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Abstract

In contemporary Western culture, debates over values,
beliefs, and the institutions that embody them occur in
various contexts, including popular novels. Acknowledgement
of the cultural work performed by popular fiction is often
overshadowed, however, by dismissals of it as escapist or
conservative. This thesis studies the way popular fiction--
specifically four rewritings of the Arthurian legend--
explores, reflects, and contributes to contemporary North
American and British societies’s engagement with feminism as
a social and political movement. While it builds upon the
observations of many critics of Arthurian literature and
popular fiction, this thesis emphasizes the feminist
cultural work of these texts. I argue that we should not
dismiss the positive contributions to feminism made by these
texts because of their other, more conservative, elements.

The introduction establishes the parameters of this
study. It discusses theoretical issues surrounding popular
fiction, feminism, and readership, using theorists such as
Pierre Bourdieu, John Fiske, Rita Felski, and Mary Louise
Pratt. It also discusses the prevalence of the Arthurian
legend in contemporary society and exam%nes its development
in medieval literature. These discussions provide the
framework for the examination, in later chapters, of the
Arthurian rewritings of Mary Stewart, Gillian Bradshaw,
Marion Zimmer Bradley and Fay Sampson. These novels are

discussed according to three general types of strategies.



The first chapter explores the ways in which female
characters are represented in these texts; while many of the
traditional witch-figures of the legend are revalued, role
affects characterization, so that villains tend to remain
stereotypes. The second chapter focusses on the roles of
female protagonists in the novels, and on the importance of
communities of women to the depiction of women’s roles. The
third chapter examines the use of binary structures; it also
discusses the use of multiple narrators or focalizing
agents. The conclusion widens the discussion to consider
briefly other texts which exhibit similar strategies, and
considers the limitations and benefits of popular fiction’s

engagement with feminist ideas.
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INTRODUCTION

What we use we must remake. . . . The myths we imagine
we are living (old westerns, true romances) shape our
choices.

Marge Piercy, To Be of Use, 72

In our culture, myths circulate, at least in part,
through popular fiction. The masses of colourfully jacketed
novels represent in their pages millions of details of our
society, reinscribing certain behaviours or social relation-
ships as normal, challenging other behaviours, other
relationships. Our debates over values, beliefs, and the
institutions that embody them occur in various political,
educational, religious and cultural contexts; they also
occur between these bright, dramatic covers. This thesis
studies the way popular fiction--specifically four
rewritings of the Arthurian legend'--explores, reflects, and
contributes to contemporary North American and British
societies’ engagement with feminism as a social and
political movement. To do such a study, however, requires
the definition of several concepts. This introduction,
therefore, establishes the parameters of this study through
discussions of theoretical issues surrounding popular
fiction, feminism, and readership, as well as through
discussions of the Arthurian legend in its contemporary
manifestations and as it developed in medieval literature.
These discussions provide the framework for the examination,
in later chapters, of the Arthurian rewritings of Mary
Stewart, Gillian Bradshaw, Marion Zimmer Bradley and Fay
Sampson.

Popular Fiction

The term "popular fiction" needs to be defined because
the adjective "popular" appears in our culture in various
contexts, and, as Jean Radford points out, it has therefore
"accumulated a number of contradictory senses of both a
positive and negative kind" (3). On the one hand, "popular"
is used positively to describe culture produced and
circulated by the working class. On the other hand,
"popular" is used pejoratively to describe products created
by a capitalist industry.? Neither of these meanings
adequately defines "popular" for my purposes; the first
excludes the mass-market fiction to which my sample texts
belong, and the second abhors such fiction as "imposed mass
culture produced and distributed by commercial apparatuses

over which ‘the people,’ . . . have no control and which
offer them no creative, productive involvement" (Bennett
16) . Furthermore, as John Fiske argues, such definitions

are based on "two romantic fantasies" (Reading 4): the



first idealizes "a folk art in which all members of the
tribe participate equally in producing and circulating their
culture" (4-5); the second, in scorning "mass" culture,
idealizes "the penniless artist, dedicated only to the
purity and aesthetic transcendence of . . . art" (4). These
fantasies create models where cultural production is
separable from economics; as a result, they do not describe
our society (Fiske, Reading 5). These definitions are also
inadequate because they rely on a vague notion of who the
people are,® and, in the second case, because they make
moral judgements on the people’s tastes. As Stuart Hall
observes, "the notion of the people as . . . purely passive,
- - . is a deeply unsocialist perspective" (232);
denigrating popular-defined-as-mass culture dismisses the
choices most people make in entertainment.

Another possible definition uses what Stuart Hall
labels "the most commonsense meaning: the things which are
said to be 'popular’ because masses of people listen to
them, buy them, read them, consume them and seem to enjoy
them to the full" (231). This "’'market’ or commercial
definition" (Hall 231) contains its own contradictions,
however. We all have a general idea of the type of fiction
to qualify as "popular" under this definition, but how do
individual books fit into it? How many copies sold of
particular novels indicate that "masses of people .
[have] read them" (Hall 231)? And does this mean that a
book does not belong in the category of popular fiction when
it first arrives in bookstores, only fitting into that
category later after a certain number of copies have been
sold? Obviously audience reaction alone does not adequately
define popular fiction for my study; rather I shall consider
how the cultural institutions market their products, and how
the institutions themselves are situated within our culture.
As Peter Humm, Paul Stigant and Peter Widdowson argue, '"one
characteristic of ’popular’ fiction must be that its
relationship to the market, its place in the socio-economic
relations of production is different from that of ’non-
popular’ fiction" (8, emphasis in original).

Pierre Bourdieu’s discussions of literature in "The
Field of Cultural Production, or: The Economic World
Reversed" and in "The Production of Belief: Contribution to
an Economy of Symbolic Goods" help clarify what is
"different" about the production of popular fiction. In the
first article, Bourdieu theorizes a field of class
relations; at the dominant end of this field lies "the field
of power" (37), which Randal Johnson interprets as
consisting of "the ruling classes" (14).° Within this
smaller field, in "a dominated position (at the negative
pole)" (Bourdieu, "Field" 38, emphasis in original), lies
what Bourdieu calls "the literary or artistic field" (29) or
"the field of cultural production" (29). Despite its
location in the field of power, the field of cultural



production exists in "relative autonomy with respect to it,
especially as regards its economic and political principles
of hierarchization" (37-38). This means that economic
capital does not necessarily determine success within the
literary sub-field.
Bourdieu bases his analysis of the cultural field,
therefore, on the belief that "the interests and resources
at stake in fields are not always material" (Johnson 7).
Agents within the field of cultural production may instead
compete for other kinds of capital, which may be represented
as fame, honour, or cultural consecration. Furthermore,
possession of economic capital may prohibit consecration in
this field; because of its autonomy in the field of power,
the field of cultural production can invert
all ordinary economies: that of business (it
excludes the pursuit of profit and does not
guarantee any sort of correspondence between
investments and monetary gains), that of power (it
condemns honours and temporal greatness), and even
that of institutionalized cultural authority.
(Bourdieu 39)

As with Fiske’s image of the penniless artist (Reading 4),

this is art produced for an audience of other, like-minded

producers.

Not all art or literature is produced for such a small,
exclusive audience, however, and this is where popular
fiction appears in Bourdieu’s schema. In "The Production of
Belief, " Bourdieu identifies an opposition in the field of
cultural production "between small-scale and large-scale

('commercial’) production" (82). The sub-field of small-
scale production depends substantially "on symbolic capital
and . . . is marked positively" (Johnson 16) in the literary

or artistic field; it tends to direct its products toward a
smaller audience whose members have more education and
higher social position, and who thereby possess greater
"cultural competence" (Johnson 24). 1In contrast, the sub-
field of large-scale production depends much more on
economic capital and "the broadest possible audience"
(Johnson 16). However, these two categories are not static;
the field of cultural production is always a site of
struggle as the two sub-fields continually compete to
determine the criteria of value.

This division of the literary and artistic field into
two sub-fields provides the possibility of a different
definition of "popular" based on the characteristics of the
field of large-scale production. These include "the primacy
of marketing, audience, sales and success measured
quantitatively," "immediate, temporary success of
bestsellers," and "production which secures success and the
corresponding profits by adjusting to a pre-existing demand"
(Bourdieu, "Production" 82). Bourdieu’s analysis thus
suggests that the type of publisher and that publisher’s



position in the cultural field defines what is "popular"
fiction.

In "The Production of Belief," Bourdieu examines two
publishing houses to find the differences between a
"commercial" firm and a "cultural firm" (97). He states:

A firm is that much closer to the ‘commercial’
pole (and, conversely, that much further from the
‘cultural’ pole), the more directly and completely
the products it offers corresponds to a pre-
existent demand, i.e. to pre-existent interests in
pre-established forms. (97)
Such "pre-established forms" include genre or category
fiction, whose formats are well-known and expected by their
audiences; in the publishing industry, as David G. Hartwell
explains, "[a] category is a response to a specific audience
demand" (222). Large-scale firms use "marketing circuits
and presentational devices (eye-catching dustjackets,
advertising, public relations etc.)" (Bourdieu, "Production"
97) to ensure that consumers recognize books belonging to
their preferred categories; this helps to guarantee sales
and a return on the publisher’s investment (Bourdieu,
"Production" 97). Bourdieu also analyzes companies’ numbers
of employees, of new titles published, and of bestsellers
produced, as well as the size of the sales department and
the "expenditure on advertising and public relations" (99).
Commercial firms have much higher numbers in all of these
categories; as well, their need for "safe investment" often
leads to the publication of "famous names" (99).

Consequently, popular fiction, as I will be using the
term, indicates works produced in this sub-field of large-
scale production, promoted by large publishing firms, and
marketed with the intent to reach a wide audience. This
definition comes close to the culture-industry definition
quoted earlier, but it lacks the pejorative implications of
the idea of "imposed mass culture" (Bennett 16) for two
reasons. First, Bourdieu focusses on economic relations
rather than questions of literary value as he traces power
and influence between institutions with different cultural
roles. Second, while large publishing companies may try to
"impose" their cultural offerings, Bourdieu’s analysis
reveals that their attempts to do so are not necessarily
successful. For example, authors with many previous
bestsellers may lose their following as other authors become
recognized; the field is always a site of struggle and
audience reaction affects those struggles, either through
the actual sales of individual books, or through audience
members becoming producers of popular fiction themselves.S
Fiske, when discussing all consumer goods, emphasizes the
effect of people’s reactions to products:

The cultural industries, by which I mean all
industries, have to produce a repertoire of
products from which the people choose. And choose



they do; . . . despite all the pressures, it is

the people who finally choose which commodities

they will use in their culture. (Reading 5)
Emphasizing the production of a work within specific
cultural institutions also avoids a strictly sales-oriented
notion of "popular": a novel, paradoxically, can still be
popular fiction even if its sales are limited, though it is
not economically successful popular fiction. Later T will
discuss the various types of popularity and capital of the
Arthurian novels I have chosen as examples of popular
fiction for this study.

Feminism

"Feminism," like "popular," has acquired differing
meanings. Judith Grant, in Fundamental Feminism:
Contesting the Core Concepts of Feminist Theo . presents
the current situation in feminist theory with this

statement: "The orthodoxy goes like this: There is no one
feminist theory. Rather, feminist theory is multicentered
and undefinable" (1). Grant cites liberal, radical,

psychoanalytic, Freudian, Marxist, socialist, cultural, and
postmodernist (1-3) as some of the types of feminism. Each
of these derives from different perspectives on the causes
of women’s subordination and on the best ways to correct
them. For the purposes of this thesis, I will present the
definition of feminism which I find most useful and give
some reasons for its usefulness.

In trying to define feminism, I have found Rita
Felski’s arguments particularly persuasive. Felski adopts
"Alison Jaggar’s formulation, which defines as feminist all
those forms of theory and practice that seek, no matter on
what grounds or by what means, to end the subordination of
women" (Felski 13).° Both Felski and Jaggar recognize that
this is an inclusive definition, and that is why I shall
also adopt it; it allows consideration of a variety of
approaches to analysing women’s place in contemporary
society. This inclusiveness is important when discussing
the intersection of popular fiction and feminism. Popular
fiction, as I have defined it, is produced by large-scale
publishers and marketed to a large audience in the hope of
appealing to large numbers of readers; feminist discourses
informing these texts must also be those perceived to be
relevant to a wide range of people.

A definition of feminism which has more criteria (and
is thus less inclusive) tends to exclude much popular
fiction, for many writers of popular fiction challenge
generic formulas in some ways, by using a female
protagonist, for example, only to reinscribe other
conventions, such as narrative unity. As a result, some
critics believe "that mass-produced art forms . . . are
ideologically conservative in the sense that they restore at



least temporarily the claims of presently existing
institutions" (Radway 221).7 Anne Cranny-Francis, in
Feminist Fiction: Feminist Uses of Generic Fiction, admits
that writers can express "oppositional views" while using
conventional narrative forms, but she "suspects that these
views are effectively subsumed by the conservatism that
colours the text as a whole" (1). The criticism of texts
which, to some extent, work within the system originates in
a belief that the only meaningful resistance to ideology is
radical resistance. Texts that are less than radical, that
maintain some conventions while challenging others, are
believed "to strengthen the system and to delay any radical
change in it" (Fiske, Reading 11). To people who believe
this, popular fiction is a safety-valve, useful for
containing radical ideas.

However, I would argue that expressions of
"oppositional views" play a vital role in our society.
Writers and readers use them to imagine alternative social
relations in a context which is non-threatening because of
the generic or narrative conventions which remain familiar.
Such alternative visions highlight certain assumptions made
by our society, about gender for example, or about the
"natural" way of storytelling. For some writers and
readers, the tension within popular fiction between old
conventions and new ideas may mirror inner struggles to re-
evaluate personal beliefs in the wake of such radical ideas
as feminism. Thus, popular fiction, like popular culture
generally, can cause "political gains in the specificity of
everyday life" (Fiske, Reading 11). Fiske suggests that
such gains "are progressive rather than radical" (Reading
11), but that does not diminish their importance. Gains in
individuals’ power at the "micro level" work against the
system from within. Because I believe in the potential
progressive effects of popular fiction, I, like Felski,
define feminist literature as "all those texts that reveal a
critical awareness of women’s subordinate position and of
gender as a problematic category, however this is expressed"
(Felski 14).° 1In order to analyze popular fiction, I will
examine three possible strategies for presenting feminist
"oppositional views" in otherwise conventional popular
fiction.

The first two strategies I discuss require focus on
characterization, so I will elaborate here my reasons for
including both of them. The first strategy, discussed in
the chapter "Images of Women," involves the representation
of female characters in ways that challenge social and
literary stereotypes of women and their roles in society.?
The second strategy, discussed in the chapter "Women as
Protagonists," makes female characters the centre of the
story being told, often by using these protagonists as
harrators to present the story from a woman’s point of view.
Not all feminists agree on the political efficacy of



changing representations of women and portraying them as
protagonists; French feminism, to give one example, chooses
language as a site for analyzing political resistance in
texts. However, the historical context of these novels
demands consideration of characterization. Even though all
the novels I study are "contemporary," those published in
the 1970s and early 1980s are products of a somewhat
different historical period, one characterized by liberal
feminist analysis of representations of women. Furthermore,
examination of characterization and women’s experience as
represented in popular fiction is crucial if we are to
understand the way such texts engage in political debates.

The texts that I examine were published between 1970
and 1992, and three of the four authors wrote their novels
before 1983. This time period witnessed the emergence of
the Women’s Liberation Movement, or what Felski calls "the
recent cultural phenomenon of women’s explicit self-
identification as an oppressed group" (1). 1In its
beginnings in the mid-1960s and throughout the 1970s, North
American and British feminism primarily investigated the
ways women were portrayed by and treated in society, and
attempted to recover or promote the telling of women’s
stories. For example, feminists linked cultural
stereotypes of women’'s abilities and proper work to the
predominence of women in lower-paying jobs, and, by
emphasizing personal experience, were able to address
publicly the problem of wife-battering. This process of
growing feminist awareness resulted in the establishment of
several organizations during this period.!? In the United
States, the National Organization for Women, "the largest,
most visible and most broadly-based feminist organization"
(Tuttle 218) appeared in 1966 and campaigned in the attempt
to pass the Equal Rights Amendment in the late 1970s and
early 1980s. In Britain, the first National Women’s
Liberation Conference was held in 1970 (Tuttle 221);
Britain’s first shelter for battered women was established a
year later. MS, an American magazine, was begun in 1972 "as
a way of spreading word of the Women’s Liberation Movement
to non-political women" (Tuttle 210), a project it continues
to pursue in the 1990s. Other feminist publishing
enterprises appeared on both sides of the Atlantic during
the 1970s: The Feminist Press in the United States in 1970
was created to recover "the lost heritage of women’s words,
lives and history" (Tuttle 109); The Women'’s Press in
Toronto appeared in 1970 as well (Tuttle 363); in Britain a
publisher of the same name appeared in 1977 in connection
with the Women’s Liberation Movement (Tuttle 363); Virago, a
British feminist publishing imprint, was founded in 1975
(Tuttle 335). On the academic front, many institutions
established women’s studies programs during the 1970s and
1980s (Felski 13). Also during this time, the following
works of feminist literary criticism appeared: Kate



Millett’s Sexual Politics (1970), Susan Koppelman
Cornillon’s Images of Women In Fiction (1972), Ellen Moers’s
Literary Women (1976), and Elaine Showalter’s A Literature
of Their Own (1977). All these texts show their authors’
concerns with representations of women in fiction and
society, and with recovering women’s experiences by
recovering women’s literature from the past. Consequently,
critical evaluation of the characterization of women (in
society or in fiction) and celebration of women’'s points of
view make up part of the social context surrounding the
production of the popular novels I study, and thus my study
must examine the way these novels become involved in the
debates over women’s place in society as they were framed at
the time.?

Furthermore, the fact that these are works of popular
fiction means that they need to be accessible to a wide
market. Feminist strategies that do not deconstruct all
generic and narrative conventions are most likely to be
found in popular fiction, because of this need for
accessibility; challenging stereotypical representations of
female characters, and presenting a woman as a protagonist
of her own story can leave many other conventions intact.
Feminist texts that radically subvert language and narrative
are apt to be published as something other than popular
fiction.

Subverting linguistic, narrative and generic
conventions does allow exploration of the relationship
between power, knowledge, language, and ideology; however,
it also raises questions of political efficacy. Stressing
language as gendered leads, in various French feminist
theorists for example, to a search for a feminine language,
but as Felski argues, these explorations can reinforce
traditional stereotypes of women: "feminine writing is
‘that which cannot be defined,’ in other words the same old
equation of the feminine with the negative, mysterious,
unknown" (43). Furthermore, subversion of language is only
metaphorically feminine, since

linguistic playfulness and nonlinear syntax are in
no sense unique or specific to women but are
indicative of a more general cultural shift away
from analytical and discursive modes and a
blurring of the distinction between literature and
theory which marks a range of contemporary
critical and meta-critical discourses. (Felski 37-
38)
In addition, as Toril Moi observes, focus on language often
ignores the "material factors" of women’s lives: "the
actual inequities, deprivations and violence that women, as
social beings . . . must constantly suffer" (123). Thus,
such texts leave the question of contemporary social action
aside. By rejecting "the social and political realm as
repressive and ’‘phallocentric’" (Felski 40), writers
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criticize aspects of existing institutions and the hegemony
of our society, but they also "reaffirm . . . women'’s
traditionally marginalized role" in those institutions
(Felski 40).

French feminist writers, however, are not the only ones
to subvert linguistic, narrative, and generic conventions.
Anne Cranny-Francis discusses the subversive strategies of
feminist writers who transform "generic texts." She remarks
that

this [transformation] can be costly. The
readership may find a heavily transformed text
unreadable, no longer recognisable as a member of
the generic family from which it developed. . . .
[Tlhe consequences may be a loss of readership.
(19-20)
Cranny-Francis’ own definition of what feminist fiction
should be valorizes texts which are "heavily transformed"
(19); other kinds of texts, ones where male and female roles
are simply reversed for example, she sees as being "too
easily appropriated as the role is preserved; . . . its
masculine gender coding is barely threatened" (84).
However, she also acknowledges that some compromise between
feminist transformation and generic conventions may result
in larger audiences. In her discussion of Anne McCaffrey’'s
novels, for example, Cranny-Francis suggests that the main
character "becomes effectively an honorary man®" (70) in that
"the victory is for a girl who makes herself look and act as
nearly as possible like a boy" (71). Cranny-Francis
concludes that the novels "challengle] the reader’s
acceptance of conservative ideological discourses, rather
than completely deconstructing them" (71). She goes on to
ponder the value of that challenge:
Unlike the other texts discussed, ..
McCaffrey’s novels are best-sellers and it is
useful to consider whether her less radical
political stance, which is obviously a factor in
her success, her texts being less problematic for
(conservative) readers, is a useful compromise
given the size of the audience she therefore
reaches. (71)
As I have argued previously in defining feminist literature,
I believe that progressive (rather than radical) texts are
useful. More importantly, these less radical texts make up
more of the popular fiction published, and more of the
fiction read by most people. We need to be aware of the
uses such texts make of feminism.

So far I have argued that subversion of language,
genre, or narrative should not be taken as the ultimate
factor in determining whether a text is feminist. But why
should representations of character matter? Susan Koppelman
Cornillon suggests that readers "look . . . to literature,
and especially fiction, for answers, for models, for clues
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to the universal questions of who we are or might become"
(ix), and that if certain stereotypes predominate we are in
effect "alienated from ourselves" (ix). This suggests that
"we learn from lives" (Howe 255); literature, therefore,
does not just reflect life, it influences life. This view
of literature makes troubling assumptions, however. As
Toril Moi argues, assuming literature reflects life leads to
a problematic theoretical position where "writing is seen as
a more or less faithful reproduction of an external reality
to which we all have equal and unbiased access" (45,
emphasis in orginal). Emphasizing "authenticity" (Moi 47)
ignores "the basic facts of textual creativity" (Moi 45):
writers select only certain details to give the impression
of a "real" world populated by "real" characters. Moreover,
form and convention affect this selection process.

Thus, literature cannot reflect life in any simple way.
Yet many people, some writers among them,!® strongly believe
that there is a correspondence between art and life, and
that fiction can therefore influence "the ways in which
women learn to be women" (Howe 254). This does not mean
that readers simply mimic fictional characters, or even that
they believe such mimicking would be possible or desirable.
Nevertheless, literature provides "symbolic fictions by
means of which they [readers] make sense of experience"
(Felski 7). John Fiske uses the term "production of
relevance" to describe the process whereby people "make
popular sense out of popular social experience"
(Understanding 133). Fiske emphasizes that this process is
not a simple identification of text with material
experience, but a production of "relevances through which
the two can be made to interact and inform each other"
(Understanding 133). Fictional characters allow readers
positions to occupy in imagination, and occupying those
positions may lead the reader to question the differences
(or disturbing similarities) between fictional and real
social relations.

Fiction with female protagonists gives readers both
interesting positions to occupy in imagination and
potentially new perspectives on society. Some radical
feminists argue that such perspectives are the basis for
social change. For example, Catherine MacKinnon argues that
"to know the politics of woman’s situation is to know
women'’s personal lives. Feminism, on this level, is the
theory of women’s point of view" (120) because women’s
experiences are important in both defining oppressive social
structures and in imagining solutions to them.!® Felski
also argues that "a literature which articulates female
experience is a legitimate cultural need of an oppositional
movement . . . which has sought to give cultural prominence
to the depiction of women’s experience and interests" (7).
If reinterpretation of the world happens in stories of
women’s lives, it can happen whether the women are real or
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fictional. 1In fact, fictional characters offer advantages
to a writer, for fictional women, unlike real ones, do not
have to be subject to the gendered structures of our
society.?

Consequently, both the chapter on images of women and
that on female protagonists examine the way the novels
challenge traditional stereotypes. Such challenges may be
evident in the way female characters are not presented as
simply evil (or passive, or nagging, or angelic) just
because they are women; instead, the narratives give reasons
for actions, and show a complex of motivations.!® Some of
the novels also create new roles or perspectives for the
female protagonists. These chapters, therefore, analyze the
ways in which the novels exhibit an awareness of feminist
issues regarding representations of women, the ways in which
they try to present complex women, and the ways in which the
use of a woman as the protagonist of the narrative changes
the Arthurian story.

The third strategy, discussed in the chapter "Narrative
Techniques, " explores the relationship between structure and
feminist ideas. First, I examine the use of binary
oppositions as a structuring device of the conflicts in two
of the rewritings. Since fantasy tends to depend on a
fundamental opposition between good and evil for its
structure, and since feminist theorists often suggest that
structures based on binary oppositions reinforce cultural
values around the opposition "male" and "female," the use of
binaries would seem to be a situation where feminism and
popular fiction are at odds. My discussion, therefore,
analyzes the extent to which certain writers question such
binary structures even as they employ them. Second, I
examine the use of multiple perspectives in two of these
rewritings. Using several perspectives from which to tell
the story can promote feminist ideas; the conflicts and
similarities between these perspectives prevent any one of
them from becoming authoritative, while emphasizing the
biases which shape every narrative. My discussion
speculates on the effects of such a strateqgy on the usual
expectations created by popular fiction.

In discussing these strategies I do not claim that the
writers necessarily define themselves as feminists.!®
Instead, I will use the Arthurian popular fictions of four
women authors to examine the ways in which feminist ideas
have become part of a popular culture which writers explore
and sometimes question in their fictions. I will therefore
study the role of popular fiction in circulating, exploring,
and promoting these ideas. 1In addition, I will analyze the
effects of feminism upon the conventions of popular fiction.
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Theorizing the Reader

If popular fiction circulates feminist ideas, among
whom does this circulation take place? Literary critics
have become increasingly sensitive to theorizing the reader
when discussing the effects of literary works. The
difficulty is to allow for the multiple numbers of readers,
each with differing responses to any given text at any
moment in time, while at the same time being able to make
useful generalizations about the way literature works in the
world.

One of the ways to theorize readers and reading is to
recognize that reading, while undertaken by individuals, is
also a social practice. Mary Louise Pratt points out that
"literary works are public speech acts (in the sense that
they are institutional, and have no personalized addressee)"
("Ideoclogy" 8). They are institutional because, unless a
friend hands you an unpublished manuscript, books are made
available to us through the publishing and book-selling
industry. This industry does not market products to an
individual consumer, but to similarly-disposed groups of
readers. David G. Hartwell, in discussing the editing of
science-fiction novels, describes the categories which the
industry uses to ensure readers find the type of books they

like: "a category is a kind of publication separated out
from ’‘general fiction’ to reach a specialized audience"
(222) . When individuals read, therefore, they each have
idiosyncratic responses, but they also "are playing
generalized social roles" (Pratt, "Ideology" 8). 1In fact,
they need to play these roles, or, as Peter Rabinowitz
pPhrases it, to "join . . . a particular social /

interpretive community" (22), in order to understand what
they read.?® Consequently, reading is not just the

knowledge of the printed characters on the page, but also an
"unspoken, culturally-shared knowledge of the rules,
conventions, and expectations that are in play" in a
literary work (Pratt, Toward a Speech-Act Theory, 86).
Because of these rules, we know what to privilege in a text,
and how to relate elements; in addition, the rules delimit
the types of plots, characters and reading strategies
required. )

Readers use various means to decipher the interpretive
community most suitable for any given text, but one of the
most important is genre. Frederic Jameson calls genres
"essentially contracts between a writer and his readers
- - . based on tacit agreements" ("Magical Narratives" 135);
Janice Radway calls them "a set of rules for the production
of meaning, operable both through writing and reading" (10).
A book’s genre, therefore, provides clues to the reader as
to the unspoken assumptions that she or he will need to make
in order to understand the story.2! Pratt argues that

the reader who picks up a work of literature of a
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given genre already has a predefined idea of ‘what
the nature of the communication situation is.’
Although the fictional discourse in a work of
literature may in theory take any form at all,
readers have certain expectations about what form
it will take, and they can be expected to decode
the work according to those assumptions unless
they are overtly invited or required to do
otherwise. (Toward a Speech-Act Theory 204,
emphasis in original)
My study of popular fiction’s engagement with feminism
examines the way that engagement disrupts the conventions
and expectations of the most likely reading communities for
these works.

Because the novels I study are Arthurian rewritings,
they cross generic lines, bringing different reading
communities into play. First, there are the reading
communities shaped by the genres of the works: historical
fiction and fantasy.?®® For members of these groups,
explicit comment on the status and roles of women may
challenge the expectations of the genres; the play with
narrative techniques will also be noticeable. Second, these
novels can be expected to be read by Arthurian enthusiasts;
for this group, familiar with at least one or two other
versions of the legend, the changes to plot and
characterization will be the most noticeable.

This thesis, therefore, focusses on the textual
conventions rather than reader response, and I recognize
that this focus, as John Fiske says, "artificially freezes
that circulation [of meanings] at a particular (if
convenient) point and overemphasizes the role of the text
within it" (Understanding 124). Nevertheless, while
analysis of the role of the text is not the only analysis
that needs to be done, it is important. As Fiske admits,
"not . . . all texts are equally political (even
potentially), . . . [nor are] all politicized meanings . .
equally available in any one of them" (Understanding 168) ;
those (potentially) politicized meanings can be analyzed
through "the discourses that comprise" the text

(Understanding 168) .
Why Use Arthurian Novels?

Several factors make Arthurian novels particularly
suitable for a study of popular fiction and feminism. They
well represent popular fiction because of the popularity of
the legend itself and because of the increase in the amount
of Arthurian fiction published in recent years.

Furthermore, more women writers now than ever produce
Arthurian novels. 1In addition, the legendary settings for
these novels provide the quality of "estrangement" which can
allow a critical perspective, and thus in some cases a
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feminist perspective, on our own culture. Finally,
Arthurian rewritings, because they each tell the same basic
story, allow comparisons between the approaches the writers
choose to take to that story; such comparisons highlight the
feminist ideas influencing narrative strategies, plot and
characterization. '

The Arthurian legend pervades Western culture. Norris
Lacy suggests that "[t]lhe popular notion of Arthur appears
to be limited, not surprisingly, to a few motifs and names" ;
nevertheless, the legend has survived centuries to be "pro-
foundly embedded in modern culture at every level" (364).
It is beyond the scope of this discussion to itemize all the
possible examples of Arthuriana in Western culture; some
examples of the many areas in which the legend appears,
besides that of literature, will suffice. Hollywood movies
such as Excalibur (1981) or First Knight (1995) tell
substantial portions of the Arthurian story for a wide
audience; other movies, such as Monty Python and the Holy
Grail (1974), become cult classics satirizing it; yet
others, such as The Fisher King (1991), use only certain
elements from the legend. "The Sword of Kahless," an
episode of the television series Star Trek: Deep Space Nine,
involves the search for a lost sword of a Klingon mythic
hero; this is just one example of Arthurian echoes to be
found in contemporary television. Commercial ventures also
use the legend. "Avalon" and "Camelot" appear in names for
cars, housing, building contractors, publishing ventures and
other shops,? while the Round Table helps General Foods
sell its Berry Black flavoured Jell-O. One can add to
Lacy’s list of "comics and cartoons, festivals, objects and
memorabilia" (363) role-playing games and music (from New
Age to rock) without exhausting the supply of Arthuriana
around us. The legend possesses great cultural currency.

