characters? Apart from this textual approach, it would be interesting to look at sociological and cultural influences. Why is Arthurian literature going through such a revival? Why has the attention of authors and readers shifted from the chivalric heroes of the Middle Ages to the more humanised portrayal of characters in our time? Why is there such an interest in realistic portrayals of villains these days? These questions, and many more, deserve to be considered at greater length, but unfortunately that does not fall within the possibilities of this thesis. However, the research conducted in this thesis has given me greater insight in the sympathetic portrayal of a traditionally evil character and the ways in which such a sympathetic portrayal can be achieved. 
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