The popularity of Arthurian fiction can be gauged by
the increasing amount of it published. Maureen Fries, in
"Trends in the Modern Arthurian Novel," calls the prevalence
of Arthurian prose fiction "the most surprising development
in the last hundred years" of the legend’s history (207).
Raymond H. Thompson, in his 1985 study, The Return from
Avalon, also notes this increase in Arthurian "prose
fiction, particularly the novel" (3), and he goes on to give
a statistical image of this growth: "Whereas the first half
of this century produced less than fifty novels of Arthurian
provenance, the last thirty years have yielded more than
twice that number" (3). Bibliographies record 23 Arthurian
novels published from 1950-59; from 1960-69, there were 33;
from 1970-79, there were 71. This adds up to 127 in total
for the thirty-year period.* The statistics for Arthurian
fiction in the last sixteen years are even more impressive.
For the years 1980-89, bibliographies list 120 examples of
long prose fiction and a further 39 short stories. From
1990-96, the number of short stories has already more than
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doubled (to 83), while the number of novels stands at 97,
about 80% of the total of the previous decade.2s

Women writers have participated in this burgeoning
market. Marion Wynne-Davies observes that "in twentieth-
century Arthurian literature . . . women begin to use the
mythology for their own purposes, whether feminist or not™"
(4) ; many women writers have become influential in the
tradition as it now develops. Moreover, the number of women
writers (or collaborators) of Arthurian novels has been
steadily increasing; surveying bibliographies, one finds 9
examples in the 1950s, 13 in the 1960s, then 31 and 48 in
the 1970s and 1980s respectively. Since 1990, 38 Arthurian
novels have been published by women, 79% of the total of the
previous decade.?* Women are also well-represented as
writers of Arthurian short fiction. Bibliographies show no
short stories written by women from 1950-79. During the
1980s, a third of all short stories (12 of 39) were written
by women; in the 1990s, 47% (39 of 83) were written by
women . %’

The setting of the story in a legendary past may be
partly responsible for the popularity of Arthurian fiction
for readers and writers of it. Arthur’s validity as a
historical figure inspires continuous speculation among
scholars and enthusiasts, though "most . . . continue to
believe in a post-Roman war leader who led the British to a
temporary victory over the Germanic invaders during the late
fifth and early sixth centuries" (Thompson 33). Theories
about who this leader was, how he lived, where he fought,
and whether or not he won, are available in every form from
academic treatises to coffee table books?® to, of course,
popular novels. David Lowenthal, in The Past is a Foreign
Country, analyses the nostalgia expressed by our Western
society for the past.?* This nostalgic attitude is just the
latest shift in approaches to history; our culture has moved
from seeing history "as a fount of useful examples" (xvi),
to preserving items from the past, to an obsession with
past-ness. The past, Lowenthal says, is "[n]low a foreign
country with a booming tourist trade" (xvii), and fiction is
one of the vehicles people take to get there: "fictional
returns to previous times attract massive audiences" (xix).
The Arthurian past has an advantage because of "the very
uncertainty about what really happened . . . since it allows
[writers] greater freedom in shaping the various details to
fit their own literary purposes" (Thompson 33). Although
writers must accommodate, to some extent, audience
expectations derived from the Arthurian literary tradition,
a wide range of treatments of that tradition is possible.

Besides explaining some of the popularity of Arthurian
fiction for writers, the legendary setting helps make
familiar (and hence invisible) social structures unfamiliar,
and thus proves useful to novelists who wish their rewriting
of Arthur’s world to comment on our own culture. Analysts
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of science fiction, such as Carl Malmgren, identify
"estrangement" as a key device in the cognitive effects of
that genre:
SF presents the reader with . . . an estranged
world, the nature of which necessarily comments
upon the basic narrative world. The estrangement
which a reader experiences while concretizing and
assimilating an SF world compels him or her to
bring that world into relation with the basic
narrative world, establishing models of
correspondence between the two worlds. . . . [I]n
establishing systems of correspondence, the reader
comes to know or understand his or her own world
better. (27)3°
Anne Cranny-Francis explores the importance of estrangement
in feminist SF and fantasy, where "the (contemporary) reader
is positioned to examine critically his / her own society
from a different, other world perspective" (77-78). From
this perspective readers may understand "the constructedness
of their own society, the inflection of discourses which
constitutes the contemporary hegemonic bloc" (78). The
worlds of Arthurian historical fantasies are both similar to
our reality since they occur (supposedly) in our past, and
dissimilar to it since events can happen in that world
(magic, for example) that cannot happen in ours. The
peculiar advantage of historical fantasies is that they can
suggest a past time when sex roles, for example, were
different from those of today. Marion Zimmer Bradley, in
particular, chooses to set her Arthurian novel at the
(imaginary) historical moment when such roles changed to
limit women’s power.

Arthurian novels offer an analytical advantage to a
study of popular fiction and feminism as well. Each novel
or series rewrites elements of the same basic story and
therefore, like rewritings of fairy tales, they "present

. two narratives--the revised version of the traditional
narrative and its discursive referent, the traditional
narrative" (Cranny-Francis 89). Consequently, changes in
plot, characterization and ways of telling the story become
obvious as each new version is read against, or in
comparison to, all previous versions. Feminist ideas may
influence such changes; the decision to have the Queen tell
her own story, for example, may be part of a desire to
explore the woman’s role in the legend, or to make a woman
the subject of her own story, instead of an object of desire
in someone else’'s. The metafictional aspect of all
Arthurian rewritings, therefore, makes it easier to perceive
the feminist ideas influencing choices made by particular
ones.

The history of the legend in English literature
provides a rich tradition for contemporary writers to work
within or to work against. In particular, various aspects
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of the condition of the production of the medieval versions
of the legend, and the reception of those versions now, make
this story amenable to feminist reinterpretation. I will
briefly discuss two medieval texts in terms of their
cultural use of the legend, in order to provide a context
for contemporary uses of it; I will also summarize the
legacy of events and characters, particularly female
characters, which these medieval texts have bequeathed to
today’s rewritings.3*

The Cultural Work of Medieval Texts

As in contemporary society, in medieval times versions
of the Arthurian legend circulated among many people and
performed important cultural work.’? Geoffrey of Monmouth’s
Historia Requm Brittanniae and Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte
D’Arthur,* both important texts in the development of the
legend in English and the sources that have the greatest
influence on the Arthurian rewritings I study in this
thesis, construct Arthurian tales which speak to current
issues of nationalism in their respective cultures.

Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regqum Brittanniae (c.
1139) chronicles the exploits of the British race from the
time of their settlement on the island of Britain. 1In a
work of twelve books which records events from the Trojan
War to the reign of Athelstan (c. 738), Geoffrey spends five
books depicting the time during which Arthur’s family, and
then Arthur himself, came to power.?* Some of the
information Geoffrey presents was already known; the
chronicle Historia Britonum (c. 826) of Nennius, for
example, includes Vortigern’s story (29-31), and lists
Arthur’s battles (35); it is also possible that parts of the
Welsh tradition pre-date Geoffrey. Lucy Allen Paton
concludes "that before the beginning of the twelfth century
to the name of the historic Arthur, the successful British
leader, there had already become attached much legendary and
even mythological material" (xiv) which Geoffrey could use.
However, Geoffrey also added characters and events of his
own making, shaped the story significantly by making Arthur
a national hero with international importance, and, by
writing it in Latin, established the currency of the British
hero’s story for a continental audience. As a result,
Geoffrey "gave a dignified place in literature" to the
Arthurian legend (Paton xxiv). The fact that there are 200
Latin manuscripts of the Historia still extant (Hammer 3)
indicates the immense demand for Geoffrey’s version.

The Arthur that Geoffrey makes famous in the Historia
is the conqueror of Europe. Although Saxon armies had
beleaguered British leaders since Vortigern’s reign, Arthur
defeats the Saxons so decisively that there is peace "for
the next twelve years" (164); they only regain their
influence when Mordred enlists them in his rebellion against
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Arthur (197). As R. William Leckie, Jr. notes, Geoffrey
thus diminishes the Saxon conquest of the island and
inflates the importance of the Britons. The date 449, when
Hengist and Horsa arrived in Britain, traditionally marked
the beginning of Saxon control (Leckie 3). In contrast,
Geoffrey gives the Britons more influence in shaping a
longer period of history. First, the Saxons are welcomed by
treacherous usurpers (Vortigern, then Mordred) ; they do not
overcome unified British resistance. Second, Arthur defeats
the Saxons decisively; Geoffrey portrays Badon "not [as] the
final memorable triumph of a declining people" (Leckie 63),
but as one triumph among many, since Arthur goes on to
conquer Hibernia (Ireland), Iceland, Gothland, and the
Orkneys (Historia 164). Furthermore, Geoffrey then has
Arthur fight the Roman empire; he conquers most of western
Europe, but has to turn back from taking Rome itself "when
message was brought to him" of Mordred’s treachery (196).%
Geoffrey, therefore, gives Arthur and the Britons
international significance.

While some of his own contemporaries questioned the
veracity of his account,?® Geoffrey made Arthur a compelling
figure for future generations. He is a king, practically an
emperor; he saves his beleaguered people from foreign
conquest and makes them, in their turn, the conquerors.?’

As a result, Geoffrey provides reasons for national pride
since the British once held an empire comparable to Rome.

He also acts as a source for the "new" Norman kings to
legitimate their conquest; because of the later exile of
many of Arthur’s people to Brittany and northern France, the
Normans could claim Arthur as an ancestor. Moreover, since
the Dukes of Normandy were now also Kings of England, he
gives a precedent for Britain and her leaders ruling over
France. Geoffrey was used for these purposes as late as the
reign of Henry VIII: Henry VIII attempted to use Geoffrey
in the negotiations of his divorce (MacDougall 16-17) .3%

Sir Thomas Malory’s version, first published by William
Caxton in 1485, appeared when the legend was still being
used for political purposes; Henry VII claimed descent from
Arthur and Cadwallader, and then "christened his eldest son
Arthur" (Merriman 35) in 1486. George D. Painter suggests
that such uses of the legend would have .increased demand for
Malory’s version of it, remarking that after the christening
"Caxton must surely have done a roaring trade with his Morte
d'Arthur" (167). James Douglas Merriman also speculates on
the appeal of Malory’s work and the nature of its audience:

(t]he relatively large number of chivalric
narratives published in expensive folios--such as
all the Tudor editions of Malory--indicates that
the audience for these works was still extensive
in aristocratic or moneyed circles during the
first three-quarters of the sixteenth century.
(33)
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The demand for romances in general declined thereafter, and
the questioning of the historical veracity of Arthurian
stories help diminish the legend’s appeal; nevertheless, in
the century and a half after Caxton’s there were "six
separate editions of Malory" (Merriman 21).

Written during the Wars of the Roses, Le Morte D’Arthur
participates in the glorification of the English nation, but
it criticizes that nation as well. Le Morte D’Arthur, like
Geoffrey’s Historia, establishes Arthur's reign as part of
England’'s glorious past. As Elizabeth T. Pochoda argues,
frequent references to events taking place in past days, as
well as the combination of elements from the chronicle genre
with those from the romance genre, suggest that "Malory had
a definite sense of an historical past of which Arthurian
society is a part" (59, emphasis in original). Also,
certain changes made to the story, whether designed for
political purposes or to reconcile conflicting sources,
aggrandize Arthur’'s achievements. The Roman War, for
example, culminates in Arthur being crowned Emperor (1:192);
in Geoffrey’s account Arthur had to turn back from the
crowning because of Mordred’s usurpation of the kingdom.
Arthur’s realm, in Malory, thus equals the Roman empire.
This ending to the Roman War episode parallels the
fifteenth-century vision of England as "the incarnation of
that immortal justice which had previously been the province
of Rome" (Pochoda 53).

Having established the glory of Arthur’s realm, Malory
uses differences from its virtues, or similarities to its
faults, to chastise his own time. A narrative comment
comparing love in the writer’s time to love in Arthur’s, for
example, describes the fickleness of the new age in contrast

to the virtues of the old: "Right so fareth love nowadays,
soon hot, soon cold: this is no stability. But the old
love was not so; . . . then was love, truth, and
faithfulness" (2:426). Mordred’s usurpation, however,

provides an example of political faithlessness that the
writer sees in his own society:
For he that was the most king and knight of the
world, and most loved the fellowship of noble
knights, and by him they were all upholden, now
might not these Englishmen hold them content with
him. Lo thus was the old custom and usage of this
land; and also men say that we of this land have
not yet lost ne forgotten that custom and usage.
(2:507)
By such comparisons, Malory criticizes the "great default of
us Englishmen, for there may nothing please us no term"
(2:507) . Le Morte D’Arthur, therefore, can be interpreted
as a comment on the political upheavals of the time.3°
Caxton’s preface suggests another type of cultural work
of Le Morte D’Arthur. He asserts that he has published the
text "to the intent that noble men may see and learn the
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noble acts of chivalry, the gentle and virtuous deeds that
some knights used in those days, by which they came to
honour" (1:5). In Caxton’s view, Le Morte D’Arthur acts as
a reminder of the values that the nobility should follow.
That this was Caxton’s intention in publishing the text is
reinforced, as J. R. Goodman argues, by the other texts that
Caxton was printing at the time; Malory’s work is one of a
series which "returns again and again to his [Caxton’s]
unifying themes--the three Christian Worthies, the need for
a reformation of English knighthood, and the attractions of
a crusade against the Turks" (266). Consequently, Malory’s
text, like Geoffrey’s, illustrates the way that medieval
authors shaped the Arthurian legend to engage with the
political debates of their day. This reshaping of the
legend occurs in the twentieth-~entury as well; as Marion
Zimmer Bradley points out, "every new society rewrites the
Matter of Britain in its own way, to explain the legend to
their own time" (Godwin, "Road" 9).

The Arthurian Legacy of Medieval Texts

Perhaps the first thing to be said about contemporary
use of medieval Arthuriana is that it tends to be selective
rather than slavish. Writers who retell Malory, for
example, often write for children and in the process of
simplification choose certain characters and incidents to
work with rather than others. Authors who rewrite the
legend for older audiences also select their material,
choosing characters, incidents and themes from disparate
sources. They weave these borrowed strands with many of
their own imagining, creating a new pattern, with new themes
and emphases. Even John Steinbeck, as Raymond Thompson
notes, exemplifies this process: though he begins The Acts
of King Arthur and His Noble Knights determined to add
nothing to Malory, Steinbeck "in the second half of his book

departs increasingly from Malory, ‘opening it out’"

(Thompson 11). Thus, medieval Arthurian works provide
inspiration for quite new and different versions of the
legend.

Contemporary writers have a large number of medieval
versions now available, often in translation from medieval
English or French, from which to find siuch inspiration.
Although now, as in Victorian times, Sir Thomas Malory's Le
Morte D’Arthur "continues to exercise by far the greatest
influence upon modern authors" (Thompson 12), that influence
is challenged by English chronicles, such as Geoffrey of
Monmouth’s Historia Requm Brittanniae; French romances, such
as those of Chrétien de Troyes; and Welsh depictions of
Arthur such as those in the Mabinogion. These works often
provide contradictory information about characters and
events that the contemporary author selects from or
reconciles. Although the treatment of medieval sources
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varies with each rewriting, certain characters and events
commonly appear in today’s Arthurian fiction, often drawn
from the versions of Geoffrey of Monmouth and Sir Thomas
Malory.

For today’s writers, Geoffrey of Monmouth supplies
everything from names to ways of interpreting events. Some
writers, for example, choose to make Bedevere Arthur’s chief
knight; Geoffrey names Arthur’s butler Bedevere (170). But
Geoffrey’s chief contributions are the character and role of
Merlin, the theme of war with the Saxons, and the names and
roles of Arthur’s family, particularly that of his nephew.

Mary Stewart comments that the Historia gave her the
inspiration for her Arthurian novels, since Merlin "usually
just appears as an old man in King Arthur stories"
(Robertson 18). Geoffrey, then, is an important source for
events before Arthur’s conception, and for Merlin's
characterization. In the Historia, Merlin possesses
supernatural origins and attributes. Merlin’s mother
testifies that his father was some sort of supernatural
force who "haunted" her and caused her to conceive (114).
Merlin also exhibits magical abilities: he is able to
prophesy the future to Vortigern when other magicians cannot
(Book VI chap. xix, and Book VII); he later builds the
Giant'’s Dance (138-41) and interprets the stars at the
King’s death to predict Uther’s and Arthur’s reigns (143-
44) . Geoffrey also makes Merlin Uther’s advisor in the
matter of Igerne, and it is through the magician’s
"leechcrafts" (149) that a disguised Uther impregnates
Igerne with Arthur. Geoffrey thus uses Merlin to increase
Arthur’s stature and importance. First, Merlin’s ability to
prophesy makes him seem to be "possessed of some spirit of
God" (115); the fact that he twice prophesies Arthur’s
coming (117, 144) thus suggests that Arthur is a hero
divinely ordained to "succour" (117) his people. Second,
the help Merlin gives Uther means that Arthur, as a hero
should, has a mysterious and even magical beginning.<
Though Geoffrey does not make Merlin involved in any later
events (in taking the baby Arthur away to be fostered, for
example), he gave the character an important role and thus
made him available for further duties in later versions.

Geoffrey also supplies a history of warfare between
Britons and Saxons.*’ 1In the Historia, Vortigern welcomes
Hengist and Horsus as allies against the Picts (104);
however, these allies soon take control of the kingdom.
Every king thereafter has to battle the Saxons to secure
their reigns until Arthur’s decisive victory at Badon. The
idea of a hero able to defend his country and culture, and,
in effect, to rescue civilization, attracts today’s writers,
many of whom explore the implications of one culture’s
battle for survival against another. Issues of power and
conflicts between cultures are thus important themes in many
rewritings and Geoffrey'’s version supplies a basis for those
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themes. Moreover, for writers attempting historical
depictions of Arthur’s time, Geoffrey provides an
historically plausible enemy; Saxons likely would have been
Arthur’s opponents.

Most notable of Geoffrey’s contributions, however, is
the villainy of Mordred. Earlier chronicles simply list
"[tlhe battle of Camlann, in which Arthur and Medraut fell"
(Nennius 45); Geoffrey cements the tradition that Mordred
wanted the throne for himself. Geoffrey also involves the
Queen in this treason; Mordred "had linked him[self] in
unhallowed union with Guenevere" (196). Although Geoffrey
gives no details of the Queen’s motives or the degree of her
complicity with Mordred, he suggests that she bears some
guilt, for, when Arthur seems to be winning against his
nephew, "she was forthwith smitten with despair, and fled
from York unto Caerleon, where she purposed thenceforth to
lead a chaste life among the nuns" (198). Some contemporary
writers, such as Fay Sampson, keep Mordred as the Queen’s
love-interest, and therefore Arthur’s rival personally and
politically. Even some writers who include a Lancelot-
figure, Gillian Bradshaw or Mary Stewart for example, also
incorporate Mordred’s wish to marry the Queen. Regardless,
the precedent set by Geoffrey stands today: Mordred kills
Arthur.

The Arthurian literary tradition was firmly established
by the fifteenth century when Malory wrote Le Morte
D’Arthur. Malory constructs his version from English
alliterative and stanzaic poems, as well as from various
French prose romances.‘? Thus, Malory is not the origin for
Merlin'’s role as Arthur’s advisor, the quest for the grail,
Lancelot’s status and love for the Queen, or Mordred’s
parentage; nevertheless, it is Malory’s version of these
events that has made them accessible to English-speaking
readers for the last five centuries.

The additions made to Merlin’s role in Le Morte
D’Arthuyr, as compared to the Historia, illustrate the way
Merlin’s character adds to Arthur’s status (as it did in the
Historia) but also the way he provides important information
to other characters and to the reader. Merlin is involved
in both the hiding of Arthur after his birth (1:14), and in
arranging the sword in the stone test which will prove
Arthur’s right to the throne (1:15).4* Arthur thus grows up
in secrecy and in ignorance of his parentage and when he re-
enters his society he must prove his right to lead it; this
cycle of exile, return, testing and recognition has mythic
aspects which add to Arthur’s status as hero.* Merlin also
informs the young king and the court (and thus the reader)
of the background or hidden meanings to many events.
Sometimes this information is political: he advises Arthur
to ally with Ban and Bors, for example (1:24-25). Sometimes
he makes accessible hidden knowledge of the past or the
future: he reveals the name of Arthur'’s father (1L:47),
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predicts that the eleven kings will be too busy fighting
Saxons to bother Arthur (1:41), and foretells Arthur’s
downfall (1:48) and Lancelot’s fame (1:118). Merlin also
takes Arthur to find Excalibur (1:55) and informs him of the
histories of such strange characters as Pellinor (1:55) and
the damosel with the sword (1:66). While Malory emphasizes
Merlin’s importance as Arthur’s advisor, later writers, such
as T. H. White, make him a teacher and mentor as well; his
"shameful death" (1:48) through the wiles of a woman has
fascinated writers as disparate as Alfred, Lord Tennyson and
Mary Stewart.

In telling the story of the grail quest, "a story
chronicled for one of the truest and holiest that is in this
world" (2:372), Malory reduced the material in his sources
by "sometimes omitting, sometimes telescoping" the marvels
(Lawlor xv), and by "compressions of the passages featuring
spiritual interpretations of dreams, visions, and historical
events" (Plummer 109). Malory focusses on the adventures of
Galahad, Percival, Bors, and Lancelot, and gives the
narrative the cyclical structure of challenge-adventure-
return found in chivalric quests. Many writers of
contemporary popular fiction reduce the grail story further.
They focus on specific events, like the two appearances of
the grail,* and skim over the episodic adventures between
them. Alternatively, they focus on a specific character, so
that the grail quest becomes another event which shapes or
explains the psychological portrait being created.*® The
grail primarily provides an opportunity for authors to
explore issues of religion and spirituality, but this can be
done earnestly or ironically, with the confidence and
earnestness of religious belief or with scepticism and
mockery.

By Malory’s time, the legend included Lancelot as
Arthur’s chief knight and Guenevere'’s lover, and Mordred as
Arthur’s son by his sister. Raymond Thompson remarks that
even writers determined to create historically plausible
portraits of Arthur’s time cannot ignore "two motifs that
are later accretions to the legend: the love between
Lancelot and Guenevere, and the incestuous birth of Mordred"
(34). Much of the power of the story comes from the
conflicts caused by this love; much of its tragedy comes
from the relationship between Mordred and the man he
betrays.

In Malory’s text, the conflicts caused by the love
affair are both internal and external. Lancelot can not
reconcile his love with his duties to God and his king. He
admits: "all my great deeds of arms that I have done, I did
for the most part for the queen’s sake, and for her sake
would I do battle were it right or wrong" (2:272). The
first part of his admission contradicts the knight’s duty to
work for God, while the latter clearly violates the knight's
cath which requires "that no man take no battles in a
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Lancelot suggests, as Marion Zimmer Bradley notes, "a man
tormented by conscience" (Godwin, "Road" 7), and this
characterization is often emphasized in contemporary
rewritings. Furthermore, the external conflicts caused by
the love affair drive much of the plot of the latter part of
Le Morte D’Arthur. Quarrels between Guenevere and Lancelot
cause the latter to go mad (2:202), or send him away when he
is needed to protect the Queen, as in the episode of the
poisoned apple (Book XVIII, chap. 1-7). The revelation of
their love and Lancelot’s killing of Gareth put Arthur and
Lancelot at odds, and the resultant seige by Arthur of
Lancelot in France provides the opportunity, which in
earlier versions had been provided by the Roman war, for
Mordred’s usurpation. The importance of the love triangle
can also be seen by the amount of Malory’s story devoted to
it; of the twenty-one books in Caxton’s version, nine
involve Lancelot’s efforts to prove himself to the Queen, to
rescue her, to repent for his sin with her, or to fight
Arthur because of her. Furthermore, four of those books are
at the end of Le Morte D’Arthur; the love triangle thus
provides climactic events to the story and is crucial to
Malory’s depiction of the end of Arthur’s court.
Contemporary writers usually follow Malory in emphasizing
this love affair, though they tend to alter or expand upon
the motives and feelings of each character, and often more
explicitly explore the sexuality of the characters.

Although the love between Lancelot and Guenevere
weakens the realm, it is Mordred who mortally wounds Arthur
(2:514). This is consistent with Geoffrey’s account, but
the relationship to Arthur differs. 1In Malory, when King
Lot’s wife arrives "to espy the court of King Arthur"
(1:45), Arthur does not know that she is his half-sister and
so he "desired to lie by her" (1:45). As a result, she
conceives Mordred. Merlin explicates the significance of
this act: Arthur will die in battle "for it is God’'s will
your body be punished for your foul deeds" (1:48), adultery
and incest. Thus, Arthur’s story becomes a tragedy; he is
brought down in consequence of his own "innate failure"
(Thompson 34).%” Contemporary writers tend to explore this
dimension of the story, in creating varying degrees of
hostility between father and son, or in apportioning blame
between Arthur and his sister.*%®

Contemporary writers choose these elements from
Geoffrey and Malory as opposed to others, all the
tournaments in Malory’s story of Tristram, for example.
This indicates certain tendencies in Arthurian rewritings.
First, authors seem to be attracted to episodes and
characters which give the greatest scope for psychological
expansion. For example, many contemporary writers create
childhoods for important characters; this supplies a
background to explain the characters’ later actions or
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decisions. T. H. White, in The Sword and the Stone, began
this practice, by recording Arthur’s boyhood before he
becomes king. Mary Stewart decided to "invent a life for
Merlin" (Robertson 18); much of The Crystal Cave concerns
his childhood, and the episode where he prophesies for
Vortigern, his first appearance in Geoffrey, occurs more
than halfway through Stewart’s novel. Similarly, Marion
Zimmer Bradley and Fay Sampson each give the child Morgan a
role in events that happen before she is sent "to school in
a nunnery" (Malory 1:12). Other authors, such as Persia
Woolley, Sharan Newman and Nancy McKenzie, explore possible
childhoods for Guenevere. The early lives of the Orkney
princes have been portrayed by White in The Queen of Air and
Darkness and by Gillian Bradshaw in Hawk of May. 1In
addition, contemporary writers explore possible feelings
about, and reactions to, core events of the legend, such as
Arthur’s conception or Mordred’s betrayal of Arthur. 1In
part, such expansions on these events result from choice of
genre; novels can explore the inner life of characters in
ways medieval romances did not. I say "can explore™®
because, as Thompson notes, some contemporary novels, like
some medieval romances, are "preoccupied with adventure for
its own sake" (45). However, writers who want their
Arthurian characters "to be credible as ordinary people"
(Thompson 35) try to give motivation to characters’ actions.

Second, contemporary writers tend to explore issues of
power, and this influences their choice of narrative
elements. These explorations may be about personal power--
the ability (or inability) of an individual to determine his
or her own fate. They may concern interpersonal
relationships--the power one person wields over another
because of personality, circumstance or social structures.
They may also concern power within a state or between
states--how it is gained, how it is used, and the effects on
history and on the individual.*® Feminist ideas can
influence such explorations by emphasizing the role of
gender in social structures of power, or by criticizing as
destructive the obsession with "power for the sake of power"
(Spivack 12) which manifests itself in heroic stories in the
warrior’s code.

Besides the suitability of the legend for examining
issues of power, several other aspects make it amenable to
feminist reinterpretation, if by that one includes, as I
have argued earlier, a focus on women’s stories, women's
perspectives. On the one hand, courtly love literature
(which includes many medieval Arthurian romances),
attributes to women certain power over men, and the genre
was influenced as it developed by several powerful women of
the twelfth century. Eleanor of Aquitaine and her daughter,
for example, patronised and perhaps commissioneds® courtly
romances; Marie de France wrote lais in the courtly love
tradition. In comparison to chansons de geste or the
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chronicle tradition, courtly love literature makes women
essential to the exploits of the men, and gives ladies power
over their knights. In Malory for example, a rebuke from
Guenevere makes Lancelot into a madman (2:202).

Contemporary writers interested in portraying strong women
or exploring issues of gender and power are, in some ways,
participating in a tradition when they choose the Arthurian
legend to do so.

On the other hand, the women in medieval versions still
tend to be adjuncts to the men, as shown in Maureen Fries’'s
discussion of the roles of female characters in Arthurian
romances, "Female Heroes, Heroines and Counter-Heroes." For
example, many damosels come to court to request help of
Arthur’s knights and often ride with them as guides; these
female heroes facilitate the male heroces’ adventures.
Guenevere inspires Lancelot’s deeds; throughout Book VI,
Lancelot overcomes knights and requires them to "go unto the
court of King Arthur and there . . . yvield . . . unto Queen
Guenever [sic]" (1:215). The focus remains on Lancelot as
subject of the story; it is the way he acts because of his
love for her that shapes it. The legend, therefore,
provides contemporary writers with many interesting women
whose stories have not been told to use as protagonists, or
whose characters can be elaborated on through the addition
of past experiences. Furthermore, the medieval
characterizations of these women often contain contradictory
elements, depending on the roles they play in relation to
the story’s heroes.

Geoffrey’'s Historia supplies three female characters:
Igraine, Anna, and Guenevere, Arthur’s mother, sister and
wife, respectively. Another work by Geoffrey, Vita Merlini,
mentions Morgan as the leader of nine sisters in Avalon who
greet the wounded Arthur. Malory’s version also contains
Igraine as Arthur’s mother and Guenevere as Arthur’s wife;
however, Arthur here has three half-sisters named Elaine,
Margawse, and Morgan. Le Morte D’Arthur also contains other
courtly ladies, like the two Elaines who each fall in love
with Lancelot, and numerous feys, like the Lady of the Lake
and Nimue.

Several contemporary writers have chosen such minor
characters, particularly the ones with magical powers, as
the focal characters for Arthurian rewritings because of the
possibilities for explication of motives. Nimue, for
example, as she appears in Le Morte D'Arthur, possesses
somewhat contradictory traits. When she entraps Merlin, she
would seem to be at odds with Arthur’s court; Tennyson
focusses on this aspect of the character in creating his
Vivien. However, Malory’s Nimue then proceeds to protect
Arthur and his knights from the wiles of other women: she
rescues Pelleas from his destructive obsession with the
cruel Ettard (1:157); she saves Arthur from Morgan'’s
machinations during the battle with Accolon (1:130-33) and
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in the episode of the poisoned mantle (1:142). She is
therefore helpful to Arthur,5 yet autonomous from the court
because of her magic. Contemporary writers use Nimue to
explore the issue of women and power, though some follow
Tennyson’s lead to focus on the destructive possibilities of
such power.

The most powerful and ever-present of the legend’s
sorceresses, Morgan, does not appear in Geoffrey’'s Historia.
In his later work, Vita Merlini (c. 1150), however, she
receives the wounded Arthur after Camlann (103). This
Morgan is a beneficent and beautiful healer who combines the
qualities of a shape-changer (101) with those of a scientist
(her knowledge of plants and of astrology). Le Morte
D'Arthur, in contrast, presents Morgan almost always as
Arthur’s enemy. Arthur gives her the sword and scabbard for
safe-keeping (1:77), but she arranges "with crafts and
enchantments" (1:129) for a battle between Arthur and
Accolon where the former carries a false sword while Accolon
carries Excalibur (1:130-35). She steals the scabbard and
drowns it so that it will not benefit Arthur (1:140). She
sends gifts designed to kill or cause confusion at court: a
poisoned mantle (1:142), a horn that tests the faithfulness
of the wives that drink from it (1:163-64), and a shield

depicting the love of Lancelot and Guenevere (1:463-64). At
various times she also tries to trap Lancelot (1:198, 1:422-
23) or Tristram (1:428-29). As in Vita Merlini, she has the

ability to heal, but more harm usually follows her healing;
thus, she cures Alisander but then drugs him to keep him
with her in her castle (2:73-74). Despite all of these
machinations against Arthur, she is one of the women at the
end who come to collect the wounded king (2:519), who "wept
and shrieked" for grief (2:517). Many contemporary writers
find this sorceress figure fascinating, in part because of
the contradictions in the Arthurian tradition from Geoffrey
to Malory: she is both healing goddess and destructive
witch. The metamorphosis of Morgan into "Arthur’s worst
enemy and nemesis" suggests, as Marion Zimmer Bradley
argues, "a religious or cultural bias" which contemporary
writers can question by revisioning the character ("Search"
107). Morgan also appeals to contemporary writers because
of the current revaluing of witches in Neo-paganism, and in
our culture more generally, as emblems of powerful women.

Perhaps the most famous female character of the legend
is Guenevere, Arthur’s wife. 1In the Historia’s chronicle,
she is a minor character whose birth and beauty are
mentioned when Arthur weds her (164), but who receives
little other mention until Mordred seizes the throne and
marries her.®®> Her despair when Arthur returns and seems to
be winning (198) suggests that she may have been Mordred’s
co-conspirator, rather than a victim of his plot, but
Geoffrey does not make this clear.
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As a queen and a courtly lover, Guenevere has much
greater importance in Le Morte D’Arthur. Guenevere often
appears in her role of queen of the court; she hosts
tournaments (2:79-88) and dinners (2:376), and generally
contributes to the court’s stature with her beauty and fame.
She also plays the role of courtly lover by inspiring
Lancelot’s deeds of arms. This role also means that she
inspires the plot of the work as a whole. First, she is
often the mechanism by which Lancelot is sent from court on
different adventures (for example when they quarrel and she
dismisses him). Second, she provides the framework for more
examples of Lancelot’'s prowess; she is, at various times,
kidnapped and accused of murder and treason and thus
requires rescuing. Third, the revelation of their love sets
in motion the feud that will take Arthur from England,
allowing Mordred to usurp the throne.

There are thus contradictory attitudes surrounding
Guenevere in the text. While she often needs Lancelot to
save her, she can also defend herself: when Mordred
attempts to claim Guenevere as well as the throne, she
tricks him and garrisons herself in the Tower of London

(2:505-06) . She inspires knightly action and is thus a
model of the courtly lady; furthermore, her status as "a
true lover" results in "a good end" (2:426). However, she,

or love for her, prevents Lancelot from achieving the grail:
the hermit explains that Lancelot will only achieve the most
worship if he promises to "never come in that queen'’s
fellowship" (2:272). And as I mentioned earlier, Guenevere
inspires action but is not the subject of it: they are all
Lancelot’s adventures. Guenevere thus provides contemporary
writers with a female character whose importance to the
legend’s events is established, yet she can be used to
elaborate her own story or psychological motivation in new
ways, or she can supply a new perspective on the traditional
events and characters of the legend. Guenevere also has
been important to many subsequent writers (Tennyson and
Morris as well as twentieth-century authors) because of
cultural concern with sexuality and sexual freedom; for
similar reasons she is important to contemporary feminist
rewritings. Guenevere'’s story fits the slogan, "the
personal is political," for her love is both a personal
expression of sexuality and an act of treason. The
Arthurian legend as a whole and the queen’s story in
particular, therefore, allows exploration of the ways in
which the personal impinges upon, or is bound up with,
political acts.

The Contemporary Arthurian Rewritings
For this thesis I have chosen the Arthurian works of

four women writers: Mary Stewart’s The Crystal Cave (1970),
The Hollow Hills (1973), The Last Enchantment (1979), and
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The Wicked Day (1983) ;5 Gillian Bradshaw’s Hawk of May
(1980), Kingdom of Summer (1981), and In Winter’s Shadow
(1982) ; Marion Zimmer Bradley’s The Mists of Avalon

(1982) ;* and Fay Sampson’s Daughter of Tintagel series,
which consists of Wise Woman’'s Telling (1989), White Nun’s

Telling (1989), Black Smith’s Telling (1990), Taliesin’s
Telling (1991), and Herself (1992). All of these authors
create substantial rewritings of the legend; Bradley is the
only author who tells the tale in just one book, but it is a
very long novel, almost 900 pages in its trade paperback
form. All of these authors begin their tales near or before
the beginning of Arthur’s reign and finish them at its end;
thus they treat the entire legend, not just a small part of
it. All of these novels fit into my classification of
popular fiction: all were published by large publishing
houses,® and two of the authors, Stewart and Bradley, were
established enough to be considered "famous names"
(Bourdieu, "Production" 99).% Beyond these similarities,
though, these authors represent a range in terms of dates of
publication, types of popularity, and the degree of use of
feminist ideas in approaching the story.

The earliest of these novels appeared in 1970, the
latest in 1992; this sample of rewritings, therefore, spans
two decades. As discussed earlier, it is generally accepted
that "second-wave feminism" began to develop through the
1960s and has been a political and social force since 1970
(Tuttle 222). However, during this time the nature of that
political and social force has changed, as have society’s
responses to it. Thus the later novels are products of a
culture where feminism is more generally recognized, and
where different varieties of feminism offer different
(sometimes incompatible) explanations of the sources and
degree of women’s oppression, and consequently different
solutions to the problem of women’s oppression.%’

These Arthurian novels also vary in degree of
popularity. While all of them fall into the category of
popular fiction as defined earlier, some of them enjoyed
more commercial and critical success than others. Mary
Stewart’s novels sold many copies, appearing on various
best-seller lists. The Crystal Cave made "The New York
Times Book Review Best Seller List," appearing there for 35
weeks from July 5, 1970 to February 28, 1971, ranging from
ninth place to second (out of ten). 1In following years on
the same journal’'s list, The Hollow Hills ranked from tenth
spot to first, for 34 weeks (July 15, 1973 to March 10,
1974), and The Last Enchantment also appeared for 30 weeks
(August 12, 1979 to February 17, 1980, and then March 9 and
March 16, 1980), placing from fifteenth to first (out of
fifteen). According to the Bowker Annual of Library and
Book Trade Information, all four of Mary Stewart’s novels
appeared on Publisher’s Weekly best-seller lists, and they
also made the year-end bestseller lists: The Crystal Cave
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placed fifth in total sales for the year 1970 (Hackett 1971,
365); The Hollow Hills ranked sixth for 1973 (Hackett 1974,
412) ; The Last Enchantment placed seventh for 1979 (Maryles
1980, 557); and The Wicked Day was twenty-first for 1983
(Maryles 1984, 510). 1In addition, The Crystal Cave appeared
on a list of 25 books recommended by "the Editors of School
Library Journal’s Book Review" ("Best Children’s and Young
Adults’ Books of the Year" 365, 367). The Hollow Hills
appeared on a similar list of 17 books ("Best Children’s and
Young Adults’ Books" 420) as well as on the list of 34 books
compiled by the American Library Association ("Best Young
Adult Books from ALA" 423); Stewart’'s novel was one of five
appearing on both lists. Gillian Bradshaw’s series also
received critical recognition. The ALA selected Hawk of May
as a best young adult book ("Best Young Adult Books of 1980"
427) ; the School Library Journal did the same for Kingdom of
Summer ("Best Young Adult Books of 1981" 485) and for In
Winter’'s Shadow ("Best Young Adult Books of 1982" 490).5 a
list called "Fantasy Highlights of the 80’s" includes
Bradshaw’s three novels in the section devoted to series
(Estes 904); Bradley's The Mists of Avalon appears on the
same list in the section called "Nonseries titles" (Estes
906) . Both Bradshaw’s and Bradley'’s Arthurian novels appear
in a list of 100 fantasy titles in "Science Fiction and
Fantasy Fiction Teaching Collections" (Christopher 596) .5°
The Mists of Avalon appeared on the list of hardcover
fiction’s top fifteen sellers in "The New York Times Book
Review" for twelve consecutive weeks; it placed everywhere
from fourteenth on the list to seventh.$ Sampson’s series
has received less acclaim; hers is also the only series to
have appeared first as mass-market paperbacks, rather than
as hardcovers.

The novels also vary in the degree to which they are
influenced by feminist ideas. Stewart’s novels tend to show
awareness of feminist issues through the representation of
some of the female characters of the legend. Bradshaw
chooses Gwynhwyfar as one of her narrators; her rewriting
also raises interesting questions about the use of binaries
in structuring narrative. Bradley focalizes her narrative
through several women; her rewriting is the one most often
identified by commentators as feminist. . Sampson’s series
also uses multiple narrators; her final novel also
explicitly questions the tradition and its conventions and
is thus one that most proclaims feminism as an influence.
The next three chapters explore the ways in which these
examples of popular fiction engage with feminism.

This thesis differs from previous scholarship in its
approach and emphasis. Many studies of popular fiction,
like that by Cranny-Francis, tend to survey the field rather
than intensively analyzing specific examples; such analysis
is usually confined to articles. The same is true of
studies of Arthurian fiction: Thompson’s Return from
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Avalon, for example, surveys and categorizes examples of
Arthurian novels from throughout the twentieth century.
Barbara Ann Gordon-Wise’'s book on Guenevere represents
another trend, where the focus is on one character, and
consideration of contemporary works follows discussion of
the entire tradition. My selection of these texts as
examples of the intersection of popular fiction and feminism
also differs in emphasis from other studies; Charlotte
Spivack’s Merlin’s Daughters, for example, focusses on ten
authors including Bradley, Bradshaw and Stewart, but she
discusses these in terms of the fantasy tradition. My
approach also emphasizes the feminist cultural work of these
texts; studies such as the one by Cranny-Francis, as
mentioned earlier, valorize more heavily transformed texts,
or conclude by dismissing positive contributions to feminism
made by these texts as outweighed by their conservatism.
While I acknowledge certain limitations of the strategies
employed in the novels I study (see the conclusion in
particular), I reassert the value of such novels for our
society’s continuing engagement with feminist ideas.
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1. I use the phrase "the Arthurian legend" to refer to
the huge, ever-changing mass of stories (oral, written,
traditional, modern) which centre on the figure of King
Arthur and the members of his court.

2. Tony Bennett, in "The Politics of ‘the Popular’ and
Popular Culture," The English Studies Group, in "Recent
Developments in English Studies at the Centre," and Stuart
Hall, in "Notes on Deconstructing ‘the Popular, ’'" among
others, discuss these two general poles of meaning which
commonly appear in Marxist criticism.

3. Because of such vagueness, these definitions often
only make sense "in relation to what it [the popular] is
being opposed to in a historically given instance" (Radford
3) . Throughout his article Tony Bennett also analyzes the
way vague definitions of "popular" depend on often equally
vague notions of "the people."

4. In my discussion of Bourdieu’s theories, I
sometimes refer to Randal Johnson’s summation of Bourdieu in
the introduction to The Field of Cultural Production:

Essays on Art and Literature.

5. This happens most frequently in the romance genre,
but also in the genres of science-fiction and fantasy where
readers may write for large publishing firms or for their
own "fanzines."

6. See Jaggar’s discussion, "Feminism as Political
Philosophy" in Feminist Politics and Human Nature (3-13) .

7. Janice Radway, in her study of romance reading,
repeats this charge, which she says her "study does not
challenge absolutely" (221).

8. By using this definition, I differ from Anne
Cranny-Francis whose study of popular fiction focusses on
texts which radically subvert conventions and therefore do
not allow "compromise" (1). :

9. The chapter title may call to mind the collection
of essays edited by Susan Koppelman Cornillon in 1972,

Images of Women in Fiction: Feminist Perspectives.

10. One of the changes that has occurred during this
period is the emergence of what Jennifer Wicke calls
"celebrity feminism." Wicke defines this "zone" as "the
public sphere where feminism is negotiated" (757), a sphere
which exists in, and because of, the growing media presence
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in our society. Wicke suggests that if "academic feminism
has an opposite, it is . . . the celebrity pronouncements
made by and about women with high visibility in the various
media" (753). As a result, the public profile of feminists
and feminism has been continually increasing over the last
three decades, so that feminism "is now in most active
cultural play" in this "celebrity zone" (757). As I will
discuss in my conclusion, popular fiction’s engagement with
feminism intersects with other cultural engagements with
feminism, such as those Wicke documents in her article.

11. Judith Grant, reviewing the development of
feminist theory, indicates that in the early stages of that
development feminists "grappled with . . . the stereotypes
of women" (21) and "define[d] ‘oppression’ subjectively.
Oppression included anything that women experienced as
oppressive. . . . ’'Experience’ became the byword of the new
feminism" (30), and led to the slogan, "the personal is
political" (33).

12. My examples of these institutions and
organizations are drawn from North America and Britain,
which is where the four authors I study reside.

13. It should also be remembered that liberal feminism
was not just a stage which is over; its ideas still exist
today.

14. Cranny-Francis chooses Dragonsinger as her focus.
In this novel, Mennolly, despite being a girl, becomes the
apprentice to the Masterharper. McCaffrey thus makes a
woman the protagonist of the novel and emphasizes the
problems this character encounters because she fills an
unconventional role for a woman in her society.

15. Marion Zimmer Bradley, in an article entitled
"Responsibilities and Temptations of Women Science Fiction
Writers," says that one of the responsibilities is "to tell
a good story" (37); another "is to provide role models of
women in society" (37).

l16. As Judith Grant phrases this éhilosophy, "one
solution to male domination is reinterpretation of the world
from ‘women’s point of view’" (76).

17. This happens most often in science-fiction and
fantasy. Anne Cranny-Francis observes that "its
estrangement from the everyday world of experiential
reality, [allows] science fiction (and fantasy) . . . [to]
present women in new roles, liberated from the sexism
endemic to their society even in its most emancipated
state" (42).
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18. This is, of course, harder to demand of minor
characters, since they are almost by definition those whose
characters are only briefly sketched. This returns us then
to the importance of portraying women as protagonists.

19. The definition of feminism I gave earlier is, as
previously mentioned, quite inclusive, but many definitions
are not. One of the problems that feminism faces, as Donna
Laframboise argues, is that "the mainstream of the movement
refuses to distance itself from extremist elements; . . . in
fact, it embraces them" (19). Women unwilling to align
themselves with the (often vocal) extremes of the movement

may refuse the description of "feminist" entirely.

20. This approach explains failed readings or
alternate readings: the reader has assumed the wrong, or a
different, social / interpretive community and interpreted
the conventions of the text accordingly.

21. This applies to broad generic categories such as
poetry, short fiction, novels, essays, and drama, but also
to more specific sub-categories, such as science-fiction,
mysteries, historical fiction, and so on.

22. Arthurian popular fiction most often appears in
these categories, but the placement often depends on what
the particular author has published previously. Thus, The
Mists of Avalon usually appears in science-fiction / fantasy
sections because of Marion Zimmer Bradley’s popular fantasy
series, the Darkover novels; occasionally it appears in
general or historical fiction. My preference would be a
category called historical fantasy; it would include
virtually all rewritings of the Arthurian legend, the Robin
Hood story, or other works which reconstruct a historical or
mythical time.

23. To give a couple of current examples from two
cities with which I am familiar, Kingston, Ontario, has a
building contractor called Avalon Homes, and Edmonton,
Alberta, has a travel agency called Camelot Travel and
Tours, as well as at least one apartment building and one
school called Avalon. Toyota has named one of its cars
Avalon. A publisher, Avon, has a line of children’s books
called Camelot, which according to a 1981 advertisement, was
the "fastest growing line of children’'s paperbacks"
(Publisher’s Weekly 42). Using the legend as a source for
names of commercial ventures is not new: Rocque’s plan of
London, England, (1744-1746) shows a tavern at New Tunbridge
Wells called Merlin’s Cave (Barker and Jackson 61).
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24. The bibliographies from which I compiled these and
the other statistics in this section are "The Arthurian
Legends in Contemporary English Literature, 1945-1981" by
Stephen R. Reimer (1981), and "The Arthurian Legends in
Contemporary English Literature, 1981-1996" by Ann F. Howey
and Stephen R. Reimer (1997, forthcoming). These
bibliographies also provide updates on materials published
before 1950; see also "The Arthurian Legends: Modern
Retellings of the 0ld Stories" by Clark S. Northrup and John
J. Parry (1944), and "The Arthurian Legends: Supplement to
Northrup and Parry’s Annotated Bibliography" by Paul A.
Brown and John J. Parry (1950).

25. Since we have three years left in this decade, the
statistics for the novels suggest that the 1990s will at
least keep pace with the 1980s, though there will not likely
be the kind of dramatic increase in numbers of Arthurian
novels as there were in the 1980s and 1970s compared to
preceding decades.

26. The bibliographies surveyed for the statistics in
this paragraph are mentioned in the earlier note. As with
the category of Arthurian novels in general, those written
by women seem to be keeping pace with the totals of the
1980s.

27. Three of these were collaborations between women
and men.

28. Geoffrey Ashe’s works continue to be popular and
to influence writers about the "facts" of Arthur’s time;
Marion Zimmer Bradley, for example, thanks "Geoffrey Ashe,
whose works suggested several directions for further
research" (The Mists of Avalon, "Acknowledgements"). The
variety of treatments of the history of the legend and its
figures is as wide as the interpretations of it in
literature. A recent scholarly book by C. Scott Littleton

and Linda A. Malcor, From Scythia to Camelot, gives

Sarmatian origins for Arthur. One of the latest coffee-
table books is David Day’s The Search for King Arthur, which
has a foreword written by Terry Jones (one of the writers of
Monty Python and the Holy Grail). Day’s book combines
beautiful reproductions of Pre-Raphaelite paintings with
discussion of and excerpts from the literary tradition, as
well as some historical data. Other titles, such as King
Arthur: The True Story, try to persuade readers that the
final solution to the mystery has been found, but the debate
continues.

29. Lowenthal mentions the film Excalibur (1981) as one
indication of the nostalgia our culture expresses for real
or imagined pasts.
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30. The theory of "estrangement" as a device is
similar to the Russian formalist notion of defamiliar-
ization: "A novel point of view, as [Victor] shklovsky
points out, can make a reader perceive by making the
familiar seem strange" (Lemon and Reis 5). Shklovsky argues
that "[t]he purpose of art is to impart the sensation of
things as they are perceived and not as they are known . . .
to make objects ‘unfamiliar’" (12). Malmgren recognizes
these similarities but arques that SF takes the process
further since it is "not simply an estranged object but an
estranged world" (27) that is presented.

31. Throughout the thesis when discussing medieval
texts, I spell character names consistently as Arthur,
Guenevere, Igraine, Lancelot, Merlin, Mordred, Morgan, and
Nimue. I have chosen this approach because spelling in
general was not regularized until later and often varied
within a work. However, when discussing contemporary works,
I spell character names according to the usage of the author
whom I am discussing at the time. Twentieth-century writers
often choose particular spellings to reflect their approach
to the legend; spellings of Guenevere, for example, may
depend on whether the Queen is portrayed as Welsh or Roman.
Because individual writers alter the legend’s characters for
their own purposes, I am including an appendix to help my
readers keep track of the various individuals to whom I
refer. 1In some cases, authors only alter spellings of
names; in other cases they dramatically change the
relationships and roles assigned to their characters, by
splitting one person into two, for example.

32. Because of their formation in a pre-industrial
culture, medieval Arthurian chronicles and romances cannot
be called "popular" in the sense which I defined earlier.
Harriet E. Hudson reviews the difficulties of characterizing
such works as popular, but recognizes that there remains a
"long standing identification of romance with popular
literature" (31). 1In discussing the medieval works, I do
not use the word "popular" to describe them, but I do
demonstrate that they circulated widely for their time.

33. I use this title deliberately, since until 1947
Caxton’s version of Malory was the only one available.
Today, Eugéne Vinaver’s edition of the Winchester manuscript
of Malory’s works is also available. The main differences
involve the division of the story: Caxton treats the whole
text as a single work and divides it into twenty-one books,
each with various chapters; Vinaver’s edition presents the
text as eight distinct, though related, tales. There are
some other textual variations, most notably the shorter
length of the Roman war episode in Caxton. For my own
quotations from Malory I use Janet Cowen’s two volume
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edition based on Caxton’s Malory, and I therefore refer to
the text as Le Morte D’Arthur since that is the title of her
edition; the volume number is followed by the page number in
the parenthetical citations.

34. Book VI concerns the kings Constantine (Arthur’s
grandfather), Constans (Arthur’s uncle), and Vortigern; Book
VIII the reigns of Aurelius Amrosius and Uther Pendragon
(Arthur’s uncle and father, respectively); and Books IX, X,
and part of XI focus on Arthur. Book VII contains the
Prophecies of Merlin; near the beginning of these Merlin
calls Arthur "the Boar of Cornwall [who] shall bring
succour" to the people (117). Geoffrey had previously been
"press[ed] . . . to make public an edition of his [Merlin’s]
prophecies" (116); they appeared separately circa 1135.

35. Malory has Arthur "crowned emperor by the Pope’s
hand" (1:192) because Arthur’s downfall occurs much later in
his account, after Lancelot’s affair with Guenevere.
Geoffrey’'s account of the extent of Arthur’s victories made
the Historia useful to a succession of English monarchs who
wanted to claim parts of France as their rightful domain.

36. Leckie reviews several twelfth-century chronicles
(73-101) and finds that many followed Geoffrey only when
other sources gave no information. Therefore, Arthurian
material was more often accepted than some of Geoffrey's
other claims.

37. Evidence that this contributed to the legend’'s
popularity can be seen in Layamon’s use of the "Britonic
hope" at the end of his Brut, where he says that "an Arthur
should yet come to help the English" (264). The "English"
who had defeated Arthur’s people, the Welsh, had of course
been defeated in turn by the Normans.

38. See Hugh A. MacDougall’s Racial Myth in English
History: Trojans, Teutons, and Anglo-Saxons for more

examples of the way Geoffrey’s Historia was used by British
monarchs until the Renaissance. James Douglas Merriman, in
The Flower of Kings, and Muriel Whitaker, in The Legends of
King Arthur in Art (particularly pages 145-51), also examine
Tudor uses of the legend.

39. See Pochoda‘’s Arthurian Propaganda for a

discussion of Malory’s work as an engagement with fifteenth-
century political theory.

40. Joseph Campbell observes that "the makers of
legend have seldom rested content to regard the world'’'s
greatest heroes as mere human beings . . . The whole hero-
life is shown to have been a pageant of marvels" (319).
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4l1. Malory, in contrast, has the newly-crowned Arthur
face other British kings in combat.

42. Malory’s French sources were the Prose Tristan,
the Suite du Merlin and The Vulgate Cycle. Eugéne Vinaver
discusses these in his introduction (vii); there are
numerous other studies of Malory’s sources and the extent to
which he followed them.

43. Merlin advises the Archbishop as to the time and
place for the nobles to meet to pray for guidance for their
country, and it is while they are praying that the stone
appears (1:15).

44. Joseph Campbell notes that "a prominent feature in
all legend, folk tale and myth" is the "theme of infant
exile and return" of the hero (323). Arthur’'s fosterage
with Ector fits this pattern, and the drawing of the sword
marks the occasion "when, after the long period of
obscurity, [the hero’s] true character is revealed"
(Campbell 329).

45. Marion Zimmer Bradley uses this technique, as do
other writers who focus on female characters; since women
are excluded from participating in the quest in the medieval
and in many modern versions, they often only see the grail
when it appears at court.

46. Richard Monaco, for example, follows Parsifal’s
adventures during the grail quest.

47. Other medieval versions emphasized the tragic
structure, often by including dreams of Fortune’s Wheel. In
The Alliterative Morte Arthure, for example, Arthur’s rise
and fall is tragic, but his fall results from his
overweening pride and ambition; he starts his Roman
expedition in order to redress wrongs but progressively
becomes more ambitious and tyrannical. Rooting the tragedy
in Mordred’s conception means that Arthur unknowingly sets
the stage for his own downfall.

48. Malory does not specify whethér Morgawse knew of
their kinship, partly because such details of motivation are
seldom explained, but several contemporary authors,
including Stewart, Bradshaw and Sampson, make the seduction
of Arthur a deliberate, political act on the part of his
half-sister.

49. Marion Zimmer Bradley, in an interview with Parke
Godwin, says, "to me, cultural shock, the clash of alien
cultures, is the essence of literature and drama"
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("Road" 6). Godwin, who has written his own version of the
legend, agrees with her ("Road" ).

50. I refer here to the debate over the lines in
Chrétien de Troyes’s "Lancelot (The Knight of the Cart)r"
where he says that his "lady of Champagne" gave him the
"subject matter and treatment" of the romance (185).

51. Sue Ellen Holbrook notes these traits in Nimue and
argues that this Lady of the lake "develops with acceptable
logic: initially a damosel in distress, transitionally a
sorcerer’s apprentice, finally a benevolent sorceress"

(175) . Holbrook admits that the character "is not cut from
whole cloth, and the seams are visible," but significantly
Nimue remains "a consistently sympathetic figure" (175).

52. She is mentioned in the episodes of the crowning
(170) and of the appointing of regents (178).

53. I do not analyze Stewart’s latest novel, The
Prince and the Pilgrim (1995), in the main body of my
thesis. Although it is Arthurian, it is distinct from her
previous series, since it elaborates an incident from Malory
which has very little connection with the events in Arthur’s
court.

54. Bradley published a prequel to Mists in 1993
called The Forest House. Avalon as a religious centre for
worship of the Goddess is established by its end, and a
character named Merlin also appears, but it is not otherwise
Arthurian, so I do not consider it in my discussion.

55. Bourdieu used number of employees as one
indication of the type of publisher; his example of a large-
scale firm had 700 employees while the small-scale firm had
12 ("Production" 98-99). All of these Arthurian novels are
published by firms which are subsidiaries of vast corporate
empires that often have multi-million dollar revenues and
dozens of offices, let alone employees. Mary Stewart'’'s
novels were published by Hodder & Stoughton Ltd., which is a
subsidiary of Hodder & Stoughton Holdings Ltd., which is
owned by Hodder Headline PLC (Who Owns Whom 3: 212) . Hodder
Headline PLC is also the parent company of Headline Book
Publishing Ltd., the company which published Fay Sampson’s
series (Who Owns Whom 3: 212). Gillian Bradshaw’'s trilogy
was first published in hardcover by Simon & Schuster, a
company with 9,200 employees (including those of its
subsidiaries) and sales of approximately $1,310,000,000; it
is itself a subsidiary of Paramount Publishing and
Information Services, itself a subsidiary of Paramount
Communications Inc., which is in turn owned by Viacom Inc.,
a subsidiary of National Amusements, Inc. (Directory of
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Corporate Affiliations 4: 788-90). Bradshaw’s books were
reprinted by Bantam Books which is owned by Bantam Doubleday
Dell Publishing Group, Inc., a firm with 600 employees; it
is owned ultimately by Bertelsmann AG (Directory of
Corporate Affiliations 5: 191-93). Finally, Marion Zimmer
Bradley’s novel was published by Random House, a company
with approximate sales of $100,000,000; it is owned by
Random House Inc., itself a subsidiary of Advance
Publications Inc., which employs in its various subsidiaries

a total of 19,000 people (Directory of Corporate

Affiliations 4: 17-19).

56. Stewart was well known for her romantic suspense
novels, many of which appeared on best-seller lists; in an
article on Stewart after the publication of The Last
Enchantment, she is referred to as "a ‘brand-name’ author"
(Robertson 18). Bradley was established as a science-
fiction / fantasy writer through her Darkover series; it had
begun to appear in the early 1960s.

57. See Jennifer Wicke’s discussion of celebrity
feminism and Judith Grant’s overview of feminist theory.

58. Each of the Best Young Adult Books lists appearing
in Bowker Annual for these three years "combines the titles
selected for both" the ALA list and the SLJ list ("Best
Young Adult Books of 1980" 427). A notation in brackets
after each entry indicated which organization had selected
it. For the 1980 list, the total number of titles was 61;
in 1981 it was 67; for 1982's list it had risen to 71.

59. Given Bradshaw’s appearance on lists of books
recommended for young adults, Joe Christopher’s criteria for
choosing his list is interesting: "I eliminated children’s
and teenage fiction . . . [including] all books by André
Norton," some of which he admits "are aimed beyond
teenagers" (594).

60. Bradley’s novel appeared on the list for the
twelve weeks from Feb. 20, 1983 to May 8, 1983. Three weeks
later, May 29, 1983, the novel appeared again on the list in
fifteenth place. )
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CHAPTER 1: IMAGES OF WOMEN

"Images" suggest reflections--the visions in a mirror
or the portraits caught in photographs; in either case the
images are commonly presumed to (and are often evaluated as
if they do) represent elements of the material world. In
practice, of course, novels can never be completely true to
experience if by that one means that they "reflect life
accurately and inclusively in every detail" (Moi 45),
however "realistic" their portrayal of events or characters.
"Realistic" characters, by which I mean characters who go
beyond stereotypes to have complex and believable
motivations similar to those working in human beings, are
thus a literary convention, and one which authors can choose
to use or not. Much feminist criticism of the early
seventies examined this convention in terms of the ideas
about women’s "natural" attributes, abilities and roles that
literary characters depicted. Creating fully developed
female characters, rather than stereotypes, offers one way
of responding to feminist concern with these literary
patterns.

Many authors of popular fiction seek to reveal the
inner conflicts of characters. Such revelations help
explain the motivations behind the actions in a novel, and
they make it more difficult to assign a simple role (villain
or helper) to a character. Moreover, as Raymond Thompson
observes, they suggest struggles within characters "with
feelings and doubts, with hopes and fears, and these
encourage identification®" (110). This identification on the
part of the reader is not a recognition that the world of
the novel (whether fantasy or historical fiction) reflects
exactly the world in which the reader acts. Instead,
"realistic" details, including plausible characters, allow
the reader to recognize the ways in which the world
portrayed by the novel is "analogous to reality" (Felski
80) .

The fact that we, as readers, recognize the fictional
world as analogous to our own allows us, first of all, to
understand the story; the analogies provide points of
reference. But because it is analogous, we also recognize
ways in which it differs from or is similar to our own.

Thus if the narrative persuades us that ‘a situation or a
system is unjust, we may realize that that injustice has
parallels in our own world. Changes to traditional
characters of the Arthurian legend which have been
influenced by feminist ideas, therefore, help demonstrate
that many stereotypes of or traditional roles for female
characters, and by analogy actual women, are not inevitable
or natural but are culturally constructed.

The types of changes made to traditional characters and
the degree of complexity given in their representation
depend on the roles those characters play. In part this
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results from popular fiction’s roots in medieval romance.

As Northrop Frye demonstrates in Anatomy of Criticism, "the
characterization of romance follows its general dialectic
structure which means that subtlety and complexity are not
much favoured" (195). Consequently, roles shape
characterization: "Characters tend to be either for or
against the quest. If they assist it they are idealized as
simply gallant or pure; if they obstruct it they are
caricatured as simply villainous or cowardly" (195). Within
these general categories of good or evil characters,
however, Maureen Fries identifies three more specific
categories for female characters of medieval romances: the
heroine, the female hero, and the counter-hero. As their
labels suggest, the first two types tend to be for the quest
while the last one tends to be against it; in all cases they
are supporting characters for the male subjects of the
quest. The heroine, for example, "is an instrument and not
an agent: the still point around which the real action (of
the male universe) turns" ("Female Heroes" 9); Malory's
Guenevere exemplifies this role as she inspires Lancelot'’s
deeds of arms. Female heroces also "exist . . . to encourage
male prowess" ("Female Heroes" 12), but they encourage
knightly deeds by acting as guides, companions or as
interpreters of events. Counter-heroces fill in supporting
roles as the opponents, or potential opponents, to the male
hero; they are "[n]ever completely committed to the knightly
ethos which dominates their world" ("Female Heroes" 15).
When a character, like Morgan, becomes established as a
counter-hero against the quest,! she is often depicted as
"the vicious villainess" (Sampson, Herself 303).

While popular fiction is a descendent of medieval
romance, these Arthurian rewritings are novels, and, as Ian
Watt observes, "the novel is surely distinguished from other
genres and from previous forms of fiction by the amount of
attention it habitually accords . . . to the
individualization of its characters" (Watt 17-18).2 Readers
of novels expect, to some degree, "characters who are
explicable in human terms, who are swayed by human emotions
and who are psychologically plausible" (Dean 73).
Contemporary writers of popular fiction may meet this
expectation in regards to the main protagonists of their
novels while still using stereotyped characters to fill in
the supporting cast and villains of the story. Even novels
which engage with feminism illustrate this tendency, in that
major female figures who are for the protagonist are made
complex while villains remain stereotypes.

Consequently, this chapter examines the representation
of female characters in the novels of Stewart, Bradshaw,
Bradley and Sampson. While all of these rewritings engage
with feminism through their representation of female
characters, each manifests that engagement in slightly
different ways.
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Mary Stewart

Mary Stewart’s is the earliest rewriting to be
considered, and it is one of the best known. It is a
historical reconstruction of the legend, set in Dark Age
Britain. Stewart creates a predominantly masculine society,
uses male narrators or focal characters, and emphasizes the
importance of fathers and surrogate fathers to those
characters. Nevertheless, the series engages with feminism
explicitly, through comments made by narrators, and through
the characterization of several women. Issues of
representation of women arise in the emphasis placed on the
strengths of two minor characters, Niniane and Ygraine, in
the changes made to the characters of Guenever / Guinevere
and Nimué, and in the textual contradictions which undermine
the representation of women with magical powers, such as
Morgause and Morgan.

Narrators in Stewart’s series comment on the
restrictions placed on women and the roles they play in the
society depicted by the novels; such comments parallel those
made by some contemporary feminists about our society. 1In
The Crystal Cave, Merlin compares women’s lot to that of
slaves to explain Ygraine’'s ability to deceive: '"Duchess or
slut alike, they need not even study to deceive. I suppose
it is the same with slaves, who live with fear" (Cave 426) .}
In The Hollow Hills, while Merlin condemns Morgause’s plot
to trap Arthur, he recognizes why she must make such plots:
"you have the Pendragon blood in you that makes you desire
power, so you take it as it mostly offers itself to women,
in a man’s bed" (Hills 407, emphasis added). The omniscient
narrator of The Wicked Day suggests that "without magic, and
the terror she took care that it invoked, a woman could
hardly have held this stark and violent kingdom" (Day 61) ;
Morgause’'s actions result, in part, from a society which
only credits women with the power to rule if they have
supernatural help. Such passages reveal that even clever
women like Morgause, or strong, admirable women like Niniane
and Ygraine, are disadvantaged in their society because of
their gender. While such women may evade the restrictions
of their society, or flout patriarchal authority, they need
exceptional strength to do so. .

Niniane‘’s response to her father’s questions about her
lover illustrates her emotional and psychological strength,
and the cost of resisting authority. Determined to protect
Ambrosius, Niniane "was whipped till the women said she’'d
miscarry, but never a word" did she say about the father of
her child (Cave 20); she knows her family would have
Ambrosius killed if she named him. The King, her father,
uses brute force and political power to intimidate people;
he often "put himself in a passion" (Cave 20) to "frighten
. men" (Cave 21). Yet Niniane maintains her silence on
Merlin’s paternity, refuses to marry, and continues to try
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to become a nun. Stewart’'s expansion of this character, in
Geoffrey’s Historia simply identified as Merlin’s mother or
as the "daughter of the King of Demetia" (113), emphasizes
her strength and her resistance to male family members who
wish to control her for their own political gain.*

Niniane’s strength in resisting her father compares
favourably with a masculine standard of strength: many men
are frightened by her father’s rages. Ygraine’s strength of
character tends also to be expressed in terms of a masculine
standard. Merlin’s praise for Ygraine focusses on the way
she fulfills "manly" ideals: he admires the way that she is
"direct as a man, with the same high pride" (Hills 75).

When she shows any inconstancy or hesitation, Merlin
associates it with her female nature, and calls it "her
woman’s weakness" (Hills 78). Thus just before Arthur’s
birth, he describes her fighting spirit as cloaked by "the
milky calm that seems to come on women in pregnancy" (Hills
75), and her "mettle" and rationality is lessened by the
fact that "she was a woman nearing her seventh month" (Hills
76) . As a result, much of Ygraine’s strength becomes a
virtue borrowed or emulated from men; any weakness reveals
her "female" nature. Nevertheless, Stewart’s expansion of
Ygraine’'s role in the story provides insight into the
Duchess of Cornwall’s motivations during Uther’s courtship
of her, and her analysis of her own feelings and the
situation reveals intelligence and a sense of honour.
Merlin admits that Ygraine "was cleverer than Uther,

clear-headed, and . . . stronger too" (Cave 421), for while
she is passionate about wanting Uther, she refuses "to lose
her head" (Cave 418). She resists playing the role of a

woman whose beauty devastates society; she declares that she
is "no trashy Helen for men to fight over, die over, burn
down kingdoms for" (Cave 419).° She asserts her right to be
a person rather than the spoils of war, merely "a prize for
some brawny victor" (Cave 419). Her attitude also shows
that she understands the political consequences of her
personal feelings.

Stewart also expands the roles of and offers some
psychological depth to the characters of Arthur’s queen and
Merlin's lover, although they remain supporting characters
for the male protagonists. Stewart uses the Welsh tradition
of multiple Gueneveres, but the two queéns are described
more fully than in Geoffrey’s account; neither of them plays
the role of courtly lover as in Malory. With Nimué, Stewart
changes Malory’s account of Merlin’‘s end, but retains the
image of Nimué as helpful to Arthur.

Arthur’s first wife, Guenever, has been groomed for her
role as Queen by Ygraine herself, and she demonstrates
intelligence and political astuteness. Bedwyr describes her
as "delightful. She’s full of life . . . and she is clever.
She plied me with questions about the wars, and they were
not idle ones. She understands what he [Arthur] is doing"
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(Enchantment 200). Guenever and Arthur, therefore, share
characteristics such as liveliness, interest in the
country’s future, and seem genuinely devoted to one another.
When she dies while miscarrying his child, Arthur grieves
over what "could have been a good marriage" (Enchantment
235) . While only a minor character, Guenever is represented
as a person capable of loyalty, of affection, and of
fulfilling her political responsibilities.

Stewart makes Arthur’s second Guinevere share some of
her predecessor’s positive traits. She is also full of life
and spirit; she possesses "a sort of outgoing gaiety, and a
way of communicating joy" (Enchantment 265), and her ability
to handle horses elicits admiring comments (Enchantment
268) . While Arthur declares that he loves her (Enchantment
295), her position as Queen is not a secure one. In
presenting this second Guinevere as an attractive,
sympathetic character who is affected by her society’s
notions of proper womanhood, the novels confront the problem
of gender discrimination.

The three most important men in the series, Merlin,
Arthur and Mordred, acknowledge the hardships of Guinevere’s
position as queen, and the difficulties created by society’s
expectations of a woman’s "natural" roles. Merlin reflects
that "to be Arthur’s Queen was no mean burden, with all that
it entailed of loneliness, and a life of banishment in an
alien country" (Enchantment 305). Arthur’s analysis of that
burden recognizes it as the consequence of a society where
women are the property of men, where "even royal ladies are
bought and sold, and are bred to lead their lives far from
their homes and their people, as the property of men unknown
to them" (Enchantment 300). Furthermore, as a woman who is
married to a powerful man, she is viewed as a tool to be
used or an object to be possessed by "the flatterers, the
power-hungry schemers, those envious of her rank or beauty,
or--perhaps most dangerous of all--the young men ready to
worship her" (Enchantment 305). Such attempts to use her
for political advantage or to worship her beauty can
threaten her physically; Melwas, for example, abducts the
queen because of his love for her, and would have raped her
if Merlin had not found them (Enchantment 297). The only
weapons society allows her are deception and fair speech:
thus to defuse Melwas’'s anger and buy time for a rescue,
Guinevere "smiled, and spoke him fair, and hid her fear.

. She let him think that, with nightfall, he would have
his pleasure, while all the time she hoped for rescue still"
(Enchantment 300).° Meanwhile, her popularity with the
people decreases because they expect her to bear Arthur’s
heir; because she "fails" in this mothering role by being
barren, "there will always be those who start whispers, in
the hope that [Arthur] will put her away" (Enchantment 301).
These rumours make her position as queen insecure, and also
threaten any personal emotional security she might have in
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Arthur’s affection by reminding her of "the ‘other
Guinevere,’ the pretty Queen who had conceived from the
King‘’s first bedding of her, and for whom he had grieved so
bitterly" (Enchantment 305). Mordred, too, comes to realize
that her position forces Guinevere to create a public image
to hide harsher realities: "to him she had been the Queen,
- - . & creature of gaiety and wealth and power and
happiness. It was a shock to see her now, suddenly, as a
lonely woman who lived with fear" (Day 311). By having
these men comment on and understand Guinevere, Stewart
influences the reader to sympathize with the Queen as well,
and understand the motivations behind her actions.

Stewart also changes Guinevere’s actions in terms of
the love affair, making the feelings genuine but leaving the
consequences of those feelings vague. Both Bedwyr and
Guinevere suffer from their feelings for both are unwilling
to betray Arthur and yet are unable to deny their love for
one another. While Arthur implies that she might have taken
Bedwyr "to her bed" (Enchantment 354), Stewart’s series,
unlike many versions of the legend, never shows the Queen
and the best knight of the realm as sexual partners. In the
scene where the Queen and Bedwyr are trapped in her bedroom,
Mordred reports that

[t]here was never any question of adultery. .o
The King had sent a letter to the Queen, which she
wished to show Bedwyr. . . . I saw it there, in
her chamber. And when we broke in, they were both
fully clad--warmly wrapped, even--and her women
were awake in the anteroom. One of them was in
the bedchamber with Bedwyr and the Queen.
(Day 272)
The only report of the pair as lovers comes from Agravain,
whose judgement on the subject is suspect because of his
sexual jealousy and hatred of Bedwyr. Furthermore, Stewart
follows Geoffrey’s account and has Mordred’s usurpation of
the throne occur during Arthur’s battle with Rome, rather
than as a consequence of divisive effects of Guinevere’s
love affair. Neither does Guinevere encourage Mordred’s
love; she seems unaware of his feelings for her and assumes
that he wants only "to bring her comfort and distraction" in
her grief over Arthur’s reported death (Day 329). As a
result of these changes to her actions, Guinevere bears less
blame in the deterioration of Arthur’s realm, and her
character illustrates some of the effects of women'’s
position in patriarchal society.

Nimué, the other major female figure from the legend
whose character is expanded, also undergoes a transformation
in terms of motivation and action. In Le Morte D’Arthur’s
portrayal of her relationship with Merlin, Nimué both
manipulates and fears him, and her entrapment of him
suggests the stereotype of woman using sex to get what she
wants or to destroy men. Nimué uses Merlin’s attraction to
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her to learn his secrets: "and ever she made Merlin good
cheer till she had learned of him all manner thing that she
desired" (1: 117). After a while, however, "she was ever
passing weary of him, and fain would have been delivered of
him, for she was afeared of him because he was a devil’s
son, and she could not beskift him by no mean" until she
learns how to trap him "under a great stone" (1:118).
Stewart uses this character and episode but changes it in
several ways so that Nimué is not using sex to gain power;
nor is she the stereotypical witch brewing potions. 1In this
Stewart’s novels follow the characterization of Nimué& as
sympathetic to Arthur’s court, which, as I mentioned in the
Introduction, also appears in Malory. Stewart must change
the complexion of Nimué’s relationship with Merlin because
the enchanter, as the undoubtedly human narrator of the
first three books of the series, is positioned to have more
reader empathy than is Malory’s Merlin.

First, Nimué does not manipulate Merlin to learn his
secrets. True, he mistakes her for the boy Ninian, and she
uses that mistake to gain access to him, but as Merlin
points out to Arthur, "the deception was not hers in the
first instance" (Enchantment 351). Although Nimué admits
she wanted to learn magic before Merlin spoke to her, she
was not actively trying to find a way to get close to him.
Furthermore, the affection between Merlin and Nimué& is
genuine and operates on several levels. Merlin does not
simply lust after her, nor does Nimué use sexuality to gain
advantage over him. Sexual feelings become part of the
relationship later, after he already feels that his
assistant "bids fair to be my second self" (Enchantment
346), and after he has already taught her a great deal.
Moreover, Nimué& returns Merlin’s feelings. She does not
recognize Arthur, though he was present at a celebration she
attended, because she "was watching Merlin" (Enchantment
358); the handsome young king is less attractive than the
older magician.

Second, throughout the novels, Stewart plays upon the
possibility of Nimué’s betrayal. Merlin can see his own
end, and it has to do with a young woman. Merlin realizes,
however, "that a fate long dreaded can prove, in the end,
merciful" (Enchantment 351). Nimué’s attempt to learn all
of his knowledge as he lies supposedly dying seems ruthless;
however, she follows Merlin’s own instructions. The fact
that the mage survives his cave burial also changes the
complexion of her act, especially since "the joy she showed
[at Merlin’s return to life] was as real as the glow of the
brazier" (Enchantment 459). Moreover, Nimué is not
responsible for Merlin’s seemingly fatal illness. Arthur
does not blame Nimué&, though he had been prepared, "witch or
no witch, lover or no lover, . . . [to] deal with her as she
deserves" if she were to hurt Merlin (Enchantment 352).
Arthur instead summons Morgause to answer for Merlin’s
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supposed demise since she was the one "who fed him the
poison that in the end brought him to his death®"
(Enchantment 427).

Third, Nimué is not the stereotypical witch. Stewart
emphasizes this through comparisons between Nimué and her
rivals in power, Morgause and Morgan. Mordred, when he
first enters Nimué’s house, finds that "she was not, as he
half-expected, brewing some concoction over the brazier"
(Day 198). He is used to Morgause, who usually uses her

"magic" to "concoct . . . unguents and lotions and perfumes,
and certain subtle drugs that had the reputation of
restoring beauty and the energy of youth" (Day 95-96). 1In

contrast, Nimué’s "magic," like Merlin’s, includes
scientific, scholarly activity, involving "a litter of

tablets and papers [and] an instrument . . . in the window
embrasure, its end tilted towards the sky" (Enchantment
198) . Overall, Stewart portrays Nimué as "beautiful, but
with a force and edge to her" (Day 109). She is "a sombre
lady" who reminds Mordred of "a rousing falcon" (Enchantment
201). In many ways she resembles Ygraine, for both women

are capable of love, devotion and passion, but are also able
to act on the basis of rigorous principles.

Stewart’s series, therefore, expands the roles and
suggests motivations for Niniane, Ygraine, Guinevere and
Nimué, and in doing so, emphasizes the strengths and
admirable qualities of all of these women who support the
male protagonists of the story. However, the two women,
Morgause and Morgan, who fill the roles of villain remain
stereotypes of power-hungry (and thus "unnatural" or evil)
women. Yet contradictions in the texts regarding powerful
women highlight the way representation depends on narrative
roles.

Morgause is first introduced when Merlin and Ector
discuss the political situation in the realm, for Uther has
suggested that she might be married to Lot to strengthen the
younger king’s allegiance. When Merlin meets her, he does
not immediately think she is treacherous, but he does
associate her perfume with the smell of "fruit in a sunny

orchard. Strawberries, was it, or apricots . . ." (Hills
209). The association of Morgause with the fruit used by

Camlach in his attempt to poison Merlin suggests that she,
like the apricot in The Crystal Cave, will turn out to be
deadly. When she later seduces Arthur, Merlin senses death,
which has "[a] smell like treachery, something remembered

dimly from my childhood, when my uncle planned . . . to
murder me" (Hills 391). Morgause’s perfume once again is
apricot-scented, and her hair is "rosy fair . . . the colour

of apricots" (Hills 403).

Treachery, therefore, becomes Morgause’'s trademark as
she attempts, by any means, to gain power. She conceives
Mordred in order to have a hold on Arthur. She manipulates
Lot into killing his own son. She poisons Merlin, expecting
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that it will kill him. Her dealings with Lot and Merlin can
be justified by her desire to protect her own son, and by
the fact that Merlin is her sworn enemy. However, the
ruthlessness of her character becomes even more explicit as
the series progresses. We know that "there have been many
killings [for which she is responsible]l . . . and none of
them clean" (Day 148); her use of Macha to shelter Mordred
and deceive Lot only to order her killed (Enchantment 154)
is a memorable example of one of those deaths. In The
Wicked Day, Stewart portrays this ruthlessness even more
vividly. Macha is simply a name to the reader; she only
appears as a corpse. Sula’s perspective, on the other hand,
shapes the prologue of The Wicked Day; her death has more
impact upon the reader, who knows both her devotion to
Mordred and his affection for her. When Morgause poisons
Brude and Sula and has them burned, she tells her lover that
he has served her "more than faithfully" (Day 48); he, and
the reader, reflect, "so did they" (Day 48). Morgause,
therefore, kills both enemies and allies when it seems
expedient to her.

Her ruthlessness extends into her family relationships.
She takes Arthur to bed knowing he is her brother, using him
in hope of gaining political power. Her relationship with
her half-sister consists of a mixture of envy and
convenience; when they can work together to do Arthur or
Merlin harm they will (Day 70). She has "never . . . been
moved by love" (Day 35) so she is "an erratic parent" (Day
50), spending time with the children only when she is bored.
She uses the principle of "divide and rule" (Day 50) to
govern them, in order to keep them under her influence
rather than from concern with their welfare. She uses the
same "well-tried pattern" on her sons and her subjects:
"fear and then gratitude, complicity and then devotion®
(Day 86).

Morgan is less visible throughout the series than her
half-sister, but Stewart portrays her, too, as selfish and
ruthless. Three incidents in particular demonstrate these
traits. First, Morgan attempts to replace Caliburn and
depose Arthur because of "ambition. She had some idea of
putting her husband on the high throne of Britain with
herself as his queen" (Enchantment 452). She uses Accolon
as a tool in this plot, likely without intending to follow
through with the promised reward. Her actions show a desire
for power which overwhelms any other considerations; she is
not concerned with how the country might fare if Arthur were
killed. Second, her relationship with Morgause reveals
selfishness since she expresses concern for her half-sister
only when she wants an alliance with her. She implores
Arthur to allow Morgause to join her in exile in her castle,
but he knows that they "had little fondness for one another,
and Arthur . . . suspected that Morgan’s desire to join
forces with Morgause was literally that: a wish to double
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the baneful power of such magic as she had" (Day 174).
Third, Stewart uses the tradition of Morgan taking Arthur to
Avalon without changing the portrait of Morgan as selfish
witch. Morgan is present at the final battle, because, even
though "she had been her brother’s enemy, . . . without him
she was, and would be, nothing. She could be trusted now to
use all her skill and vaunted magic on his behalf"

(Day 353).

These two women, however, are not the only characters
with magical powers and the determination to use them.
Merlin, for example, is often ruthless; certainly several
people die so that his vision of Arthur’s begetting can
occur. Because he narrates much of the series, however, his
fears and doubts are as vivid as his ruthless actions. As
well, his narration makes clear the "price to be paid for
the word of power; pain and suffering are necessary
accompaniments" (Watson 73). Furthermore, as Jeanie Watson
notes, his "knowledge and power is of the spirit, coming
from the god" (70). Merlin’s actions and visions are always
justified by a higher power, the god he follows, and by the
fact that he is "searching after final truth" (Watson 77),
rather than by any selfish motive. 1In contrast, Morgause
and Morgan only desire power for themselves, for their own
good. Stewart’'s series thus consistently emphasizes a
dichotomy between the magical powers of important female
characters and those of important male characters.

In the first meeting with Merlin, Morgause is straight-
forward about what she wants: knowledge, and through it,
power. Merlin at first tells her that she is too young to
be his student, although she is about the same age that he
was when he met Galapas. But his reasons for refusal shift
quickly from those of age to those of gender: "I doubt if
any woman could go where I go and see what I see" (Hills

210) . Likewise, he refuses to explain "the hows and
wherefores of . . . power" (Enchantment 205) to Morgan; he

also admits that he would not have begqun teaching Nimué if
he had realized her gender (Enchantment 351).

Merlin, therefore, distinguishes between women’s and
men’s magical powers, and suggests that the magical powers
of the female characters are less legitimate than his own.
After Morgause’s seduction of Arthur reveals the powers she
has learned, Merlin describes his own powers as given to
him, where hers are taken "against all laws of God and men"
(Hills 407). When Merlin is gone Morgan wonders "what power
we true witches cannot grasp for ourselves?" (Day 70); she
Sees power as an asset to be fought for and snatched.
Furthermore, "these dark powers" are peculiar to women; they
"go from mother to daughter" (Day 149). Even Nimué’s powers
are developed only through a trick; Merlin teaches her
thinking she is a boy and even afterward believes that the
boy Ninian "might have been a greater enchanter than she"
(Enchantment 367).
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Merlin does acknowledges that he inherits the Sight
from his mother, but he insists that his power "is
different. She saw only women’s things, to do with love"
(Cave 155). Although he is unwilling to teach Morgan his
type of magic, he feels he must try to convey to her its
complexity, since "as these girls see it, it is an affair of
philters, and whispers in darkened rooms, spells to bind a
man’s heart, or bring the vision of a lover on Midsummer
Eve" (Enchantment 205). However, other incidents in the
novels contradict Merlin’s statement: the women in the
series who are serious about magic express little interest
in using such power for aphrodisiac or erotic ends.
Morgause only uses sexual magic when Merlin prevents her
from learning other types. Morgan’s "questions turned all
on the greater power, and mainly as it had touched Arthur"

(Enchantment 205). Nimué had already learned such minor
magic on the Island, "but still . . . was hungry" for more

(Enchantment 358), and for greater powers (Enchantment 360) .

Merlin is obviously wrong about women’s interests in
magic, which raises questions about the accuracy of his
other declarations on the subject of women and magic. His
assertion that women can not survive the demands of true
power is borne out by Niniane and Morgause. Niniane either
loses or willingly gives up "what she had had of power"
(Cave 262). Merlin suggests that "she began to fear the
power, and let it be" (Cave 155); Stewart does not reveal
any other motivation behind Merlin’s mother’s actions. The
example of Morgause also supports Merlin’s statement.
Although she does not abandon the practice of magic, the
omniscient narrator of The Wicked Day suggests that her
powers are inferior to those of Merlin or even Morgan,
because of her lack of discipline: "like many women who
work chiefly through their influence on men, [she] was
subtle rather than clever, and she was also by temperament
lazy" (Day 84). Morgan and Nimué&, however, survive the
rigours of magic and use their powers all their lives:
Morgan, identified "as sorceress or queen" (Day 353),
arrives before the final battle to Nimué’s island to help
Arthur; Nimué&, after Merlin trains her, uses her powers for
Arthur’s kingdom until the end of the last battle.’

Such textual contradictions do not recuperate the
characters of Morgause and Morgan; they are still
villainous. However, the contradictions indicate that
Merlin can be wrong, and this capacity for error highlights
the way that the story, as Stewart presents it in the first
three novels, comes from one person’s perspective. For most
of the series, we believe Merlin’s assessment of events and
characters, but his biases in regards to women and magic
suggest that characters fill certain roles depending on who
is the centre of the story, and as my discussion of these
novels demonstrates, roles affect characterization. I will
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return to the question of whose story is told in Chapter 2,
and to the question of who tells the story in Chapter 3.

Gillian Bradshaw

In Gillian Bradshaw’s series, roles also determine
representations of female characters. The series sets up an
opposition between those working for Darkness or Evil and
those working for Light or Good;® of the two main female
characters, Morgawse works for Darkness and Gwynhwyfar for
Light. As a result, Morgawse appears as a stereotypical
witch, while Gwynhwyfar’s inner conflicts and believable
motivations make her a more complex character. Both of
these women, however, are affected by society’s assumptions
about gender.

Stereotypical witches, as we saw in Stewart’s novels
with Morgause and Morgan, generally do evil for its own
sake, or for a selfish desire for power, or capriciously, to
show that they can. Bradshaw’'s Morgawse acts out of the
desire for power and hatred for the world; no explanation is
given as to why she should act this way. While Morgawse
gains power from the use of her beauty, intelligence, and
magic, her sorcerous powers overshadow her other attributes
and make her a horrifying, demonic figure.

Gwalchmai, the narrator of the first novel, often
comments on his mother’s beauty. His first description of
Morgawse suggests both a model of womanhood, especially in
the quality of her voice, and the Darkness she will come to
represent: "her voice was low, soft, and beautiful. She was
herself beautiful: very tall, dark where Lot was fair; her
eyes were darker than the sea at midnight® (Hawk 6). As
Gwalchmai’s description continues, her beauty becomes
associated with danger, for "she left breathless anyone who
only looked at her, and drew eyes as a whirlpool draws
water" (Hawk 6). Her beauty gives her the ability to
influence her husband; when Lot rushes to her after
returning from the wars, Gwalchmai sees "still, cold disgust
in her eyes mixed with a strange pride in her power" (Hawk
23). sShe uses her beauty and "an intimate, secret smile"
(Kingdom 224) to "bewitch" and thus control her husband, her
political allies, and even her sons.

Morgawse'’'s intelligence also allows her to influence
men, especially her husband. Bradshaw presents Lot as a
statesman, who "enjoyed the complicated processes by which
he kept his subject kings obedient" (Hawk 25). He is "more
cunning than a fox" (Hawk 25) but Morgawse surpasses him.
When difficulties arise in his power games, "he would ask
Morgawse, and she would tell him what she had long before
thought out, and it would work" (Hawk 8). While Lot is
away, "she controlled the realm in a way which made [Lot’s]

- - . grip seem light" (Hawk 41). Gwalchmai realizes that
she holds "Lot’s fate in her slim white hands" (Hawk 30),
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for Lot "is a strong man, but she is a subtle designer, and
will outlast him" (Kingdom 124).

Morgawse uses her beauty and intelligence to rule other
men besides Lot. She sleeps with Arthur in order to have a
hold over him, knowing he will be horrified at the
incestuous relationship (Hawk 300-01). Morgawse begins an
affair with Maelgwn in order to find another tool to use
against Arthur. Rhys observes that "Morgawse would dominate
her allies’ minds and subjugate them, not to a cause, but to
herself, and she would start with Maelgwn" (Kingdom 149).
She knows that by "sleeping with the king of Gwynedd, . .
[she could] dictate his counsels" (Kingdom 149), and she
plans to use his kingdom, which lies closer to Camlann and
her brother than her own islands, as a base of operations
against Arthur.

The power Morgawse receives from her magic increases
and intensifies her other sources of power. Thus, even when
Lot overpowers her physically, she "fed upon him like a
shadow upon a strong light, and drained his power slowly
away" (Hawk 58). Rhys also senses her ability to drain
men’s powers. He describes her eyes as "black in such a way
that they seemed to drink all the light around them, . . .
[b]lack enough to drink your life like a thirsty man gulping
down a cup of water" (Kingdom 122). When she uses sorcery,
"darkness blazed in a corona about her, and she was more
beautiful than ever any mortal woman was" (Hawk 52). In
fact, Morgawse has served Darkness so long she has become
"the queen of Darkness" (Hawk 115) and "is scarcely human
now" (Hawk 173). Thus, one of most important female
characters in the series is hardly a woman at all. Morgawse
is, instead, "a Power wrapped in human flesh, long ago
consuming the mind that had invoked it" (Hawk 68); she is
supernatural, the protagonists’ opponent, and unrelentingly
evil.

There is another major female figure in Bradshaw’s
series, however, and that is Gwynhwyfar, Arthur’s wife.
Where Morgawse opposes Arthur’s dream of a unified kingdom,
Gwynhwyfar believes in it and works for it. This contrast
in their narrative roles is reflected in the contrasts in
the way they are represented. Like Stewart, Bradshaw makes
careful additions to the legend’s traditional story so that
the reader can understand and sympathizé with Gwynhwyfar’s
character, even when she commits adultery.

Gwynhwyfar, like Morgawse, is beautiful, but
descriptions of her beauty emphasize warmth and light,
rather than coldness and blackness. Gwynhwyfar had "masses
of deep red, wavy hair and smiling brown eyes. There was a
warmth to her, and a grace that made her beautiful" (Hawk
288). Rhys compares her to "a candle flame, warm and
shining" (Kingdom 107). Unlike Morgawse’s appearance,
Gwynhwyfar’s beauty is that of a mortal woman. She ages as
the series progresses, and occasionally reflects on the way
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life’'s stress has affected her appearance. In the epilogue

to In Winter’s Shadow, she describes herself: "the face I
see is an old woman’s, lined with use. Much use: many
tears. . . . Lined with laughter, too" (317). Whereas

Morgawse’s beauty emphasizes her inhuman powers,
Gwynhwyfar’s is an extension of a natural life and human
sorrows.

Gwynhwyfar’s beauty, however, plays much less a role in
her life and gives her far less importance and power than
her intelligence and education. Her father, a scholarly
noble, educates her; she admits that she "shamelessly ran

off . . . from the cooking and housekeeping" (Shadow 7) in
order to study with him until eventually she "had read even
more than her father" (Hawk 288). Ogyrfan recognizes her
abilities and gives her the responsibility of making their
"holding . . . a smoothly managed, effective base" Ffor
Arthur’s men (Shadow 11). Her education gives her a bond
with Arthur for she understands his "goal of preserving the
empire . . . [and] the value of peace and impartial justice"

that the empire could represent (Shadow 10).
Gwynhwyfar appreciates Arthur’s philosophical vision;
moreover, she becomes invaluable in the attempt to put it
into practice. Bradshaw constantly reminds the reader of
the hard work that the Queen undertakes. Rhys lists some of
her duties:
she determined how much wool we had and how much
we needed to buy and how much each person could
take; she saw to it that the cattle were
slaughtered in the right numbers and that we had
enough grain; she ordered major repairs, like
thatching, and kept all the accounts. (Kingdom
107-08)

In the typical day with which In Winter’'s Shadow begins, she

must

buy grain to feed the fortress, . . . arrange a
feast for the emissaries from the kings of Elmet
and Powys, . . . allot some wool from the stores

to the weavers of the fortress if all the Family
were to have their winter cloaks in time. Soon,

. . [she] would have to find a new supply of
iron for the smiths. . . . There would doubtless
be some petitioners asking for a hearing. And
there was the question of what [the] emissary must
say to the king of Less Britain. (14)

After her expulsion from Camlann, Arthur confesses to her:
"the fortress and the kingdom are almost ungovernable
without you, because the affairs of the empire are in
disorder and the servants and farmers sigh whenever you are
mentioned" (Shadow 238). She later helps Sandde devise ways
to raise supplies for the army (Shadow 276) and thus even in
the final battle uses her administrative skills for Arthur'’s
side.
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Gwynhwyfar’s talents extend beyond managing the
fortress, for she is involved in all aspects of Arthur’s
campaign. "She was strong enough to help Gruffydd the
surgeon with his work without flinching" (Hawk 288) and, for
a while at least, able to keep the peace by persuading "many
warriors into offering apologies" (Shadow 19) when conflicts
arise in the Family. With Gwalchmai and Bedwyr, she joins
Arthur in conferences on policy (Shadow 26-29). By often
extolling Gwynhwyfar’s abilities and responsibilities,
Bradshaw emphasizes throughout the series the ways in which
the Queen is important to Arthur’s dream; Gwynhwyfar is not
just a figure-head, but gives Arthur practical assistance in
running the kingdom.

While Morgawse and Gwynhwyfar both hold political
power,® the society that Bradshaw depicts in her series is a
patriarchal one. Women and men have particular roles, and
for the most part women have charge of the domestic sphere
while men take charge of war and law (Shadow 172).
Exceptional women like Morgawse and Gwynhwyfar can find
positions of power within that society, but those positions
are tenuously held. Morgawse can command Lot’s warband, but
only because "they feared her greatly. Enough men have
defied her only to disappear from the green earth for any of
them to disobey her" (Kingdom 242). The warriors’
loyalties, however, remain with Lot and Agravain. In part,
this lack of loyalty to Morgawse results from her known use
of sorcery, but her gender is also a factor: the men "hated
to be ruled by a foreign woman" (Kingdom 242). Gwynhwyfar
is no sorceress, but she, too, cannot command respect
outside a controlled sphere. When Gwynhwyfar goes with
Bedwyr to Less Britain, she finds that she is "useless and
helpless" because Hywel and his warband see her only as a

"stolen woman" (Shadow 195). She contrasts her treatment in
the two courts: "I had been accustomed to responsibility
and authority, and I had become a piece of Bedwyr’s luggage,
the trophy of a battle" (Shadow 195). Only a few people--

Arthur, Bedwyr, Gwalchmai, Cei, Ogyrfan--realize that
Gwynhwyfar is not a possession. The contrast between
Gwynhwyfar’s capabilities and the way she is perceived by
people outside her court demonstrates both the irrationality
and debilitating effects of gender prejudice in society.

Marion Zimmer Bradley

Marion Zimmer Bradley's The Mists of Avalon focusses on
the women of the legend and represents most of them as
complex individuals, especially those usually considered
evil sorceresses. Even here, however, roles affect
characterization; as Morgause steps into the role of villain
she becomes more stereotypical. Bradley'’s novel also
explores the relationship between society’s assumptions
about gender and the way women think about themselves and
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act; by contrasting matriarchal and patriarchal societies
the novel emphasizes that many "natural" attributes and
social roles are learned.

The Mists of Avalon challenges traditional depictions
of the main female sorceresses of the legend. Bradley makes
these characters complex in two ways. First, she gives
insight into the women’s thoughts and feelings, especially
when they are faced with assumptions about themselves based
on their gender. Second, she places traditional judgements
of these female characters, like labels of "witch" or
"sorceress," in the mouths of other characters who are then
shown to be biased in their opinions, or ignorant about the
true motivations of those they condemn. The novices at
Glastonbury observe that "there are ignorant priests and
ignorant people, who are all too ready to cry sorcery if a
woman is only a little wiser than they are" (874, emphasis
in original), and it is such ignorant people who judge
harshly Viviane, Morgaine and Morgause.

Viviane, whose name recalls Tennyson’s famous
sorceress, is labelled a witch by those who have ulterior
motives. Balin accuses Viviane of killing Priscilla, his
mother, and calls the Lady a "foul, murdering witch" (342).
While Balin’'s grief is understandable, Bradley makes it
clear that his accusations are false and arise out of
extreme prejudice and emotion.!® Priscilla has asked
Viviane "to put an end to her suffering" (340) and
Priscilla’s husband, Gawan, has agreed. While Gawan and
Balan grieve for Priscilla, only Balin thinks that Viviane’s
act of mercy is "murder and evil sorcery" (342) that needs
to be "avenged" (499). Balin is obviously mad with grief
when he kills Viviane and offers to "purge this court of all
their evil wizard line" (500). He is described as being "in
a frenzy" (500) and Arthur questions whether the knight is
"sane enough" to understand his punishment (500-01). Arthur
himself speaks of Viviane as "my friend and my benefactor
. who helped to set me on my throne" (499). No one
takes Balin’s side; indeed, several people, including
Lancelet, wish to kill Balin to avenge Viviane (499).
Gwenhwyfar is the only one who agrees that Viviane deserves
death, and that agreement comes a couple of years after the
event when Gwenhwyfar, too, is in the grip of jealous rage.
Her anger at Morgaine’s relationship to Arthur leads
Gwenhwyfar to condemn Morgaine, Avalon and Viviane, "that
evil old witch whom Balin rightly killed for her heathen
sorceries" (552). While Viviane’s actions do at times seem
cruel and calculating, the condemnation of characters like
Balin and Gwenhwyfar, since it arises out of wrongs they
feel she has done to them, loses credibility as an accurate
assessment of her character. Meanwhile, the "fierce love"
(227) that Viviane feels for Morgaine does much to mitigate
her unsympathetic traits.®!
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Morgaine herself is seen by other characters as a
sorceress, but, again, it is the ignorance and lack of
education of most people that makes her knowledge seem
magical in contrast. Some of Camelot’'s women think that her
ability to make ale, medicines and perfumes proves she has
"magic art" (439). Morgaine knows that with proper
instruction "any woman . . . could do what she did, if she
was neat-handed and willing to take the time and trouble to
see to it" (440). Morgaine is also most often accused of
sorcery by those who think her a threat. Gwenhwyfar, after
begging for a charm from Morgaine, thinks of her as "the
damnable sorceress" (447) when Morgaine’s warnings about the
outcome start to come true. Furthermore, Gwenhwyfar’s most
violent accusations of Morgaine as evil come when she
realizes that Morgaine has done what she cannot: give
Arthur a son. For other characters, such as Elaine, it is
hard to reconcile what they have been taught about Avalon
with what they know about Morgaine. Morgaine is "from that
evil island of witches and Sorceresses, " yet Elaine thinks
the priestess is "good" (520), and therefore trusts her to
bring about Elaine’s marriage to Lancelet.

These women do, of course, have real magic powers, but
those powers themselves do not make the women villains. The
supernatural powers of Viviane and Morgaine result from
study and belief in a religion, whose tenets and principles
they follow.'? Furthermore, their powers bring with them
sacrifice and pain. At each of the two times where Morgaine
uses her magic to try to kill someone, she is deathly ill
herself. When she becomes connected with the Great Sow in
order to kill Avalloch, "she must suffer the death throes"
(672) and even much later "could not move a muscle without
gripping, terrifying pain" (672). The conflict between
Arthur and Accolon occurs at the same time as her
miscarriage; as the men wound each other, "excruciating pain
stabbed through Morgaine’s whole body" (739) and she is then
ill for months afterward.

The character of Morgause most clearly demonstrates the
effect of narrative roles on complex characterization. On
the one hand, Bradley adds depth to the evil sorceress of
many versions of the legend. T. H. White memorably depicts
the Queen of the Orkneys boiling a black cat alive in search
of a bone to make her invisible, although she mainly wants
"an excuse for lingering with the mirror" (215).!* In
Bradshaw’s series, Morgawse is truly an agent of "Darkness"
who uses spells to enchant her sons and plots against
Arthur. In The Mists of Avalon, in contrast, Morgause
herself speaks of her reputation as sorceress, and links it
to her political influence. Her husband listens to her
opinions regarding the running of their land, and as a
result, Morgause notes, "the priests are very sour about me
and say I do not keep my place as befits a woman--no doubt
they think I am some kind of evil sorceress or witch because
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I do not sit modestly at my spinning and weaving" (212).
Other reports of her sorcery are passed on as gossip
regarding her ability to charm men. For example, her
popularity and the number of her lovers leads people to "say
she practices magic arts to spellbind men to her" (436) .
Morgaine, however, suggests that it is more likely "henna
from Egypt" (436) rather than magic that makes Morgause
still look young.

By the end of the novel, however, Morgause is acting as
the villain; it is she, for example, who helps Mordred trap
Gwenhwyfar and Lancelet. As she becomes more established in
that narrative role,!* she becomes more like the stereo-
typical witch. 1In a scene reminiscent of White’s, Morgause
cuts the throat of a white dog in order to acquire the Sight
(816) ; she also uses a serving woman as a medium and
eventually kills her (818). This picture of Morgause is
still different from White’s, however. Bradley shows the
scene from Morgause’s perspective, so that we know that,
even though she will not stop, Morgause still has "a
dispassionate sympathy" for the dog, "a moment of genuine
revulsion as she cut its throat" (816), and "a certain
squeamishness at the preliminaries" (817). Her character is
not completely hardened.

The novel also invokes the stereotype of the witch as
insatiable for young men to assure herself of continuing
beauty and sexual power. In various medieval versions,
Morgan was so characterized and the escape of these young
men provided occasions for the tales to ridicule the witch'’s
age and ugliness. The last time Morgause appears in Mists,
her advances to a young man are rejected. When the chance
of ruling the entire kingdom as Queen Mother to Mordred’s
King disappears, Morgause turns to Cormac to reassure
herself that she still has sexual power. He refuses her
because she is like his "own grandmother . . . an old woman"
(859). However, this rejection is not accompanied by
intentional ridicule, though the lad’s suggestion of "a nice
possett" instead (859) is insensitive to the older woman’s
passions. On the whole, though, Cormac’s attitude towards
Morgause is one of "respect" and "loyalty" rather than
malice, and Morgause’s own realization at that moment that
she has lost everything and "lived too long" (860) creates
sympathy for her. Therefore, although Morgause comes
closest to the stereotypes of witches at the point in the
story when she fills the narrative role of villain, for the
most part she is a character who, if not always sympathetic,
has at least some sympathetic traits, like her real love for
her sons and Morgaine,!® mixed in with unsympathetic ones,
like her ruthlessness and ambition. She is also one of the
most lonely figures in the book. Unlike other women--
Morgaine, Igraine, Viviane, Gwenhwyfar, and Niniane--
Morgause never belongs to a community of women for any
length of time. After she marries Lot, when she is about



59

fourteen, she is cut off from any group of "sisters" except
for brief visits to other courts.?®

By contrasting judgements made about Viviane, Morgaine
and Morgause with their own interpretations of their
actions, Bradley shows women coping with a patriarchal
society, for, although Avalon is matriarchal, the rest of
the kingdom is not. Within this patriarchal society, women
are limited to certain social roles. The gossip in the
Queen’s sewing room makes two of these roles explicit. The
women talk about the possibility of Morgaine’s marriage, the
marriage and pregnancy of one of the women, and the
possibility of the Queen’s pregnancy. Marriage and
motherhood thus are women’s goals; the only alternative is a
nunnery.

Bradley creates some female characters, like Morgaine,
who challenge these ideas, but society’s reaction to them is
often hostile. Arthur seems to find nothing wrong with the
fact that his "sister is a woman grown and her own mistress.
She need not seek . . . leave to be here or there" (374) .
However, men like Leodegranz feel that a man should be "lord
of all" including his "womenfolk" and these men react
antagonistically when that does not happen (375).
Gwenhwyfar’s affair with Lancelet brings out the same point;
Elaine realizes that Arthur’s subjects will question his
ability to "rule a kingdom" if he can not "rule his wife"
(522) .

Women also have mixed reactions to a woman’'s freedom
from usual social constraints and expectations. Gwenhwyfar
both admires and resents Morgaine’s independence; she is
amused at the men’s plans to "tame" Morgaine through
marriage, "and then she grew angry. Why should Morgaine
please herself? No other woman was allowed to do her own
will" (375). Gwenhwyfar also dislikes Morgause, because the
older woman "does what she will and cares not if all men
criticize her" (606). Gwenhwyfar disapproves of the way
that Morgause and Morgaine hold political power, and rule,
or help to rule, kingdoms (602). When Arthur cites Boadicea
as a precedent for British queens ruling, she says,
"bitterly, ‘I hope they killed her’" (602).

The novel thus presents two types of society: the
matriarchal world of Avalon whose religion worships the
Goddess; and the patriarchal, Romanized, Christian world
that is superseding it. Bradley’s representation of these
two worlds is crucial to her representation of the women of
the legend, for, in either case, societal expectations and
assumptions about gendered roles shape the women who grow up
in them.

One of the important features of Avalon’s religion is
the status it gives to women. Bradley constructs a society
which is matriarchal, which "count([s] their lineage
sensibly through the mother" (7) and worships an Earth
Goddess who is Mother of all. This has several consequences
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for women’s status and for the degree of power they can
attain. First of all, though the Merlin is required to
kneel before a king, the Lady is not, "for she was not only
the priestess of the Goddess, but incorporated the Goddess
within herself in a way the man-priests of male Gods could
never know or understand" (200); she can, "in her own place,
precede . . . even a king" (203). Their religion gives
these women jurisdiction over their own actions as well.
Kevin reminds Morgaine, when she returns from the fairy
world, that as "a priestess, . . . [her] conscience is not
in the keeping of any man alive" (418).

Furthermore, women who are priestess-raised have
dominion over their own bodies. Niniane responds to
Mordred’'s jealousy by reminding him that her body is not his
property, but her own: "I account to no man on this earth
for what I do with what is mine--yes, mine and not yours. I
am not Roman, to let some man tell me what I may do with
what the Goddess gave me" (849). Igraine also contrasts the
Roman attitude towards women with the Tribal one and
suggests the difference results from the way each culture
determines lineage. Because the Romans trace lineage
through the father, they "made a great matter of worrying
over who lay with their women, and locked them up and spied
on them" (7). This attitude, when taken to the extreme,
results also in a callousness towards daughters and an
obsession to have sons: Gorlois "was discontented" because
Morgaine was not a son (7), and Avalloch "was really angry"
when Maline bears another girl instead of a boy (669).
Morgaine resents this Roman way of thinking which makes

"women . . . the chattels of their menfolk" (312) and thus
on a par with "horses or dogs" (312), whose masters "could
fondle or beat" whenever they liked (720). When she seduces

Lancelet, it is, in part, a deliberate rejection of the
Roman and Christian way of conducting a relationship (323);
she feels that the tribal festivals, which acknowledge human
passion as separate from the desire for marriage, are "more
honest" (323). When Morgaine labels herself a "whore"

(625), it is because she allows herself to be used by her
husband, instead of following her conscience.

Because of their attitude towards their own sexuality,
the priestesses of Avalon cannot fully condemn Gwenhwyfar
for her affair with Lancelet. Morgaine, while believing in
the principle of woman’s free choice, still blames
Gwenhwyfar because the queen, unlike Morgaine, Morgause and
Isotta, "had been married to a man who was handsome and no
more than her own age" (621); however, this condemnation
arises from jealousy, not reason. Niniane, knowing that
Arthur has broken his vows to Avalon, still refuses to
depose him "by betraying a woman who has taken the right the
Goddess has given to all women" (851). Mordred points out
that "Gwenhwyfar has done no more than is right--the lady
shall choose who she will for a consort" (851). Mordred
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suggests that picking a king on the basis of her choice is
ridiculous, but the problem, which he does not acknowledge,
is not in the principle of the lady picking the king, but in
the identity of the woman. Gwenhwyfar is not queen in her
own right. Morgaine, as part of the royal line of Avalon
and Maiden to the King Stag, is the real Lady whose mating
with Arthur makes him king. Despite the damage that
Gwenhwyfar’s principles do to Avalon, none of the
priestesses betray her.!’

Avalon, and the religion it represents, also allows
women political power as well as spiritual and personal
power. Their way of calculating kinship means that "the
sSister’s son was the natural heir, [for] . . . rule passed
through the blood of the woman" (616). Gawaine believes
that the Tribes’ system of "women to stay home and rule, men
to wander about and make war" (614) makes more sense than
Arthur’s court’s way. Gawaine acknowledges that Morgause
rules better than he would since she has "talent" for it
where he does not (614). 1In addition, the contrast between
the women who have political interests and talents and those
who do not is not flattering to the latter. Gwenhwyfar'’s
ladies "have nothing better to do than gossip ..

[because] their most Christian husbands and fathers make
sure they . . . have nothing else to occupy their minds"
(707) except "mindless jests and gossip" (724).

The way that Avalon allows women to develop their full
potential is also demonstrated in the first encounter we are
shown between Morgaine and Lancelet. Because of Morgaine’s
small size and her gender, Lancelet fears that the slope of
the Tor would be "too long and steep for a girl" to climb,
in part because of the "long skirts" that Morgaine wears
(149) . She beats him to the top, and is "not even short of
breath" while he is (148). Thus Avalon’'s training allows
women to be capable, active people.

Morgaine’s upbringing in Avalon contrasts with the
upbringing which Gwenhwyfar receives at the convent,
especially since Gwenhwyfar is introduced shortly after the
Tor climb, and is, significantly, lost. She is presented as
much more helpless than Morgaine. Bradley next depicts
Gwenhwyfar just before her betrothal to Arthur and explains
some of the girl’s fear and timidity. Gwenhwyfar’'s
agoraphobia results from poor eyesight. Her condition is
not improved by the ridicule she receives from her father
and step-mother. Although afraid of marrying, Gwenhwyfar
feels that she would accept marriage for the chance to be in
her own house where "no one would dare to make fun of her"
(252) . However, when Arthur offers to allow her to "rule at
[his] side" (273), she panics and refuses. She wants to be
able to do things, to manage her life, but she is ultimately
afraid to do so.

It becomes obvious that Gwenhwyfar has been trained to
be a meek and mild creature. She speaks to Leodegranz "in
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her shyest little voice . . .[for] it displeased her father
if she spoke out boldly" (254). Moments of rebellion or
boldness on her part are either smothered by others in
authority or by herself. For example, when she suggests
that she should marry Lancelet, her father over-rules her;
he feels she needs "a man to take care of [her], and better
the King than the King’s captain" (256). The logic of his
argument and his assertion that it is for her own good
silences her. Later, when leaving for her wedding, she
becomes so angry that she thinks "she would smother with the
rage . . . choking her" (268) because she feels she is
"merely part of the furniture . . . not herself, . . . only
some property" (268). Her reaction to this anger reveals
the extent to which she has internalized and accepted her
father’s and the priests’ view of women: she equates her
anger with Eve’s sinfulness, and her rebellion against her
father’s will as rebellion against the will of God. Her
method of coping with this anger and guilt is to "will
herself into semiconciousness again" (268).

The Roman, Christian doctrine also makes Gwenhwyfar
more of a victim when she is raped. Morgaine reassures
Gwenhwyfar that Arthur will not blame her for Meleagrant’'s
actions because she was "trapped and beaten into submission"
(527) . Gwenhwyfar does not believe this for she has been
taught "that no woman was ever ravished save she had tempted
some man to it, as Eve led our first father Adam into sin"
(527) .*®* Thus Gwenhwyfar suffers physically with
Meleagrant, but she also suffers spiritually because she
believes "that she merited death for the sin of having lived
to be ravaged" (527). Gwenhwyfar’s vulnerability is
memorable, and the graphic details of the rape (514) also
create sympathy for her character.

Bradley'’s portrayal of the unfairness of Gwenhwyfar’s
position is compromised, however, by the implicit comparison
between Morgaine and Gwenhwyfar. The circumstances
surrounding the episode suggest that Gwenhwyfar did indeed
"ask for it" in some way. Morgaine warns her not to go see
Meleagrant without a proper contingent of Companions (507).
Moreover, she delivers this warning, not by using some
supernatural source that Gwenhwyfar does not possess, but by
using common sense. According to Morgaine, "it needs no
sorcery to know that a villain is a villain" (507).
Gwenhwyfar’s logic, that Meleagrant will not harm her
because it would invalidate his kingship claim, loses
persuasiveness for the reader since the possibility of
"bedding with the Queen" to prove kingship has already been
suggested by Kevin (473). Moreover, part of her decision is
based upon pride and willfulness, for "whatever Morgaine
said, Gwenhwyfar always felt compelled to do precisely
other" (507) and Gwenhwyfar also wants to prove "that she
- - . could . . . settle a matter of state when Arthur was
absent" (507). Furthermore, the church’s example of "the
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Holy Virgin martyrs of Rome [who] had willingly died rather
than lay down their chastity" (527) parallels Gwenhwyfar’s
own thoughts about how Morgaine "would have used that little
dagger of hers" (516) to prevent being raped.

Bradley’s depiction of Christianity thus shows many
negative effects on women but some positive ones, too.
First, women do have some status and power depending on the
situation. The abbess of Igraine’'s convent, for example,
"did not bow" to Gwenhwyfar, because "temporal power . . .
was nothing" in the holy place which she supervises (361).:¢
Second, most of the depictions of Christianity come from
characters like Viviane or Morgaine, whose beliefs and ways
of life are threatened by Christianity; they are biased.
Gwenhwyfar’s is the only view of Christianity that we get
from a woman, and she represents an extreme view of the
Church, one which does not represent all Christians. For
example, when Gwenhwyfar confesses that she has thought
barrenness would allow her to take lovers with impunity, the
priest does not condemn her. Instead, he reassures her
"that it was no more than reason that with her husband so
long sick, her thoughts should turn to such things; she must

not feel guilty" (333). Gwenhwyfar refuses to take this
counsel; she always thinks that she is too wicked to be
forgiven.

Christians in the novel do act prejudicially and
unreasonably, but a desire for power usually lies behind
their actions; they enforce their beliefs not for Christ but
for their own interests. The priest who comes to Gwenhwyfar
after her miscarriage does not hesitate to encourage her
fears and feelings of guilt in order to gain greater power
at Arthur’s court. He reinforces the thought that "if there
is fault, it must be [her] own" (391) ; consequently, since
the only fault the Queen can think of is Arthur’s use of the
Pendragon and not the cross as his symbol, the Queen becomes
more obsessed with making the court completely Christian.
When Gwenhwyfar realizes that Arthur fathered Morgaine’s
child, her obsession with sin and guilt forces Arthur to
confess, a move which Morgaine rightly interprets as putting
"Arthur into the hands of his priests" (552). Gwenhwyfar
sometimes believes that her inability to have a child must
be the result of God’s punishment for sin,?® but she also
uses that belief out of jealousy to have power over her
husband, to punish him for loving Morgaine.

The importance of Bradley’'s depiction of Gwenhwyfar’s
character to the status of her book as a feminist rewriting
has been recognized by scholars. Barbara Ann Gordon-Wise
calls Mists "revisionist" (147) because Gwenhwyfar'’s
"dependence, timidity and paralyzing terror of open spaces
are all a result of her upbringing within a patriarchal
culture" (144) rather than an innate, female weakness.
Similarly, Lee Ann Tobin argues that "Bradley'’'s most
important contribution to the Arthurian tradition is her use
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of its primary female character to show how women lost power
in western civilization" (150). She notes, as I have noted
above, several instances where Gwenhwyfar clearly is being
"trained to be submissive by her family and her Christian
church" (150). Tobin goes on to argue that the placement of
these scenes with Gwenhwyfar makes the reader Question the
"naturalness" of her upbringing. Because it is depicted
first, Avalon’s "training of women for power. . . [seems]
natural. . . . The patriarchal Christian tradition has been
effectively decentered" (Tobin 151). While Avalon’s
training may be seen as "natural" in the novel, it is not
completely benevolent. Tobin does not acknowledge that
Morgaine’s training has been rigorous and that she leaves
Avalon feeling betrayed and trapped by the pregnancy that
Viviane had arranged for her; as Viviane had warned, the
priestesses can be "cruel" (Mists 136) in using people to
fulfill the will of the Goddess. Still, Morgaine from the
beginning has been allowed to choose; Viviane teaches her
that following the Goddess’ will "is too heavy a burden to
be borne unconsenting" (Mists 171). Furthermore, Morgaine
reaches a stage in her training "where obedience may be
tempered with [her] own judgement" (Mists 169).

Gwenhwyfar’s father, by contrast, assumes that his daughter,
by virtue of her gender, does not have any judgement. The
reader, knowing Arthur’s admiration for strong women and
Lancelet’s preference for fragile helpless women, knows that
Gwenhwyfar, in the matter of her marriage, has more
judgement than her father.

Bradley’s novel is widely recognized as "the feminist
version" (Sampson, Herself 305) of the Arthurian legend.
Bradley’s ability to endow all the women with some
sympathetic character traits so that they become complexly
motivated individuals rather than stereotypes contributes
greatly to that status.? Moreover, the characters’ complex
motivations are shown to be influenced by the assumptions
about gender made by their societies, and the contrast
between Avalon and Arthur’s court suggest that all such
assumptions are ideological rather than natural or common-
sense.

Fay Sampson

Fay Sampson’s series, Daughter of Tintagel, is the most
recent of these rewritings, and her series explicitly

recognises the issue of representations of women in fiction.
In discussing medieval Arthurian works, one of the narrators
of Herself argues that "[n]o man is so reviled in the
romances" as Morgan is (140); later, discussing twentieth-
century versions, the same narrator observes that Arthur is
always good while Morgan is always evil: "[alny evidence
that points to ambivalence . . . is rejected" (303).

Besides such assertions, Sampson’s series, like Bradley’'s
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novel, creates a social background for its female characters
which emphasizes the effects of patriarchy on women’s lives,
whether those women are from the lower classes or the
aristocracy. The usual witch-figures, Morgan, Margawse and
their older sister Elaine, here are made more complex
through comparisons to Goddess figures. Once again, though,
narrative roles affect the complexity of characterization;
Nimue and Gwenhyvar remain stereotypically vain, power-
hungry and selfish.

Throughout the series, metaphors compare women to
horses, cattle or gems, and indicate their status as men’s
possessions. Gwennol compares Uther’s feast to "the
midsummer horse-fair, with the men sizing up the fillies for

breeding and beauty . . . [where] a duke’s daughter can be
bought and sold, the same as a slave" (Woman 49). Ygerne is

referred to as Gorlois’ "treasure" (Woman 21) or "his jewel"
(Woman 48); her beauty gives him a certain rank that other
men get from land or money. When Uther threatens to take
her from him, Gorlois treats Ygerne and her daughters "like
a prize mare and her fillies when the horse rustlers are
abroad" (Herself 18). As Uther takes Ygerne and her
daughters back to Bossiney after killing Gorlois, Gwennol
compares the festive atmosphere of the occasion to the
aftermath of a cattle raid, "as though ([the] women were cows
herded in" (Woman 176). Merlyn, Uther, and Mark confine
Morgan to Tintagel in order to assure themselves that there
will be no "return to the old ways" which they now consider
"dangerous nonsense" (Nun 233); they do not want Morgan to
be "[a] queen to lead the chariots. A queen who would kill

any man who stood in her way. A queen . . . to heal the
wounded land" (Nun 233). Women'’s power is part of a past

society which can not be reinstated.

Yet that past power can not be completely ignored,
either; as Modred explains, "our faith lies in our mothers"
(Herself 196) since paternity is harder to prove. Arthur’s
parentage and upbringing has been kept secret. His use of
Caliburn legitimizes him as a war-leader, but not as High
King. To give him that rank Merlyn uses women for the older
powers and ties they represent. Thus he has Elaine,
Margawse and Morgan perform a pagan king-making for Arthur
(Herself 93) and he marries Arthur to Gwenhyvar, whose
mother’s lineage "comes from that ancient line that flows in
the blood of kings and queens like the mighty Severn that is
an artery from the heart of Britain" (Herself 196). But
although the belief in the power of the mother’s lineage is
still strong, it has been changed and corrupted by that
desire to use women as possessions and trophies. Ancestry
alone can not tempt "an ambitious man" (Herself 197) like
Arthur; the gueen must also have youth and beauty because
"daughters and wives are jewels to be boasted of and
displayed. Beauties to outshine other men’s treasures"
(Herself 197). If Gwenyvach’s tale is true, royal blood,
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and the power that comes with it, is only politically useful
if joined with other, socially idolized traits, such as
beauty.

Sampson’s series, while it mainly focusses on British
royalty, also depicts the status of women in other classes.
Luned is not a member of British nobility; she is the
daughter of parents who own a bit of land (Nun 14). Yet, as
a woman, she faces similar constraints and dangers as does
Morgan. Because of her parents’ holdings, she is expected
to marry, to have her "future contracted" (Nun 14). She,
like Gorlois’s women, narrowly escapes being raped, although
she asserts that she "did not go fleeing what [she] feared"
(Nun 7) (i.e. male sexuality) when she decides to become a
nun. Rather, she chooses the Church and Bryvyth’s nunnery
in order to escape

the lives of the women [which consist of the]
running bowels of their babies, the greasy steam
of bacon and cabbage, the skirts thigh-high in
mud, the nights of fleas and snores, the same
stale gossip year after year. (Nun 14)

Gwennol is also of a lower class. She is, however, a
wise woman in a matriarchal religion and this gives her more
status and power than others of her class, though that power
and status have limits because of her gender. On the one
hand, many of the women in the Duke’s household fear her and
what she can do (Woman 41). Gwennol can also claim kinship
to Queen Ygerne "by the Mother’s blood" (Woman 4), though
only a select few know that fact. On the other hand, the
men of the household, including Gorlois, although they know
she possesses "powerful skill with charms," dismiss that as
"no more than women’s medicine" (Woman 10). Gorlois refuses
to let Gwennol leave Bossiney in order to make the magic
which might protect him (Woman 97), though at the end he
acknowledges that she might be able to do something to keep
his wife and daughters safe and tells her: "try all you
know. There’s more things than morning mist that can
deceive the eye" (Woman 123).

Sampson thus uses Luned and Gwennol, characters unique
to this series, to illustrate the lives of women from
different classes in the society. Of course, she also
includes the usual women of the legend in her retelling.

Her portrayal of Morgan, Margawse, and Elaine at times
challenges stereotypes of these characters as witches by
emphasizing their connection to Goddess figures. Sampson’s
portrayal of Nimue and Gwenhyvar, in contrast, maintains the
stereotype of these women as selfish and greedy for power.

Morgan, from the beginning of Wise Woman's Telling, is
portrayed as both dangerous and vulnerable. She is the
"little black witch" (Woman 7) who tries to make Arthur’s
birth more difficult by tying knots in her girdle to curse
the process. She has "power in her already" (Woman 6)
although she has not been initiated, or whispered, into the
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mysteries. Her birth has supernatural aspects to it; she is
born "with her hair already grown down to her waist while
she was still in the womb" (Woman 19). Such descriptions
create an image of a typical witch-figure: powerful, dark
and dangerous. Yet this same Morgan is also vulnerable.

She is a daughter when her parents had hoped for a son; her
mother "wouldn’t loock at Morgan" (Woman 20) and leaves her
Lo a wet nurse and Gwennol to raise. Although Morgan loves
her father and makes him "mightily pleased with her" while
hunting (Woman 12), "she could never be the son he wanted"

(Woman 13). Her parents, therefore, teach Morgan from an
early age to "make herself be loved and not to love back"
(Woman 9). Sampson’s descriptions thus evoke sympathy for

this little girl emotionally abandoned by her parents.
Other aspects of Morgan’s character are less
sympathetic. The narrators of the first three novels in the
series all suggest that she is ruthless. Luned, for
example, insists that Morgan "compelled ([her] to obey" (Nun
61), and Luned and Smith both condemn Morgan’s use of them.
However, Morgan as the protagonist of the series and a
narrator reveals her own perspective on her use of others.
She admits that "my people are more loyal than I deserve"
(Herself 106); she knows what they have sacrificed for her.
Sampson, therefore, does not make Morgan’s character either
wholly sympathetic or wholly villainous. Morgan is a
complex character rather than simply an evil witch, partly
because she is the central character of the series.??
Margawse’s character and motives remain sketchy since
she is not the focus of the story, nor is she a narrator;
her most memorable trait is her sexuality which Gwennol
describes as "a red hunger that wouldn’t be satisfied"
(Woman 69). Margawse talks and flirts with Gorlois’
soldiers and slaves; she has a "bold stare" (Woman 142) and
likes "tossing her red hair and flashing her green eyes at
every man in the dun" (Woman 203). Thus, Margawse uses sex
as a means to power; she sleeps with her stepfather, her
half-brother, her husband and with many others. Portraying
Margawse in this way runs the risk of vilifying her as the
stereotypical witch as whore. However, Sampson suggests
that sex is the weapon that society teaches Margawse to use.
Ygerne uses beauty and magic to acquire the High King and
greater status. Margawse herself gains favour with her
step-father and king by welcoming his advances (Woman 185) .
That same king uses her beauty as a prize to reward Lot’s
political solidarity. Uther’s actions in arranging the
marriage resemble those of a horse-trader: "he’'d sell
Gorlois’s filly off at a fair price, to keep the north at
peace" (Woman 212). Thus Margawse is used sexually and
politically by men, and she determines to use sex for her
own purpose. As early as her rendezvous with Uther, that
purpose is vengeance. Morgan assures Gwennol that Margawse
"doesn't love him [Uther]. . . . Margawse will avenge Father
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in her own way" (Woman 186). Later, after Margawse'’s
seduction of Arthur, Morgan remarks that Margawse "wanted
vengeance. She chose the most appropriate way" (Herself 69)
to avenge the murder of Gorlois.

Furthermore, several characters observe and acknowledge
that Margawse’s seemingly casual attitude towards events
masks deeper emotions. Gwennol suspects that, whereas
others might show their feelings through tears, "Margawse
will laugh when she has her revenge" (Woman 192). Morgan
admits that Margawse acts out of the suffering caused by her
father’s murder: "Men rarely saw the bitterness with which
she mourned both the murder of Gorlois and the loss of
Modred. She laughed when she took her revenge. Only I knew
the pain" (Herself 109). Smith had "always seen Margawse
laughing. The whole world was a joke to her, and men the
biggest laugh" (Smith 233), but he, too, recognizes that she
can also be hurt. Sampson’s portrait of Margawse,
therefore, is not as complex as that of Morgan, but her
actions are shown to have motivation. Furthermore, her
relation to Morgan, the protagonist, shifts; she is not
simply Morgan’s enemy and thus not always the villain of the
story.

Elaine remains a more mysterious figure. Gwennol has
less to do with her because Elaine is close to Ygerne and
therefore less of Gwennol’s responsibility. Also "Elaine
keeps her own council" (Woman 192) and confides in none of
the series’ narrators. Sampson, therefore, generally
sketches Elaine’s character through comparison. Elaine’s
face at times is as "sweet and smiling as her mother’s"

(Woman 44). Gwennol thinks Ygerne is "like . . . little
Elaine" (Woman 72) except that Ygerne's sexuality is more
like Margawse’'s (Woman 72). 1In contrast, Elaine’s sexuality

is hardly ever mentioned. The fact that Gwennol constantly
contrasts the two older sisters, and then doubts that
Margawse is still "a maiden" (Woman 4), suggests Elaine is a
virgin. Whereas Margawse is wild, Elaine is "grave and
stately" (Nun 33). In terms of their religious beliefs, she
is "a sensible maid and quick to learn" (Woman 98) .
Moreover, Smith suspects "that Elaine might be the most
dangerous of the three" sisters, for she seems to see all of
his secrets just by looking at him (Smith 163). However, as
a young woman, she seems somewhat alarméd by the power she
has; after helping Ygerne perform the spell of summoning

"her eyes looked scared" (Woman 44). She also bears "a
bitter burden" (Woman 143): her ability to see into the
future.

The extent of this burden becomes apparent in later
books. Like The Mists of Avalon, The Daughter of Tintagel
series insists that exceptional powers have exceptional
costs. When Elaine appears after Morgan’s wedding, she is
no longer young and beautiful. Smith describes her as "a
spider . . . [her features] sagging into wrinkles" (Smith
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163) and with a "shrouded sort of face" so that no one can
tell what she is thinking (Smith 166). Smith suggests that
her power has caused such changes in her body, although he
would "rather not know what she’d seen or done to age her
so" (Smith 163). He gets a glimpse of it, however. She is
taken over by power as she sees what happened to Mordred in
the boat, and, according to Smith, even witnessing such
power "can shake the strongest when it comes unasked and
it’s naked and screaming in the room with you" (Smith 233).

Smith associates Elaine with "the very first One"
(Smith 198), some ancient goddess. Through "hundreds and
hundreds of years, going back into darkness, [through] all
of those women, generation before generation" (Smith 198),
Elaine is connected to that goddess. She resembles old
stone statues with "those big hips and breasts. That flat
face that sees nothing or everything" (Smith 198). And
though the description of hips and breasts suggest
motherhood, Smith associates Elaine and this older goddess
with death: "They wanted more blood than I knew how to
give" (Smith 198).

All three of the sisters are associated with goddess
figures, however, and Charlotte Spivack and Roberta Lynn
Staples note that such associations allow authors to
"redeem" traditional witch figures (40). Like The Mists of
Avalon, The Daughter of Tintagel series uses imagery of a
Triple Goddess. Sampson links these Celtic goddesses with
those from other religions and thus broadens the scope of
the allusions and associations in the series:

the Muses are nine, the Fates are three, the Earth
is one. Nine maidens fan the fire for the
Otherworld Cauldron of Annwn. . . . Three are the
Matronae, the Mothers of Europe. We must not be
separated from our sister-selves. To the Greeks
we are Kore, Demeter, Hecate. To the Hindus,
Parvati, Derga, Kali. We are the Three-in-One.
We are the Triple Goddess. Within each separate
self we hold a triune being: Maiden, Mother,
Crone. (Herself 15)
The Maiden, or Virgin Huntress, is associated with youth,
virginity, the moon. The Mother appears in images
associated with fertility and sexuality. The Crone appears
in images of weaving and death. Colours also indicate these
aspects of the Mothers:
White for the Virgin, purity of spirit, the high
ideal, the untouchable huntress. Red for the
Mother, blood and life, generously given, hungrily
taken. Black for the Crone, our inescapable death
and no less bitterly feared though we know the
white will be born afresh. (Herself 178)
Although each of Gorlois’ daughters becomes each of these
aspects at different times in their lives, generally
descriptions and situations throughout the series link
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Morgan with the Maiden, or Virgin Huntress, Margawse with
the Mother, and Elaine with the Crone.

Various narrators in the series associate Morgan with
the Moon, and thus with the Virgin Huntress. She rides to
her wedding dressed as "the May-Maiden" (Smith 4) and Smith
always sees in her "the young moon" (Smith 48). When he
expects her to send for him, he sees a vision of "a white
face, narrow like a half-moon" which he calls his "second
sight of Morgan" (Smith 20). Taliesin also calls Morgan
"the virgin priestess of the new moon" (Taliesin 258).
Despite her marriage and the children she bears, she remains
"slender and hard" (Smith 186), still maiden-like.

Moreover, when Merlyn gives gifts the first Christmas after
Uther’s and Ygerne’s marriage, he gives "a little hunting-
knife" to Morgan (Woman 208) .

Margawse, associated with passion and sexuality
throughout the series, represents the Mother. She is often
called "Margawse the Red" (Herself 298). She creates "the
weapon that will bring Arthur down" when she bears Modred
(Taliesin 76). Although all three sisters have children,
Margawse’s birthing of Modred is the only childbed
described. Merlyn’s gift to Margawse that first Christmas,
"a bronze mirror . . . beautifully patterned on the back

. . with leaves and song-birds’ heads" (Woman 207),
symbolizes beauty and womanhood seeking a mate to produce
children. Even surrounded by news of death, Margawse’s
"mother’s blood rages to recreate what is taken" (Faliesin
257) and Taliesin associates her with the fertile earth.

Unlike her sisters, Elaine does not like to go riding
or hunting. All she does is "sit over a fire, everlastingly
weaving strands of coloured wool and snipping the fringes
with her scissors" (Smith 186). Merlyn’s gift to her was "a
little case with fine bone needles, and a pair of scissors
shaped like a swan’s beak, and skeins of coloured silks™"
(Woman 207). Furthermore, Elaine tends to the bodies of the
dead or dying. She "gathers up poor Anir in her arms .
as effortlessly as if he was a baby" (Taliesin 114),
pronounces a blessing upon the dead boy, and then proceeds
to "lay . . . the boy out on his bier" (Taliesin 115).
Similarly, when Gwenhyvar gives birth to twins who will not
likely live, Bryvyth intends to baptise them, but "Elaine
has already taken them in her ample arms" (Taliesin 254).

But Morgan, like Morgaine in Bradley’s novel, takes on
all three roles of Maiden, Mother, and Crone in succession.
She is called "Black Morgan" (Taliesin 15), a colour which
associates her with the crone and death, yet white, the
colour of the maiden, is also stressed, especially in
descriptions of her face, or her skin (Smith 20). Merlyn's
gifts to her also symbolize the various roles she plays.
When she is young, Merlyn gives Morgan a knife, which
symbolizes the young, maiden huntress (Woman 208). When she
is older, he sends her a mirror, a symbol of beauty,
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seduction and womanhood (Smith 159). Later still, he sends
her "a pair of silver scissors, shaped like the beak of a
heron" (Smith 196). She uses these scissors to cut the
cloth of the poisoned cape that she sends to Arthur; once
again, the scissors represent the cutting off of the thread
of life, the activity of the crone. Even more dramatic,
however, is her transformation into the Morrigan, "the
washer at the ford" (Taliesin 269) who makes men’s shrouds.
As Morgan washes the old shirt of Arthur’s on the eve of the
battle of Camlann, her physical appearance changes. Where
she is young, with no white in her hair when Taliesin first
meets her (Taliesin 11), she suddenly "is old . . . ugly,
beyond bearing" (Taliesin 269) with "grizzled hair. Bones
poke through withered flesh" (Taliesin 269). By the end of
Herself, however, Morgan has reassumed her place as Maiden
as the three sisters carry Arthur away.

Nimue lacks the humanizing motivation given to Morgan’s
sisters; in fact, she is not human at all (Smith 118, 123).
However, she is not associated with any aspect of the
Goddess. She is consistently Morgan’s enemy and her most
predominant traits are love of power and selfishness.

Nimue "relished . . . power" (Herself 128) in any form.
Although she gives sanctuary to Arthur as he grows up, she
is not dedicated to his cause, but to the status and
influence that she will have as his mentor. She sees him as
a possession: "He is mine. Not yours, not Merlyn’s, not the
Church’s" (Smith 254) .2 Thus when Arthur chooses to listen
to the Church (Herself 242) after his crowning, she goes off
in jealous rage. Her desire for power also means she is
interested in practitioners of different religions. She
keeps the blacksmith hoping he will teach her powerful pagan
magic; she keeps a priest for similar reasons. The smith
compares her use of him to a farmer or a butcher, suggesting
the potentially destructive nature of her means of
harvesting power: "Was I like a cow she’d come to milk
daily and feed well between? Or a carcase she’'d strip bare
of flesh and leave just the dead skin and bones? (Smith 93).
Smith recognizes "her game. . . . She’d gobble up Merlyn’s
high magic" (Smith 118) by willingly trading sex for
Merlyn’s secrets. She boasts, "I offered him love and I got
what I asked" (Smith 254). She thus fits the stereotype of
woman using sex to manipulate or destroy men, but what she
does with that power suggests the stereotype of woman as
shallow. On a whim she plays with the power she has
acquired, not thinking of the long-term consequences; she
uses a spell to lock Merlyn away without learning to undo it
so that "Merlyn is trapped forever" (Smith 254, Herself
129). -

Morgan’s description of Nimue at the last battle begins
on a positive note. Nimue is "brave and wonderful" (Herself
242), but she also possesses many stereotypical witch
characteristics: she is "dangerous, " "changeable" and
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obviously jealous; she usurps men’s powers in various ways
for her own ends; she "feeds" on young men (Herself 242).
The meta-Morgan of Herself criticizes previous versions of
the legend which cast Morgan as "the jealous woman" (107) ;
this characteristic is here shifted to Nimue. Morgan may be
re-valued, but Nimue, as the obstacle to Morgan’s plans, is
not.

We could claim that this negative portrayal is
Morgan’s, not Sampson’s. But where the negative portrayals
of Morgan were counter-balanced by more positive ones,
including her own testimony, Nimue is painted in the same
way by Smith, Taliesin and Morgan. We are given little
reason to question her portrait. As a result, while Sampson
makes Morgan more complex, suggests possible complex motives
for Margawse, and uses Goddess figures to recuperate Morgan,
Margawse and Elaine, Nimue, to use Sampson’s own word, is
"vilified" (Herself 305).

A similar process of vilification occurs in the
characterization of Gwenhyvar. Again, most of the negative
portrayals of the Queen come from Morgan, who admits she is
jealous of her sister-in-law. But, as in Nimue'’s case,
there are no dissenting pictures of the Queen given.
Taliesin compares her to a camp-follower (Taliesin 147)
because, unlike the other queens, she does not have a land
to govern when her husband goes off to war. Unlike the
sisters, who become each aspect of the goddess, Gwenhyvar
remains always girlish, "light and shallow" (Herself 166),
"light and lewd" (Herself 266). Morgan blames her for
Camlann, though Gwenhyvar does not have the power of "spells
and ritual. All the enchantment she needed lay in her own
shy, sweetly-smiling self. Without high magic, she worked
more harm than the rest" (Herself 98). Gwenhyvar causes
harm because of her capricious whims, and her lack of
maturity. She is "too shallow, vain and selfish" (Herself
281) to understand why Arthur must go away to fight;
moreover, "she was bored" (Herself 281). Throughout the
series she is, intentionally or not, Morgan’s opponent.

Sampson explicitly acknowledges the difficulty in
creating a feminist version of the legend. Even if a writer
does not "demonize [all] the wom[eln" (Herself 304), those
cast in the role of villains often remain stereotypical
characters. Despite her awareness of the problem, Sampson,
as I have shown, does not escape this "trap" (Herself 305)
in her depictions of Nimue and Gwenhyvar.

Conclusion

Creating complex characters and carefully portraying
plausible motivations for their actions is fairly common in
contemporary novels using the Arthurian legend; when applied
to the female characters it suggests an engagement with
feminist critiques of representations of women in
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literature. The characters thus created can disrupt the
conventions of the legend, for detailing the psychological
motivations of the female characters may put more focus on
the women than expected in a legend of knightly adventures.
However, other narrative conventions remain and may
influence, in the case of those surrounding the narrative
role of villain, the degree of complexity possible in the
characterization. Thus, while the Strategy I label "Images
of Women" commonly appears in feminist rewritings, it often
combines with strategies that create female heroes or that
affect the way the story is told. Such strategies are the
focus of the following chapters.
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1. The "quest" which Morgan most usually resists is
Arthur’s building of a social order. Elizabeth Sklar, in
discussing Morgan’s characterization in Malory and in modern
film and role-playing games, observes that "[ulnmodified
over the course of five centuries, Morgan’s agenda retains
as its major objective the subversion of Arthur’s realm and
all that it represents" (28). Sklar recognizes that modern
"fantasy fiction, where feminist ideology accords her
varying degrees of sympathy," (25) often challenges the
characterization of Morgan’s subversive agenda.

2. In my conclusion I will discuss the ideological
implications of this individualization of character.

3. Compare Merlin’s statement to Mary Ellman’s comment
from 1968: "Probably no group of people, steadily
scrutinized by another, can afford to be open. Such people
(employees, Negroes, women) are driven to subtlety, a
sanctuary from examination. . . . [A]ll but the least
vulnerable feint, hide, circumlocute" (190).

4. Merlin’s existence and non-warrior-like bearing
threaten the orderly inheritance of the kingdom: his
grandfather dismisses him as "all I'm left with" (Cave 21).
Camlach, however, fears that Merlin will present a competing
claim to the kingdom, so, once sure that Niniane will not
remove herself and her son to a distant land by marriage, he
tries to poison Merlin (Cave 40). Niniane, by having Merlin
out of wedlock and then refusing to marry at all, foils her
father’s and brother’s plans to use her to gain an alliance
with another kingdom.

5. Harold J. Herman also discusses the importance of
Ygraine in Stewart’s novels, seeing this character as an
example of the way Stewart challenges "the traditional role
of women as merely sex objects and mothers"® by creating
"strong-minded women who seek other postions in society"
(108) .

6. Muriel Whitaker, in "'The Holldw Hills‘: A Celtic
Motif in Modern Fantasy," argues that Guinevere is "willing
- - . to be abducted and taken to the island" (174-75) by
Melwas, and that "the King is deceived as to her reason for
being there" (175). This is Merlin's first impression of
events. Arthur then repeats what the Queen has told him and
Merlin

did not answer straight away. . . . When at length
[he] spoke, it was with certainty. "Yes. She told
the truth . . . I should have known she was

afraid, and knowing that, I might have guessed
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that what poor weapons she had against Melwas, she
would use. (Enchantment 300-01)

7. Nimué’s role as Lady of the Lake convent (Day 353)
means that she is obviously the Lady who will keep the
sword, and who says: "I shall take him [Arthur] to
Applegarth, where we shall see to the healing of his wounds"

(Day 358).

8. This binary will be discussed more fully in
Chapter 3.

9. 1In this chapter, I primarily discuss the way these
novels represent women'’s access to, or ability to hold,
power in the societies depicted. Chapters 2 and 3 will
address the issue of narrative power: whose story is told
and who tells it.

10. Note that in Malory this is not so clear: "he
[Balin] saw the Lady of the Lake, that by her means had
slain Balin’s mother . . ." (1:64). After he slays her he

tells Arthur that she "was the untruest lady living, and by
her enchantment and sorcery she hath been the destroyer of
many good knights, and she was causer that my mother was
burnt" (1:65). When Merlin explicates the events, he
neither confirms nor denies Balin’s accusations (1:66-67).

11. Viviane loves Morgaine like a daughter, "as she
had never loved Igraine, or Morgause . . . [or] any of the
men who had shared her bed" (Mists 227).

12. This religion resembles a Neo Paganist system of
belief, for "most Neo Pagans seek to recreate what they
believe was a primitive nature religion in Western Europe
that flourished before Christianity. Adherents say that
this ancient religion focussed on worship of the Goddess"
(Fry 68). Carrol L. Fry emphasizes that "Neo Pagans
ardently deny any connection to Satanism" (69); since
Bradley seems to follow a Neo Paganist model, Morgaine’s and
Viviane’'s powers do not come from a devil-figure, which
means those powers do not automatically seem villainous to
the reader. ’

13. This occurs in The Queen of Air and Darkness.

Page numbers refer to this work as it appears in The_ Once
and Future King.

14. Most of the chapters where Morgause is the focal
character occur in the last two books of the novel when her
political schemes are coming to fruition. The earlier
chapter that she focalizes involves Mordred’s birth, and
shows her caring for and worrying about Morgaine.
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15. For example, she cries with "the weight of
anxiety" over Morgaine’s difficult childbirth (Mists 247) .

16. A fuller discussion of the significance of
sisterhood appears in the next chapter.

17. Morgause does so.

18. Elaine also mentions this idea when she is
embarassed to see Morgaine dressing. According to this
doctrine, even for one woman to see another woman’s body is
shameful for "all sin came into this world through the body
of a woman" (Mists 520).

19. The phrasing of this passage suggests that she
would not have bowed to the High King either. In this
respect, the abbess resembles The Lady of the Lake, and this
subtly prepares the reader for the moment when Morgaine
recognizes a kinship between Avalon and the nuns at
Glastonbury.

20. For example, after Arthur agrees to confess, his
wife "had a moment of shattering fear and doubt" (Mists 554)
about whether her barrenness has been caused by a cruel
God’s punishment.

21. Furthermore, she avoids making the major male
characters stereotypes as well. Arthur, Lancelet, Mordred,
and the various Merlins may not be as heroic here as in
other texts, but Bradley gives personal, psychological
reasons for their weaknesses or villainies. Mordred, for
example, is both a victim and a villain (Spivack and Staples
117-19).

22. I will discuss the effect of different narrators
in this series in Chapter 3.

23. Gwenhyvar has no power or magic (Smith 216), and
Morgan thinks it odd that Merlyn would choose her for
Arthur. The choice becomes more logical if Nimue helped
make it, since she does not like to share influence. Though
we are not told specifically that she hélps choose
Gwenhyvar, we do know that she was involved with Merlyn at
the time.
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CHAPTER 2: WOMEN AS PROTAGONISTS

Fay Sampson’s Morgan, commenting on the traditional
roles assigned to her in Arthurian stories, says, "For each
telling, I become what you need me to be. Lover, mother,

enemy" (Herself 302). Morgan is the helper or obstacle to
the male protagonist, never the protagonist herself: that
is, "Never till now" (Herself 302). As Raymond Thompson

notes, one of the "broad trends in the modern treatment of
Arthurian legend" (176), has been "the greater attention
paid to women. Their lack of power in a male-oriented
warrior society and their heroic attempts to break with
convention by taking an active role in events" (177) become
important themes in many rewritings. Furthermore, writers
often make these themes central to the story by choosing
Morgan, Guenevere, or other female characters, for the role
of protagonist;® in addition, many of these protagonists
also narrate their own stories. Maureen Fries attributes
this "[ilnterest in Arthurian women" to both "the twentieth-
century rebirth of feminism" and "the concomitant search for
new narrators from whose viewpoints to tell the old story"
("Trends" 219). Both Fries, in her article, and Charlotte
Spivack and Roberta Lynn Staples, in their book, select The
Mists of Avalon to discuss the phenomenon of Morgan as
protagonist, but many other writers, too, centre narratives
on Morgan.? Spivack and Staples also discuss four authors
who "make Guenevere the narrator of her own experiences"
(83) and the protagonist of her own story, but they suggest
there could be more examples given.?® The number of
Arthurian short stories and novels continually appearing
that use female protagonists suggests that both male and
female writers still find this trend a productive one.
Making women the protagonists of their own stories is
not unique to contemporary Arthurian fiction, of course.
Nevertheless, such protagonists can be important indicators
of feminist discourses in these novels. Joanna Russ,
discussing the literary tradition, asserts that "the one
occupation of a female protagonist . . . is [to be] the
protagonist of a Love Story" (9). However, some of the
Arthurian rewritings that use female protagonists go beyond
this tradition to create new roles for their protagonists,
often by emphasizing the nation-building aspects of the
story rather than the courtly love aspects. The various
Gueneveres and Morgans of contemporary rewritings may be
motivated by heterosexual love, but that motivation is often
equalled or excelled by their concern for community, and
their religious or political convictions. Their actions
are, therefore, as often directed towards matters of state
as towards matters of the heart. And while some of these
female heroces are exceptions in their societies, others
belong to groups of similarly motivated, exceptional women.




78

This chapter examines Gillian Bradshaw’s use of
Gwynhwyfar as narrator and subject of her own story in In
Winter’s Shadow. It then considers some of the
disadvantages of having a lone female protagonist and moves
on to discuss the creation of communities of women in texts
as a feminist technique. Close relationships between women
are often portrayed as mother-daughter, or as sisterly ties.
Fay Sampson explores such relationships in her portrayal of
Morgan’s family in her novels. However, in this series the
women compete as often as they co-operate, and while
competition can illustrate the strength of these characters,
it can also cast certain of them in the role of villain, the
consequences of which have already been discussed.
Furthermore, Daughter of Tintagel primarily tells Morgan’s
story. In Marion Zimmer Bradley’'s The Mists of Avalon,
competition between women still exists but the novel
includes many female characters’ perspectives and the
emphasis on sisterly or mother-daughter relationships
provides a crucial feminist element to the novel.

Exceptional Heroines

Previously, I discussed Gillian Bradshaw’s creation of
a Queen who was beautiful, intelligent and hard-working.
Gwalchmai’s and Rhys’s observations in the first two books
contribute to this portrait: Gwalchmai comments on
Gwynhwyfar’s strength, intelligence and warmth when he meets
her at her father’s holding (Hawk 288); Rhys describes her
demeanour and duties as she manages "the household of
Camlann" (Kingdom 107). Nevertheless, Gwynhwyfar is only a
minor character in these novels; her presence as part of the
social background is acknowledged, but she seldom takes part
in events. In Winter’s Shadow, in contrast, tells the end
of the Arthurian story making Gwynhwyfar the protagonist and
narrator. This emphasizes the events in which she
participates, but it also gives the reader Gwynhwyfar’s own
perspective on and the motivations behind the two events of
the legend most known: her affair and the fall of the
kingdom.

The affair with Bedwyr is Gwynhwyfar’s one instance of
selfishness. Needing comfort and "forgiveness not of the
empress but of the woman" (Shadow 99), she turns to Bedwyr
and the love he can share with her. Bedwyr allows her to be
a person instead of a role, woman instead of empress. As a
result of that understanding and their shared guilt, she
"could be whole only with him [Bedwyr]" (Shadow 152). Her
love for Arthur, and her love for his vision of empire, does
not diminish: she insists that she "loved [Arthur] even when
[she] was unfaithful" (Shadow 238). This portrayal of
events and motivations is psychologically realistic because
Gwynhwyfar’s point of view allows the reader to see the pain
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and loneliness leading up to the affair and the guilt and
grief that accompanies it.

Although Bradshaw incorporates some traditional
condemnations of Gwynhwyfar‘’s behaviour, they have a
different effect in this novel because the Queen herself is
the one most often employing them. She characterizes "the
empire [as] . . . a thorn brake against the wind" (Shadow
280) and describes herself as "the weak point in the
barrier, the point where it had given" (Shadow 280). Years
later, she still lives with that grief, for "it is a
terrible thing to have worked the ruin of all one loved
best, but it is worse to survive that ruin, and grow old,
forgetting" (Shadow 318). Gwynhwyfar articulates the
traditional verdict of her actions: her adultery destroys
the kingdom. Yet the events of Bradshaw’s novel and the
opinions of its other characters contradict that verdict.
Barbara Ann Gordon-Wise points out various ways in which
Bradshaw "disassociates the queen from the doom of Camelot™
(134), but most importantly, quarrels and disunity in the
Family occur before the affair (135). Events after the
affair also remove blame from the queen. Arthur forgives
her, and even blames himself for not realizing that
Gwynhwyfar, like a strong warrior, "need[s] rest sometimes"
(Shadow 238); his understanding and acceptance of her
actions reinforces our empathy for the queen while his
comparison of her to a warrior prevents any suggestion of
the "weak woman" stereotype. Others of Arthur’s supporters
also forgive her because they admire her courage for
returning to take Arthur’s side in the stand-off with
Macsen. Cei expresses the soldiers’ view: "she has paid her

penalty already! . . . . [I]t was a bold deed, escaping
from Macsen’s fortress dressed as a man; the warband will
pardon her anything, after that" (Shadow 231). 1In addition,

the traditional penance, retirement to a convent, is
postponed, so that Gwynhwyfar once again gives practical,
logistical support to Arthur’s war with Darkness.

Bradshaw creates a character who is an emotional,
private person, and who accepts the responsibilities and
obligations of her political role as well. As a result, the
tragedy of the story operates on several levels. Eivlin
recognizes that Gwynhwyfar grieves for Arthur’s loss for
personal, emotional reasons. When Eivlin embraces
Gwynhwyfar they are not servant and empress but "only two
women who had lost the men they loved" (Shadow 310). The
grief of this personal loss is the greater because it ends
the possibility of a reconciliation between Arthur and
Gwynhwyfar and a renewal of their relationship. However,
Gwynhwyfar also grieves that "there is nothing left of the
empire, and nothing remaining from which we could build
again, and nothing to show for our lives’ effort but guilt,
shame and a few lying songs" (Shadow 312); she mourns as an
empress, for a political vision which will not be fulfilled.
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Bradshaw’s Gwynhwyfar, then, fulfills the requirements
of a tragic hero. In Winter’s Shadow, like a "medieval
tragedy of fortune . . . describes the fall of some ruler or
other noble person from success or happiness into ruin or
misery" (Matthews 105). At the beginning of the novel,
Gwynhwyfar is "Augusta, Empress of Britain" (Shadow 1) and
Camlann is her "fortress, the strong heart of the visionary
empire" (Shadow 16). The Queen loses her high status
through a combination of her own weaknesses (her loneliness)
and external pressures (Medraut’s desire to wreck Arthur’s
kingdom). Again, the reasons for the protagonist’s change
- of status resemble those of medieval versions where "the
fall [is] brought about not only by capricious Fortune, but
also by the change that takes place in the hero’s character"
(Krishna 21). Where The Alljiterative Morte Arthure and
Malory’s Le Morte D’Arthur create Arthurian tragedies whose
hero is Arthur,* Bradshaw makes a woman the protagonist,
thus "challenging the reader’s acceptance of conservative
ideological discourses" (Cranny-Francis 71), namely that the
acting subject of such a political tragedy is usually male.

Gwynhwyfar, therefore, has real power in the society
depicted by In Winter's Shadow, and narrative power as well.
She is an exception, however. She is different from other
women and is often isolated from them. Her "female cousins
. had to learn to spin and weave and sew, to butcher and
cook an animal or to heal it of various common ills, to make
cheese and mead, to keep bees, keep house, manage servants,
and see to the holding accounts" (Shadow 7); Gwynhwyfar
tries, often successfully, to avoid all but the last two in
this list of women’s duties. Her desire to read sets her
apart from many men in her society as well; her "male
cousins were not much interested in reading, beyond what was

obviously useful" (Shadow 7). Her inability to have
children also distinguishes her; she is not "an ordinary
woman" (Shadow 45). Moreover, she is the only female

protagonist in the series and the only female narrator; she
is the only woman to have narrative power as subject and
teller of the story.

Having an exceptional person as hero is not unusual.
Joseph Campbell describes the hero as "a personage of
exceptional gifts" (37); Northrop Frye suggests that
"attributes of divinity" may still be associated with the
hero (Anatomy 187). Merlin, in Mary Stewart’s series,
exemplifies this mixed status; he is human, yet he is also a
vehicle or instrument of the god and therefore at times more
than human. The female protagonists of Sampson’s and
Bradley’s works are also extraordinary in some way.

Morgan, in Sampson’s series, is exceptional, even in a
family whose women all have the old powers. Gwennol implies
that Morgan has great abilities, "a spirit buried inside her
that made the rest of the world seem half-dead" (Woman 3).
As a nine-year old, Morgan realizes, "I had power over
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people. . . . The Goddess was already present in me"
(Herself 30-31). She merely has to concentrate to make her

mother, for example, do what she wants (Herself 31).

What makes Morgaine different from most of the women in
The Mists of Avalon, is the length of time that she spends
not in any one of the typical female roles of wife, mother
or religious figure, and not working to become part of them
either. She refuses to marry Cai, for though the women
think his status makes him a good match for her, both she
and Cai know they are not suited (304). She jokes with
Balan about marriage (312), but she later recognizes "that
she had no real wish to marry Lancelet or any other" (323).
Although few know it, she gives up her son to Morgause,
albeit somewhat unwillingly. She even, for a time, gives up
her role as a priestess.

It is not just her independence that makes Morgaine
different, but all the knowledge and skills which she has
that allow her to be independent. Her ability to read and
write is not considered magical, but it is unusual in a
woman; Gwenhwyfar has more education than many of her ladies
and yet "she could do no more than write her name and read a
little in her Gospel book" (440). Furthermore, Morgaine has
undergone vigorous training in Avalon, so that she is
capable of taking care of herself, even while travelling
under adverse conditions. Unlike Gwenhwyfar, who travels
seldom and then usually in a closed litter with a group of
attendents (268), Morgaine makes several journeys
unattended. While pregnant, she flees "over moorland and
fell" to Lothian (231); later she travels both to and from
Avalon and the fairy world alone. When faced with this last
journey, she must travel by herself, without proper
clothing, food or transportation, and she merely reflects
that "she had walked farther with less to eat" (410).5

Nevertheless, there is a difference between the
exceptional woman created by Bradshaw and those created by
Sampson and Bradley. Bradshaw’s Gwynhwyfar is, most of the
time, isolated from other women; once married to Arthur,
"most of [her] work had to do with administering Camlann,
and with affairs of state, and hence with men" (Shadow 43) .
Such isolation is enhanced by the fact that hers is the only
female perspective in the trilogy. Sampson, in contrast,
places Morgan in several groups of women, and two women,
Gwennol and Luned, narrate parts of the series. 1In Bradley,
women form communities in several places and these appear at
critical plot moments. Although Morgaine is the only one
who "speaks," the novel uses third-person limited narration
to tell events from the perspectives of Ygraine, Viviane,
Morgause, Gwenhwyfar, Nimue and Niniane as well as Morgaine.
In the rest of this chapter, I will examine the communities
of women created in Sampson’s series and Bradley’s novel,
discussing their importance to the portrayal of feminist
ideas in the texts. 1In the following chapter, I will
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investigate the implications of the use of multiple
narrators and perspectives for the creation of feminist
stories.

Community

Various feminist scholars have recognized the
importance of community in women'’s writing. Charlotte
Spivack comments that one thing female protagonists in
feminist fiction usually strive for is "protection of the
community" (8). Melinda Hughes, in "Dark Sisters and Light
Sisters," an article on Marion Zimmer Bradley and Diana
Paxson, suggests that "women writers of fantasy are
beginning to recognize the importance of portraying the
quest for positive female bonding and ’'sisterhood’ in their
fantasy novels" (24). Barbara Ann Gordon-Wise argues that
"the ultimate sisterhood" experienced by the women in The
Mists of Avalon is significant to the revision of the
Arthurian legend. Emily Toth claims that "the new frontier
in women’s writing is not the sensitive man / career woman
coupling--but the love and friendship between women" (791).
This love and friendship can occur between mothers and
daughters or between sisters. The Arthurian legend
inherited by twentieth-century writers includes such
relationships already: Morgan and Morgause, for example,
are daughters of Ygraine and sisters to one another, and
through Arthur, sisters-in-law to Guenevere. Contemporary
writers may expand these kinships to include other women
associated with the legend.

However, blood ties are not the only way to define a
mother-daughter or sister relationship, and fantasy writers
take advantage of this. As Hughes notes, "sisterhood" in
fantasy novels

encompasses not only the relationship between

women related by blood or marriage but the

relationship found in any woman-to-woman dyad in

which each woman searches for an identity

through interaction with a sister or sister-

surrogate, (24)
or, I would add, with a mother or mother-surrogate.
Sometimes these relationships involve conflict and
competition as well as support and nurturing; regardless,
relationships between women shape the primary characters and
the action of Sampson’s and Bradley’s rewritings, and affect
the role of the protagonist. While one woman may be the
subject of the story, foregrounding communities of women in
the text means that women also fill the roles of important
supporting characters, so that strong women are not
portrayed as exceptions. Moreover, these communities often
reflect the priority of the protagonist, whose quest is not
just personal, but undertaken with the help and for the
benefit of a group.



83

In Sampson’s series Ygerne has three daughters; she has
the strongest ties with Elaine, the eldest. Partly these
ties are religious; Ygerne passes on her own knowledge to
her daughter (Woman 3) and includes her when making the
spell that will draw Uther to her (Woman 43-44). Gwennol
sees this passing of secrets from "mother to daughter.

Woman to her own blood" as a natural process (Woman 3), and
one that she can never fully enjoy because she has no
children of her own. Others see such ties as less positive,
suspecting that evil may be transmitted mother to daughter.
Thus Bryvyth warns that Morgan "comes of a treacherous
mother. The darkness is in her blood" (Nun 96).

Considering the lack of emotional connection between Ygerne
and Morgan, this statement is somewhat ironic, but it
indicates that blood ties can not be ignored; they exert
powerful influence on the women.

Morgan has a love-hate relationship with Ygerne. At
times she envies and seeks to copy her mother. When she
realizes the power that Ygerne can command because of her
beauty, she strives to be more lady-like, "copying
[Ygerne’s] steps . . . twisting her hair in her fingers as
though she was thinking of braiding it with pearls" like
Ygerne does (Woman 95). She mimics her mother’s actions as
well by "holding Margawse’s mirror and smiling at her own
reflection as she touched her hair. . . . She looked like a
small, dark copy of her mother" (Woman 210). Morgan,
however, also hates her mother for abandoning hexr father for
Uther. She stands on the thin land bridge at Tintagel,
trying to use a spell to keep Uther and Ygerne apart (Woman
167-69), and she tells Gwennol that neither she nor her
sisters "love Mother" (Woman 186).

However, blood ties are not the only way that mother-
daughter bonds are formed. Ygerne belongs to a different
class than Gwennol; she is of the nobility while Gwennol is
a peasant. Yet spiritually Ygerne acts "in place of the
daughter [Gwennol] never had" (Woman 49); Gwennol "had the
whispering of that one" (Woman 4), and initiated her into
the "mysteries" (Woman 5) of their religion. As Ygerne's
spiritual mother, Gwennol feels left out and abandoned when
her "spirit-daughter whispers her own [Elaine], and the two
of them go spell-speaking in secret" (Woman 49) .

Gwennol, however, also mothers Ygerne's daughters.

She, as their nurse, takes care of them. This re-
sponsibility alone does not create a mother-daughter
relationship; Gwennol seems to see Margawse, for example, as
just a responsibility. Gwennol feels real affection for
Morgan, though. Gwennol, not Ygerne, goes to Morgan when
the girl defies Uther at Tintagel. Gwennol acts because, as
she says, Morgan "was my little maid. I'd carried her in my
heart these eight years" (Woman 167). Gwennol, in fact, is
"closer to her [Morgan] than her own blood" (Woman 167),
since Ygerne can not or will not try to love her youngest




84

daughter. Being Morgan’s surrogate mother is not easy for
Gwennol, however. The old nurse feels Morgan's pain, and
sympathizes with her vulnerability: "I couldn’t cut the
cord that bound us together, for all it hurt me" (Woman
191). Gwennol’s devotion to Morgan even results in physical
harm for the old woman. She suffers a stroke after
betraying Tintagel to Mark to free Morgan (Nun 240).

The series depicts another mother-daughter bond, but it
lasts only briefly. As she takes care of and struggles with
Morgan, Luned feels a maternal bond with her. This bond may
result, in part, from Luned’s growing recognition of their
similarities: "I thought we were akin in our pride, in our
estimation of our own worth compared with others’, our
contempt for weaker souls, our need for solitude" (Nun 82) .
The strongest recognition of this bond occurs on May-Day
when Luned makes a garland of flowers to drape about
Morgan’s neck. To Luned the act symbolizes a transmission
or re-enactment of a specifically mother-daughter ceremony .
The words, "Welcome Summer" (Nun 91), evoke a ritual that
links Luned to her "mother and grandmother, and to all those

other women far back beyond" (Nun 91). Luned begins at this
moment to think of Morgan as her own "foster-daughter" (Nun
91, 105). Morgan’s reaction to the flower garland, however,

indicates that she thinks of their relationship differently.
She sees herself as Luned’s "queen" (Nun 91), with Luned,
therefore, as merely a servant, and consequently she does
not help Luned with her pregnancy because Luned did not act
suppliant (Nun 201). While this attitude seems overly harsh
and proud, Morgan makes an accusation about Luned’s feelings
for her that is not disproved or rebutted and which
therefore alters our perception of Morgan. She askes Luned:
"When have you ever loved me more than yourself?" (Nun 203).
Luned’s refusal to answer suggests that Morgan'’'s assessment
of the self-centred nature of the nun’s maternal feelings is
correct.

Morgan has other mother-figures as well, although we
see less of those ties. Morgan claims, "Elaine was all the
mother of my own blood I had ever known" (Herself 116) and
remembers being "cradled in my sister’s lap" (Herself 116).
Morgan also addresses Bryvyth as Mother. While Bryvyth'’s
rank as abbess would demand such a title from her followers,
Morgan is not Christian. Nevertheless, Bryvyth’s concern
for Morgan is a motherly one, though it mostly addresses
spiritual matters.

Little is shown of the relationship between Morgan and
her own daughter, Morfudd.® While Morfudd's testimony
against Arthur convinces Morgan to vote for Gwenhyvar as
High Queen (Herself 189), Morgan reacts less out of outrage
for her daughter’s suffering than out of sorrow for what
she, Morgan, has lost. An element of competition pervades
Morgan’'s relationship with her daughter. Morgan votes for
Gwenhyvar, not because Arthur harmed Morfudd, but because



85

"he had forced on [her] daughter what he had never offered"”
to Morgan (Herself 189).

Sisterhood is not much in evidence at the beginning of
Wise Woman’s Telling. The two older daughters of Ygerne and
Gorlois continually compete with one another. Most
memorably, they fist-fight and wrestle over whether or not
Margawse will go to London too. Margawse uses threats
against her sister to get permission to go along: if she
was not allowed to go she vows to "put such scratches on
Elaine’'s face that no one will marry her, now or ever"
(Woman 51). Later in the series, after Margawse seduces
Arthur, a similar fight takes place, this time between
Margawse and Morgan; "those two queens wrestled together,
rolling on the ground . . . there was damage done. Margawse
had the worst of it" (Smith 181). Nevertheless, despite the
fact that they differ in the way they respond to situations,
and despite the competition between them, Morgan suggests
that the three women still share a degree of common feeling.
None of them love Ygerne; all of them seem to be waiting for
a chance to avenge their father and their name (Woman 186).

As the series progresses, the sense of these women
working together yet being also in competition deepens.
Every time there is a major event, the three queens get
together to consult and to act. After Arthur’'s marriage,
they meet to discuss what can be done about the Pendragon’s
growing power. Each of them has some weapon against Arthur;
Elaine has stolen Caliburn, Margawse has borne him a son,
and Morgan has stolen the scabbard, Arthur’s power to heal.
They are working for similar ends, yet the scene suggests
they are still competing with one another by trying to outdo
each other in hurting Arthur. Thus when Morgan reveals what
she has taken from him, "Elaine smiled, a bit coolly. It
had taken some of the shine off her deed" (Smith 232).
Morgan’s challenge to Margawse to do as well is "pretty
vicious" (Smith 232), considering that Arthur has supposedly
killed Margawse’s child.

As the end of the tale draws closer, however, the
sisters put aside their differences. They draw together,
either because of the impending sense of tragedy that can
not be stopped or because they have always fought among
themselves but acted in unison against those that would
threaten their family honour and their rights. Thus they
act as one in the matter of Gwenhyvar; Morgan leads, but the
others do not disagree with her solution. Together, they
face down Nimue. Nimue comes to talk to Morgan, thinking
her the most reachable of the sisters, but Elaine and
Margawse act as a chorus for their younger sister. The
three together answer Nimue’s question about their right to
have any power with three lines: "The right to heal? The
right to bear? The right to embrace?" (Taliesin 264).

The other communities of women that appear throughout
the series often show a lack of unity or cohesion. In part,
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this sense of fragmentation or struggle within the community
results from the narrators who tell the story. Gwennol is
reporting to her sisters what she has done, and what events
have lead to the decision they must make; it is therefore
the story of an individual, more than of a group. Luned
never seems to be one with Tintagel'’s nuns, in part because
she has already lost her position when she tells the story.
In addition, her class, ambition, and abilities keep her in
competition with other nuns; she admits, "I could have

begged my sister nuns to teach me what they knew. . . . But
I was too proud to ask" (Nun 35). Neither is Luned a

willing or happy member of Morgan’s band; she fears the
powers of the wise too much. Likewise, Smith is an
unwilling follower of Morgan, and because of his gender,
always somewhat of an outsider among them; his version of
events consequently emphasizes isolation rather than
community.

Moments of women working together, therefore, are more
often reported than seen, or are simply assumed. For
example, Taliesin describes Morgan'’s ladies-in-waiting as
"her tribe, not her hirelings. Loyal to her as Urien’s
warband to him" (Taliesin 10). Morgan and her sisters take
Gwenhyvar to the convent and find Bryvyth still managing it
with her old high principles and scorn of rank; Bryvyth'’'s
group of nuns have obviously survived their expulsion from
Tintagel, which suggests they must be a strong community.
Although we see comparatively little of them, Nimue’s women
also seem to be a strong community. They fight together as
"a small tight band of warriors" (Taliesin 132), and
together they train Arthur and his companions (Smith 133).
Nevertheless, the series does suggest a context for the
actions of the female protagonists and narrators that is
usually a community of women: for Gwennol, it is her sister
worshippers; for Luned, it is first the nuns and then
Morgan’s followers; for Morgan, it is the alliance with her
sisters.

Bradley, in contrast, emphasizes moments of community
between women. Competition between the major female
characters occurs, but the sisterhood between women is often
reaffirmed after divisive episodes. Thus, the relationships
portrayed are generally quite complex; love and friendship
is gained in spite of, or perhaps because of, tensions
between women arising from different beliefs. Bradley
depicts the way strong women can join together in hard-won
communities, some of which last years.

The first community of women that we see in The Mists
of Avalon is one defined by family ties. Viviane and
Taliesin arrive at Tintagel to visit Igraine. This visit
reunites women who had been separated by marriage,
fostering, or duty: Viviane, the Lady of the Lake; Igraine,
Viviane’s half-sister and wife of Gorlois, Duke of Cornwall;
Morgause, Igraine’s sister and Viviane’s foster-child who
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had been sent to live with Igraine a year previously; and
Morgaine, Igraine’s daughter. 1In this scene the per-
mutations of female familial relationships are quite
complex. Igraine and Morgaine are mother and daughter,
while the other women are sisters, but more than blood ties
connect them. Viviane, for example, is sister to Igraine and
Morgause, but as their spiritual leader she also represents
the Goddess, a mother figure. Furthermore, she acted as a
wet nurse for Morgause; she is Morgause’'s foster mother.
Thus a pattern is introduced here which will appear again
and again throughout the novel: women bound to one another
in relationships that are described through family metaphors
of sister, mother, and daughter. These are not fixed
relationships, but rather roles that women adopt for one
another, depending on the situation. The women related to
Morgaine by blood take on these various roles, but other
women also play the parts of sisters, mothers and daughters
to Morgaine.’

Two factors commonly appear in the disintegration of
these communities of women: sexual ties with men and
religious beliefs. Thus the initial community of Viviane,
Igraine, Morgause and Morgaine alters when Igraine marries
Uther. As Igraine’s spiritual and physical connection to
Uther and her allegiance to Christianity are formally
acknowledged, her ties to her sisters and daughter diminish.
Paradoxically, Igraine’s belief in the ways of Avalon’s
priestesses is strongest during the events which lead up to
that formalized marriage to Uther. Igraine rejects
Gorlois’s Christianity for "she would not have her daughter
brought up to feel shame at her own womanhood" (79). She
uses the Sight to learn news of her sister, and to warn
Uther of Gorlois’ plans. 1In order to accomplish this, she
invokes the Goddess, and for a brief moment in the mirror
even sees "the awesome face of the Goddess, with the
rowanberries bound about her brow" (83). After Gorlois’s
death, however, when she is about to be crowned Uther's
queen, she deliberately turns to Christianity. In some ways
this is a rejection of one father for another; she turns
from the Merlin, her blood father, to Father Columba, the
priest (107-08). Since Merlin is associated with the
Goddess worship of Avalon, this is also a turning away from
a matriarchal religion to a patriarchal ‘one; she rejects
Viviane‘’s religion for Christianity. After Igraine’s
wedding, Morgause marries Lot and moves away, in part
because Igraine "fancied Morgause looked on Uther lustfully"
(110). And Uther, rather than Morgaine, "was always at the
center of [Igraine’s] heart" (108) afterwards.

However, shortly after Morgaine’s words record this
diminishment of these women’s sense of community, Morgaine
begins to form relationships with other women. Viviane
meets Morgaine again at Morgause’s wedding and swears that
Morgaine "shall never go into a nunnery while there is life
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and breath in my body" (112); she, not Igraine, determines
to protect Morgaine from the priests and their ideas of
proper roles for women. Again Bradley incorporates a
variation on the mother-daughter tie, and a community
defined by certain religious beliefs. After she has been in
Avalon for several years Morgaine feels like she has
forgotten her own mother, her own blood-ties, for "she had
learned to live without need of any mother save the Goddess,
and she had many sisters among the priestesses" (148).

Even when no real community is formed, temporary
tableaux of sisters, mothers and daughters mark important
events in the story. Igraine’s relationship with Morgaine
has been distant for many years, and Morgaine resents
Gwenhwyfar, but the three of them come together at Arthur’'s
and Gwenhwyfar’s wedding. Gwenhwyfar calls Morgaine and
Igraine "my own sister and my own mother" (285); when "the
three of them stood in a brief embrace" Morgaine reflects
that they "are sisters under the Goddess" (285). This
triangle of Igraine-Morgaine-Gwenhwyfar reoccurs at
Igraine’s death-bed, even though Morgaine is not physically
present. Gwenhwyfar acts as daughter to Igraine in her last
hours and Igraine appreciates her daughter-in-law's
presence, but she asks for Morgaine as well.

Therefore, these mother-daughter bonds reassert
themselves at crucial points in the novel. Characters turn,
almost instinctively, back to those roles, and the emotional
ties they represent, in times of crisis, thus demonstrating
the strength of those bonds. For example, when Morgaine
gives birth to her son, the old ties between herself,
Morgause and Igraine are invoked. Morgause combs and braids
Morgaine’s hair as she did when they were both at Tintagel
(239) . Morgause has had only sons, no daughters, and quiets
Morgaine’s restlessness and protests with the following
appeal to mother-daughter roles: "you must just be my
little daughter now when you need me" (239). Later, during
the difficult birth, Morgaine says that Morgause is "so like
[her own] mother" (245) and wishes for Igraine’s presence.
When Morgaine cries out for "Mother" later, it is not clear
whether the appeal is meant for Morgause, Igraine, or the
Goddess (248). Igraine, far away in her nunnery, senses
that appeal even though she has renounced the Sight.

Likewise, Igraine, as she is dying, assumes that the
mother-daughter bond should overcome any obstacle, and that
Morgaine should be able to sense her mother’s approaching
death. Morgaine realizes later that Igraine’s appeal to her
may have reached even into the fairy world when she saw
"Igraine’'s face in the forest pool" (412). As Morgaine
realizes, at the end of the novel, the similarity between
the convent and Avalon, she feels close to the Goddess, and
"it seemed to Morgaine that it was Igraine’s voice that
whispered to her . . . and Igraine’'s hands that touched her
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head" (876). Even after a character’s death, therefore, the
mother-daughter bond still influences the survivors.

Another temporary community of women is formed when
Morgaine miscarries. Morgaine and the women of Gwenhwyfar’s
court do not like each other, yet when she miscarries, the
women gather around in support. One woman scoffs at Uriens’
possible anger over the miscarriage: "who chose him for

God? . . . [Ilt is dangerous for a woman to miscarry at your
age! Shame on the old lecher for putting you so at risk!"
(740) . The mid-wife takes care of Morgaine; her role is

similar to that which Morgaine played when Gwenhwyfar first
miscarried. The mid-wife knows Morgaine used herbs to
instigate the miscarriage but she will not tell Uriens
because "if he has no more sense than to let a woman of your
years try to bear him a child, then what he does not know
will do him no harm" (740). Morgaine calls out for Igraine
(741) and the mid-wife acts as mother and comforts her.

Gwenhwyfar also creates her own community of women at
court, where women’s roles of sister, mother, or daughter to
one another shift depending on circumstance. Gwenhwyfar and
Morgaine are sisters-in-law, but they also have moments of
sisterhood. "There was real affection between them
sometimes" (307) so that Gwenhwyfar understands and does not
pry when Morgaine is upset by an unwilled vision. Although
Gwenhwyfar is sometimes afraid of what sinful aspects of her
personality Morgaine might know because of the Sight,
Gwenhwyfar admits that "Morgaine had never shown her
anything but a sister’s kindness" (316). Although Morgaine
despises the gossipy circle of women that make up
Gwenhwyfar’s court, she feels a common bond with Gwenhwyfar
and Elaine who "had some learning, and occasionally . . .
with them, she could almost imagine herself peacefully among
the priestesses in the House of Maidens" (308), women who
Morgaine described previously as "sisters" (148).
Furthermore, Morgaine characterizes her attendence on the
Queen as not servitude, but the result of sisterly feeling
(493) . This sense of sisterhood remains, though marred by
sibling rivalry over the men in their lives, and it
resurfaces at various points in the book. Gwenhwyfar is
able to sympathize when Morgaine miscarries; they have that
experience in common, though Morgaine wants to lose the baby
for fear she would die in childbirth (740). Morgaine
realizes "that in spite of all old enmities, there was love
too" between herself and Gwenhwyfar (725), and in fact,
"[i]lt was not Gwenhwyfar herself that she hated, it was the
priests who had so much influence over her" (723). As
Gwenhwyfar enters the convent where she will live out her
days, she thinks of Morgaine "with a sudden passion of love
and tenderness" and prays to "Mary, Holy Mother of God" for
her sister-in-law’s spiritual well-being (864).

These women play other roles for each other. During
Gwenhwyfar’s first miscarriage, Morgaine "carels] for her
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almost like a mother" (316). Again, when Morgaine agrees to
prepare a charm for Gwenhwyfar to help her get pregnant, the
Queen follows her sister-in-law "like a child being led by
her mother" (443). Gwenhwyfar herself acts "even as a
mother" to the younger women of her court (421), and
therefore she "guards her maidens well, and makes good
marriages for them, too" (311). Gwenhwyfar, however, wishes
to be a real mother; she suffers great distress because she
has no child, as she reveals to Morgaine when asking for a
charm to help her conceive (441).8

The last community of women portrayed in the book, is
that of the nuns at Glastonbury. As she introduces this
group of women, Bradley again invokes sisterly and mother-
daughter bonds. The abbess treats Gwenhwyfar as a child,
and calls her "my daughter" (863), while Gwenhwyfar realizes
that she will become one of a group of sisters (863). When
Morgaine goes to the convent with a slip of the Holy Thorn,
so that it will not be lost as Avalon moves into the mists,
she discovers that this community of sisters is much like
her own. She is called "Mother" by the novices who help her
plant the Thorn, and she compares them to "her own maidens
in the House of Maidens" (874). Brigid, that they see as a
saint, is the Irish equivalent of the Goddess. Thus
Morgaine realizes that "these women know the power of the
Immortal" (875) just as she does. The novices also offer to
say prayers for Viviane and invite Morgaine to pray for
them, too; this suggests a kinship between these women, even
though they do not have the same religious beliefs.
Furthermore, as Gordon-Wise comments, this community of
women outlasts the male companionship of the Round Table;
"the profound revision of this novel lies in the fact that
.. it is the sisterhood on the Isle of Glastonbury which
endures" (147).

Throughout The Mists of Avalon, then, it becomes
evident that such communities of women are necessary to, or
recognized as important by, a wide variety of female
characters. Igraine, whose love with Uther exemplifies
typical idealized heterosexual passion, looks for community
with other women once Uther has died. Arthur offers to
secure her another husband so that she would not be lonely,
but she replies, "It is hard to be lonely in a nunnery, son,
with other women" (218). Morgause regréts her lack of
"woman friends" with whom she could have intelligent
conversations (454). Viviane does not like Gwenhwyfar and
resents her power over Arthur and the kingdom, but she
refuses to create false scandal about the Queen or criticize
her sexuality. Viviane asks, "What woman would betray a
fellow woman like that?" (373). Thus, relationships and
feelings of kinship between women transcend the divisions
caused by different personalities or religious beliefs.

Moreover, both Christian and Goddess-based belief
systems, as Bradley depicts them, recognize the importance
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of the mother-daughter tie. For the Christian priests, this
tie is a negative one. Gorlois, repeating their teachings,
explains to Igraine that "women bear the blood of their
mothers, and . . . that what is within women, who are filled
with sin, cannot be overcome by a woman-child" (86).° For
the women of the Tribes, this tie is to be celebrated;
Viviane "longed for a daughter" (21) as does Morgause later
(239), and Igraine contrasts their concern for daughters
with the Roman desire for sons (8). However, both Christian
women and women who worship the Goddess find comfort,
support, and nurturing in relationships with other women,
whether they live in a convent, Avalon, or at court.
Bradley makes these relationships the focus of the
novel, rather than knightly deeds of arms, so that
Morgaine’s relationships with her "sisters" shapes the
novel. As a result, the community of Avalon can be seen as
the protagonist; the survival of its beliefs, its community,
is the quest that shapes the story as many of the women who
focalize the story--Viviane, Morgaine, Niniane and Nimue--
work toward that end. Furthermore, interaction with the
most important of her surrogate sisters, Raven and
Gwenhwyfar, define Morgaine. These women are more than
sisters; they are mirror-images or alter-egos of one
another. It is these relationships, rather than
relationships with men, that develop Morgaine’s character.
Raven, as Viviane’s servant, is present when Morgaine
first arrives in Avalon. Two of Morgaine’s first important
assignments are performed with Raven; Morgaine works with
her in the ceremony in the ring stones (165-68) and Raven
serves and supports Morgaine during the making of the
scabbard (197). Furthermore, when Viviane thinks of
suitable successors for herself, she always contemplates
these two: "Morgaine would someday grow to that stature;
but not yet. Raven--Raven might have had that strength.
But Raven had given her voice to the Gods" (192). When
Morgaine disappears for several years into the fairyworld,
Viviane suggests that Raven become Lady "if Morgaine does

not return" (353). Morgaine, while in the fairyworld,
speaks of a sexual encounter with a maiden who "looked
somewhat like Raven" (405). It is Raven’s voice, crying out

in prophecy, that finally recalls Morgaine to her own world,
and it is the thought of speaking and being with Raven that
makes Morgaine long to return to Avalon (410).

Gwenhwyfar and Morgaine also are doubles for one
another. Physically, they are opposites: Gwenhwyfar is
"all white and gold, her skin pale as ivory . . . her hair
long and pale and shining . . . like living gold" (157)
while Morgaine is "little and ugly like one of the
fairyfolk" (158). Morgaine makes their doubling explicit
when she sees herself "as the Queen’s shadow" (533). She
believes they have been bound together by divine "blunders":
"she, Morgaine, had had Arthur and borne him a son, which
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Gwenhwyfar longed to do; Gwenhwyfar had had Lancelet’s love
for which Morgaine would willingly have given her soul"
(533) . Two scenes which emphasize their duality involve the
working of symbols in cloth. Morgaine creates the scabbard
for Arthur which protects his life in battle; Gwenhwyfar
creates the Christian standard that he carries into the
battle of Badon. Morgaine weaves "the magical spells and
their symbols" into the scabbard (197) ; similarly Gwenhwyfar
weaves "prayers for [Arthur] and [his] Companions into every
stitch" (392) of the banner.

As the initial community of women in the novel, centred
on Igraine, broke down at the time of her marriage to Uther,
so does the sisterhood of Morgaine and Gwenhwyfar break down
during a period which is marked by two weddings. The first,
Lancelet’s to Elaine, has been arranged by Morgaine, at the
request of Elaine, but also because Morgaine fears what will
happen to Arthur and his kingdom if Lancelet remains at
court with the Queen. Both Gwenhwyfar and Lancelet blame
Morgaine, not Elaine, for this marriage.!® Then the
revelation that Morgaine has borne Arthur’s son further
damages Morgaine’s relationship with the Queen. This
knowledge triggers in Gwenhwyfar a series of outbursts
against Morgaine; it is one of the most sustained diatribes
against Avalon and its priestesses in the entire book (550-
61) . Gwenhwyfar calls Morgaine a "harlot" (550), "damned
sorceress" (552), and describes her as "incestuous, heathen,
witch" (559). Although Gwenhwyfar concentrates on the
sinfulness of Morgaine’s union with Arthur, Morgaine, and
the reader with her, suspects that jealousy drives her
piety. The Queen resents that her virtue has not been
rewarded with a child, when Morgaine, a heathen, has borne
Arthur a son. She becomes furious when Arthur defends
Morgaine’'s part in it all, for "even now all [(he] can think
of is the wrong . . . done to Morgaine" (552) and not to
her, Gwenhwyfar, his Queen. The root issue is that, as
Morgaine realizes, "Arthur loves me best" (558-59). Knowing
that, Gwenhwyfar "fears that (Morgaine] will beckon . .
and . . . seduce him to [her] bed again" (559). 1Indeed,
Gwenhwyfar does not just envy their sexual past, but all
ties between them; Arthur never comes to Gwenhwyfar for
comfort (552), and it is Morgaine who wipes Arthur’'s eyes
and holds him (551). Gwenhwyfar’'s revenge, suggesting to
Arthur that Morgaine marry Uriens, sends Morgaine far from
the court. Thus the relationship between these two women,
as Meredith J. Ross argues, forms "the crux of the novel™"
for three reasons: because "Arthur’s actions arise out of
his desire to hurt neither of them"; because their
relationship helps define others in the novel as they
arrange marriages or compete for others’ loyalties; and
because their conflicts mirror the religious and political
struggles of the nation (426).
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Although in the novel heterosexuality often strains
sisterly relationships, sisterhood itself can be erotically
charged. Erotic episodes occur between Morgaine and other
women in the fairy world, although Morgaine is not
completely comfortable with them, and thinks of them "as
dreams or madness" (408). Furthermore, Morgaine oc-
casionally senses erotic possibilities in the relationships
between herself and Gwenhwyfar and Elaine. Morgaine,
helping Gwenhwyfar get ready for a Pentecost feast "put her
arms around her, laying her cheek for a moment against
Gwenhwyfar’s. It seemed enough, for a moment, to touch that
beauty" (486). She thinks of Lancelet’s confession of his
feelings for Arthur and realizes that she "too nurse [s] all
manner of strange and perverse desires" (486). When she
prepares Elaine to entrap Lancelet, she "embraced and kissed
her [Elaine]; the warm body in her arms somehow roused her,
whether to desire or tenderness she could not tell" (540).
In these scenes, sisterhood and motherhood have erotic
dimensions which are portrayed as natural, even if usually
latent.

The most explicit lesbian scenes in the book involve
Morgaine and Raven. Marilyn R. Farwell calls the night that
Raven welcomes Morgaine back to Avalon a "crucial scene"
(91) which is "an unmistakeably charged lesbian scene" (92).
This scene is important because it initiates Morgaine’s
return to a matriarchal community. Another important scene
of "woman’s bonding" (Farwell 93) occurs between Morgaine
and Raven the night before the Easter feast where the Grail
appears. Raven, frightened of the fate she sees for
herself, turns to Morgaine for comfort:

then, as if they entered together into a great
silence, she held Raven against her, touching her,
caressing her, their bodies clinging together in
something like frenzy . . . the world trembling in
a strange and sacramental rhythm around them.
(Mists 765)
The description of this erotic moment emphasizes its
religious, "sacramental" context. The two women are on
their way to act in the name of their Goddess, and it is
during the "dark moon" (Mists 765) that they, as
"priestesses of Avalon together called on the life of the
Goddess" (Mists 766). The erotic scene between the two
women therefore "affirm(s] . . . life in the shadow of
death" (Mists 765). As Farwell notes, "all of the
depictions of women loving women in Avalon are made without
negative comment" (101).

Although Avalon is a community of women existing
relatively independently of men, even they have ties to male
followers of the Goddess. Viviane and Taliesin, and for a
time Morgaine and Kevin, work together towards common
religious goals. And while Bradley depicts strong
emotional, even sensual interludes between women such as
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Raven and Morgaine, there are also more traditional
heterosexual romantic ties. Igraine’s ability to contact
Uther psychically, culminates in a sensual love scene where,
in a very Harlequinesque way, the woman becomes virgin-like
in her wonder at the experience possible with one’s true
love.' similarly, Morgaine and Arthur share a bond which
is both mother-son and sister-brother; that bond, however,
gains power from their heterosexual love. Days after their
sexual union, she has an unwilled vision of Arthur at the
important moment when he drew Uther’s sword, thus proving
himself Uther’s son. Morgaine realizes that "there would
always be a bond between them now. Would any blow which
struck him always fall like this, a sword into her naked
heart?" (Mists 202).

Such features of the story have lead critics such as
Lee Ann Tobin to argue that "Bradley'’s work embodies an
important feature of women’s popular fiction: simultaneous
conservatism and subversion" (154). The moments of
subversion in popular fiction, however, should not be
dismissed. Anne Cranny-Francis suggests that even if the
ideology of such novels is "compromised to a certain extent,
[they are] . . . not untenable for a feminist writer or
reader [because theyl . . . challeng[e] the reader'’'s
acceptance of conservative ideological discourses" (71).
The use of a female protagonist to tell a woman'’s version of
events, or the use of communities of women to demonstrate
that strong women are not alone or exceptional, to emphasize
the communal goals of the protagonist, and to create ‘“a
subtext that can explore female desire" (Farwell 102), all
help to redefine common cultural perceptions of the role of
the protagonist, and of women’s roles in general.




95
Notes

1. Thompson cites "Bradshaw’s Gwynhwyfar and Bradley’'s
Morgaine [as] two of the best examples" (177) of Arthurian
novels using female protagonists.

2. These are some of the other novels which either use
Morgan as a narrator, or use her point of view: Fay
Sampson’s Herself, Courtway Jones’ The Witch of the North,
Welwyn Wilton Katz’'s The Third Magic, and Harry Robin’s

I, Morgain.

3. They preface the figure four with "at least"
(Spivack and Staples 83); the authors they discuss are
Sharan Newman, Parke Godwin, Persia Woolley, and Gillian
Bradshaw. New versions, of course, are always appearing.
Nancy McKenzie recently published The Child Queen and The
High Queen, which are narrated by Guenevere, as is Jennifer
Roberson’s short story, "Guinevere’s Truth." Lynne
Pledger’s short story, "Gwynhwyfar" uses the future queen as
the main character. Although Morgan and Guenevere are the
most popular female perspectives to use in rewriting the
legend, occasionally other women appear as protagonists. In
Diana Paxson’s The White Raven, Branwen tells the Tristan
and Isolde story; C.J. Cherryh’s science fiction novel, Port
Eternity, uses a robot named Elaine as a narrator; Barbara
Ferry Johnson uses a minor female character from Malory to
narrate Lionors; Niviane, a fey, narrates Anne Eliot
Crompton’s Merlin's Harp; Gwenhyfar’s daughter Argante is
the protagonist of Mary J. Jones’ Avalon. 1In the genre of
short stories, Phyllis Ann Karr focusses on the lady who
loved Gawain in "The Lady of Belec," Nimue is the
protagonist in Madeleine E. Robins’ "Nimue’s Tale" and in
Karen Haber’s "The Spell Between Worlds," and the faery who
will become Lady of the Lake narrates Anne E. Crompton’s
"Excalibur."

4. William Matthews argues that "the Morte Arthure
poet selects from the chronicles the climatic part of a
single reign and adapts that material to the design of a
tragedy of fortune" (109). D.S. Brewer sees the same design
in Malory’s work, where the writer "postponed the fall . .
to dilate on the splendour of Arthur’s achievements and on
the achievements of Arthur’s knights . . . [so that] the
downward turn of Fortune’s wheel is all the more tragic"®
(8).

5. This makes Uriens’ concern that a trip to Bath
"would be a long journey for" Morgaine (Mists 582), quite
ironic, and underscores the way the Roman Christian ways
make it possible for a woman to do less, and to be seen as
capable of less.
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6. Smith focusses on other aspects of Morgan’s life and
Taliesin arrives in Rheged after Morfudd has gone to live at
court.

7. Bradley uses neo-Paganism to reinforce this sense
that women play shifting roles. 1In the novel, as in neo-
paganism, the Goddess is "Maiden, Mother and Crone, the
three stages of a woman’s life" (Fry, "The Goddess
Ascending," 73). The importance of this Triple Goddess to a
feminist rewriting of the legend is the value it places on
all stages of women’s lives. Carrol L. Fry notes that

"worship of the Triple Goddess . . . enables women to value
themselves and their knowledge and experience even when
their beauty has dimmed" (73-74). In the first section of

the book Morgaine is the maiden, Igraine is the mother,
Viviane is the wise-woman. Through the book, just as women
represent different aspects of the Goddess, they represent
sisters, mothers or daughters to one another.

8. Unlike other women in the book who wish for
daughters (Viviane, Morgause), Gwenhwyfar is desperate to
have a son. She wishes to bear Arthur’s heir in order to
give herself more power, knowing that Arthur has promised to
do anything for her, should she bear him a son. This is
ironic since he offered her joint rule of the kingdom when
they were first wed and she refused.

9. Even Gwenhwyfar, usually devout and obedient, has
doubts and moments of rebellion against this Christian
religion whose "God cares nothing for women--all his priests
are men, and again and again the Scriptures tell us that
women are the temptress and evil" (Mists 442). She
concludes from this evidence that "that is why he does not
hear" her prayers for a child (Mists 442).

10. Lancelet feels "bound in honor to try to make her
[Elaine] as happy as he could" (605). Gwenhwyfar resents
Elaine because she will have Lancelet’s "sons and daughters*"
(603), and sometimes she feels that Elaine scorns her for
her barrenness (546), but the Queen does not attack Elaine’s
character nor does she plot revenge against her.

11. This is, furthermore, a love which literally
transcends time, since they have been reincarnated (Mists
104) . Susan Signe Morrison argues that such erotic scenes
subvert Bradley’s attempt to revision the Arthurian story
from a feminist perspective.
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CHAPTER 3: NARRATIVE TECHNIQUES

This chapter investigates what happens in Arthurian
rewritings, as well as "who sees" and "who speaks."! The
first section discusses the binary oppositions that
traditionally drive the plot and affect the characterization
in fantasy; I examine Gillian Bradshaw’s and Fay Sampson’s
series for the ways these authors use and problematize such
plot structures.? 1In the second section I consider
authority and narration, examining the way Marion Zimmer
Bradley and Fay Sampson shift between characters in the
telling of their stories to avoid authoritarian judgements
and to raise questions about the biases in all narratives.

Good Versus Evil (Why are there only two sides to every
story?)

There tend to be two sides in romance; conflict between
these opposing sides creates the plot. Thus Rosemary
Jackson, in her study of fantasy, notes that "romance
narratives, especially classic fairy tales, represented all
action unfolding under the influence of good or evil powers"
(56) . Mark Rose, speaking about science fiction and fantasy
in Alien Encounters: Anatomy of Science Fiction, describes
it this way: "at the core of all romance forms appears to
be a Manichean vision of the universe as a struggle between
good and bad magic" (9). Like Jackson and Rose, Frederic
Jameson identifies an "intimate and constitutive
relationship between the form [of romance as a mode] itself
. and this deep-rooted ideology" ("Magical Narratives"
140) which he calls "the conceptual opposition between good
and evil" (140). Moreover, this ethically-inflected
opposition distinguishes romance. Jameson notes the absence
of "the ethical opposition" in tragedy and comedy, although
the latter usually places in opposition "youth and age"
(Political Unconscious 116).

Thus opposition shapes many of our culture’s fictional
narratives; we accept that "a story needs conflict, desire
or unhappiness to generate the energy required to launch it
(Peel 35). Narratologists confirm this requirement,
claiming that "the structure of the fabula is determined by
confrontation" (Bal, Narratology 16).3 Binary opposition is
the simplest form of confrontation; binary oppositions based
on ethics (good and evil) pervade our fictions. As the
comments of Jackson and Rose suggest, romance forms the
basis for a variety of narratives, from fairy tales to
science fiction, from medieval works to twentieth-century
ones. Furthermore, Frederic Jameson links twentieth-century
popular fiction to romance, and follows Northrop Frye in
exploring this mode as "the ultimate source and paradigm of
all storytelling" (Political Unconscious 105) .4
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However, fictional narratives are not the only ones
shaped by binary oppositions. Héléne Cixous, for example,
suggests that binary thinking goes beyond " [m]yths, legends,
books [to] [plhilosophical systems. Everywhere (where)
ordering intervenes, . . . a law organizes what is
thinkable by oppositions" (64). Consequently, as Jameson
observes, "the concept of evil is at one with the category
of Otherness itself: evil characterizes whatever is
radically different from me" ("Magical Narratives" 140).
This division between Self and Other (or ours and theirs, or
the Good Guys and the Bad Guys) is therefore not just a
characteristic of fictional narratives, but of other
cultural narratives, political rhetoric being perhaps the
most noticeable example.S

However, recognition of the implications of such
binaries leads to questions about their purposes and their
influence. Jameson notes Nietzsche’s work on ethics and
Derrida’s "unmasking and demystification" of binaries as
examples of our culture’s "reexamination" of such structures
(Political Unconscious 114). Furthermore, feminists have
also been concerned with the ramifications of such
ethically-inflected binaries in our society. Susan S.
Lanser notes that "oppositional thinking has, of course,
been sharply disadvantageous to women, as to other dominated
groups. Binary pairs of the variety P/not-P are precisely
the structures that create hierarchy" (359). Cixous
connects such "organization by hierarchy . . . [to] male
privilege" (64); the Other is often female or represented as
feminine in contrast to a masculine Self or standard. Alice
Jardine, following Cixous, also argues that "the dichotomies
necessary to those [philosophical] structures have never
been sexually neuter; they are the classically heterosexual
couples of Western philosophy" (72). 1In her list of
examples of such “"couples," Jardine includes, besides "male"
and "female," "Day" and "Night" (72).

Gillian Bradshaw and Fay Sampson explicitly use the
binary opposition of Light versus Darkness in their
rewritings of the Arthurian legend. In Bradshaw, the
opposition is most noticeable in the first two books of the
series; the last novel, which includes fewer fantastic
elements, depends less on such binaries. Thus, there seems
to be a correspondence, in this series at least, between the
extent of the supernatural and the use of binary
oppositions; this supports Jameson’s claim that "the belief
in good and evil is precisely a magical thought mode.

It is difficult to imagine a conflict of magical forces
which would not be marked in some way as positive or
negative . . . as a struggle between good and evil"
("Magical Narratives" 141). Yet, Fay Sampson does try to
imagine such a conflict by explicitly questioning any simple
identification of characters and sides with good or evil.
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Gillian Bradshaw

"A fantasy is a story based on and controlled by an
overt violation of what is generally accepted as
possibility" (Irwin 4); Gillian Bradshaw’s novels include
references to magical beings, places and objects which do
"violate . . . the conventional norms of possibility"
(Malmgren 139). References to the supernatural occur in all
three novels, but supernatural powers participate
extensively only in the action of Hawk of May and Kingdom of
Summer. Moreover, the conflict in these novels takes place
on different levels. It has mythic aspects, in the sense
that it is a struggle for supremacy between two supernatural
forces; this level requires the most fantastic elements.
However, it also fits Frye'’s description of romances, for
"the conflict . . . takes place in, or at any rate primarily
concerns, our world" (Anatomy 187); Gwalchmai’s vision of
"the whole island, from the Orcades in the north to the
southern cliffs" (Hawk 209) emphasizes that the battleground
is this ordinary world of "forests, fields, mountains,
rivers and proud cities" (Hawk 209). At another level, the
conflict takes place within the individual as each person
chooses the values by which she or he lives; this level
requires the least fantastic elements, being more concerned
with depicting the psychological states of the characters.
While Light and Good against Darkness and Evil remains the
central conflict of the series, the characterization of this
binary and the nature of the conflict varies with the
changing use of the supernatural.

The supernatural appears early in Hawk_of May, as
Morgawse begins to teach Gwalchmai about "the
characteristics of that universe that exists alongside of
and within our own" (38). When Gwalchmai flees Morgawse, a
magical boat rescues him:

No boat should have landed so at Llyn Gwalch. The
current of the stream, combined with an undertow
which was often fierce, pushed any floating things
onto the rocks at the side. . . . I sensed the
magic woven into its fabric. (77)
This boat takes Gwalchmai to a part of that other universe,
which he calls "the Plain of Joy" (79) or "Isle of the

Blessed" (80). After this experience, he and others suspect
that he is "not quite human" (115), but now "unalterably
alien" (117). Gwalchmai’s Otherworldly aura increases

because of his horse, his sword and his attitude in battle.
Ceincaled is one of "the steeds of the Sidhe" (126), who can
run faster and farther than any other horse; Caledvwlch is
the sword Gwalchmai finds in the Isle of the Blessed which
"blazed, pure, cool and brilliant" with Light when he draws
it (207). Furthermore, though he was an inept warrior
before, after his return from the Isle he "goes mad in
battle" (257-58) so that no one can stand against him. He
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accomplishes great feats and notices no wounds while this
madness lasts.

In Kingdom of Summer, the action remains in the human
world; there is no visit to an Otherworld. Nonetheless,
supernatural forces work in the human realm. Gwalchmai
remains "a little uncanny" (11); Rhys repeats the "numerous
tales, of varying probability . . . told of [Gwalchmai]. He
was said to have tamed one of the horses of the Fair Ones
- - . to have an enchanted sword, and to triple his strength
in battle" (11). Furthermore, Gwalchmai performs two
important magical feats during the novel: he defeats
Morgawse in a contest of wills and opposing powers (226-30),
and he uses his sword’s powers to heal Eivlin of Morgawse’s
curse (248). Rhys describes both acts in some detail; they
can only be explained as an indication of the supernatural
forces present and active in the human world of the novel.

During Hawk of May and Kingdom of Summer, therefore,

two sides emerge, which can be charted as follows:

Type of Being Good Evil

Powers-no form Light Darkness
Supernatural Lugh Queen of air and Darkness
beings Ceincaled demons/shadows

Taliesin(?)

Natural beings Arthur Morgawse
Gwalchmai Medraut
Gwynhwyfar Aldwulf
Sion / Rhys Cexdic
Bedwyr

The powers, Light and Darkness, are the supernatural
forces opposed on the mythic level. The clearest
description of the Light occurs when Gwalchmai leaves the
Isle of the Blessed: "it seemed to me that a light like a
new star burned behind the sea, beyond the horizon; and in
that instant, I felt that I understood . . . to what I had
pledged my sword" (Hawk 89). Neither of these powers is
given any form.

Both powers have corporeal representatives,
supernatural beings who appear to various characters (Lugh) ,
or who work actively in the world (the Queen of air [sic]
and Darkness).® Lesser supernatural beings, like Ceincaled
or the demons and shadows summoned by Morgawse and Aldwulf,
assist mortals in the conflict. Taliesin, a mysterious
figure who "foresaw in a vision" (Shadow 314) the fall of
the realm, and who Gwalchmai thinks "had sung in Lugh’s
Hall" (Hawk 216), can be seen either as one of the
supernatural figures or as another human with special
powers.
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Several of the characters I have classified as natural
beings possess Otherworldly powers. Gwalchmai I have
already discussed. Sion and Rhys both have prophetic dreams
on occasion (Hawk 152-54, Kingdom 217). Aldwulf and Medraut
both practice sorcery: Aldwulf, for example, bargains with
demons for Arthur’s death (Hawk 113) and Medraut assists his
mother in the duel with Gwalchmai (Kingdom 226).

Morgawse, of course, is the most obvious instance of a
mortal with supernatural powers. In the chart, I have
indicated two characters, Morgawse and the Queen of air and
Darkness; for most of Hawk of May and Kingdom of Summer the
two are indistinguishable. Lugh says that he "know([s] of
one who is called the queen of air and Darkness, who is
become Morgawse" (Hawk 82). In a bid for power, Morgawse
"had summoned it [Darkness] as a servant for her hate, had
welcomed its control when she controlled it, and everyday
became more it and less herself" (Hawk 69-70). When
Gwalchmai observes that she is not mortal (Hawk 115), he
suggests that she is now only a physical shape which Dark
powers use. After Gwalchmai defeats her, "like any other
woman, she grew old" (Kingdom 230); this suggests that the
two queens (supernatural and mortal) have been separated.

It is this separation that allows Morgawse’s death.

While the two sides remain fixed in terms of
membership,’ the characters paired in opposition vary.
Arthur and Morgawse form a pair of opposing leaders; each
has the highest rank and deepest conviction of his or her
side. In the supernatural duel, however, Gwalchmai opposes
Morgawse (Kingdom 226-30), with Rhys in some ways acting as
his second, in an analogous way to Medraut’s support of
Morgawse.® Gwalchmai also forms a pair with Medraut, as the
two sons trained by Morgawse. In the Saxon camp, Gwalchmai
pits his knowledge and faith against that of Aldwulf.
Although there is never a face-to-face confrontation,
Morgawse is also placed in opposition to Gwynhwyfar. For
example, Gwalchmai recalls: "I had not really spoken to a
woman since Morgawse, half-afraid of all of them for my
mother’s sake. Gwynhwyfar taught me to think differently"
(Hawk 287-88). Gwynhwyfar, attempting to help Arthur deal
with the problem of Medraut, observes: "Morgawse had
wounded him more deeply than I could heal" (Shadow 58).
Thus, at different times in the novels, "different pairs of
characters with similar qualities but opposing allegiances
appear. This demonstrates that while the conflict is always
between two sides, Light and Darkness, it is fought in
different ways by different representatives.

The chart suggests the degree to which the first two
novels ascribe gender to the binary opposition of Light and
Darkness. The powers themselves generally are neuter.
However, Lugh refers to "the high king, the Light who shines
forever" (Hawk 82). This reference, combined with
Morgawse's presence as the main villain, whether
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supernatural or natural, suggests an association between
Light and male, Darkness and female. However, this
association is not developed further. Men who follow
Darkness, like Cerdic or Aldwulf, are not feminized; women
like Gwynhwyfar follow Light. Morgawse dies near the end of
Kingdom of Summer and Lugh does not reappear, so the
conflict, in In Winter’s Shadow, becomes one between non-
gendered forces of Light and Darkness. Furthermore, the
changed focus of the third novel makes the binary conflict
more complex.

In Winter’'s Shadow uses far fewer fantastic elements
than the preceding novels in the series. Memories of
Morgawse motivate characters like Arthur, Gwalchmai,
Agravain, and Medraut, but she herself is dead, not acting
in the novel. Most importantly, Gwynhwyfar now narrates,
and she has never met Morgawse. As a result, Morgawse'’s
supernatural powers become a matter of "too much poetry, too

much listening to tales" (42). Gwalchmai still appears, and
with him mention of his reputation for Otherworldliness:
"at times . . . he looked as though he had stepped from the

hollow hills" (41). As with Morgawse though, his magical
powers remain understood, remembered from the previous
books, rather than displayed, partly because Gwynhwyfar
never sees him in battle.

This novel’s approach to the fantastic is best
understood by examining Gwynhwyfar’'s description of
Gwalchmai’s funeral. When his horse and his sword disappear
after the burial, Gwynhwyfar first suggests a rational
explanation: "I feared for a time that someone might have
stolen it, it and the sword" (291). She then gives a reason
to doubt this explanation, for "such a horse, let alone such
a sword, was too fine to be mistaken for another or pass
unremarked, and they were never heard of again, even in
rumor" (291). She is forced to consider the possibility of
a supernatural explanation, wondering if the horse may have
returned to "a day that was now entirely separate from
Earth" (291). She does not insist that this is the true
explanation, and her report of the horse’s and sword’s
origins is distanced: she does not assert it, but only
repeats what she has been told, that "Gwalchmai had always
claimed that the sword, and the horse, had come from the
Otherworld" (291). The fantastic mystery is, in the end,
dismissed: "However that may be, it went, leaving only a
few hoof marks around the new grave. And I did not have
much time to worry about it" (291). The supernatural, as
this passage shows, affects Gwynhwyfar’s life very little,
and therefore hardly appears in her narrative at all.

The treatment of battles also exemplifies this
difference between the novels in their use of the fantastic.
In Kingdom of Summer, the climactic battle is fought with
will and magic and Light clearly wins. In In Winter’s
Shadow, the battle is fought by humans with human weapons,
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and no one wins decisively. Gwynhwyfar’s duties in
scrounging supplies for the army and organizing the
retrieval of the dead and wounded add detail to what could
be an account of a historical battle. The disappearance of
Arthur, in many Arthurian works accounted for by mystical
transportation to a magical isle, is rationalized;
Gwynhwyfar finally admits that "he was lost in the cavalry
charge . . . I never recognized the body because the charge
went over it and it was mutilated beyond recognition"
(Shadow 312).

The mythic conflict between Light and Darkness thus
recedes in importance in In Winter’s Shadow, and even the
physical human battle is reported, not experienced. This
leaves internal conflicts to propel the plot. Such
conflicts did occur in the earlier novels. Gwalchmai, for
example, expresses doubt about the source and effect of his

powers in battle: "How in that mingling of human madness
and divine passion, to distinguish between Light and
Darkness?" (Hawk 137). Arthur admits that he is "in

Darkness" (Hawk 299) because of his sin with Morgawse, and
that this has made him misjudge Gwalchmai. In Winter’s
Shadow, however, focusses exclusively on such conflicts.
Gwynhwyfar’s struggle to help Arthur create and maintain the
empire provides the main action, but she also gives insight
into Arthur’s, Bedwyr’s and Gwalchmai’s personal conflicts.
No supernatural object or being warns characters when they
make a choice that leads to Darkness, as the sword warned
Gwalchmai about Aldwulf’s plans (Hawk 112) or the horse
warned him against Morgawse (Kingdom 123). The reader, with
Gwynhwyfar at the end of In Winter’s Shadow, realizes that
"even the best intentions of those devoted to Light can
create Darkness" (243).

Moreover, characters associated with Darkness can have
redeeming moments and Gwynhwyfar witnesses one of these.
When she sees Medraut’s reaction to news of Gwalchmai’s
death, she observes:

For all that Gwalchmai had said about his brother,
I had never expected that under his hatred and his
many masks Medraut might still love anyone. But
there could be no mistaking the look with which he
had greeted my news. (Shadow 243)
For a brief moment, "the darkness could not completely
enchain his will" (Hawk 188), just as Gwalchmai had always
hoped.

Bradshaw thus suggests that "the world . . . is mixed,
good and evil together, and there was no simple and clear
struggle" (Hawk 188). Like our own reality, it is "a
complicated world, where to act might be to act wrong, and
not to act be even worse" (Kingdom 87). Bradshaw uses a
binary opposition of Light and goodness versus Darkness and
evil, but her characters prove that, if one is human at all,
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one incorporates aspects of both sides, and the right course
of action is never easily distinguished.

Fay Sampson
Of all the Arthurian novels considered here, Fay
Sampson’s Daughter of Tintagel series problematizes binaries
the most. I make this claim because Sampson uses binaries
such as Light versus Dark or Healer versus Destroyer
throughout the series, but she explicitly questions their
use and tries to subvert them. This questioning and the
assertion that balance is necessary, rather than one or the
other of the opposing positions, allow the reader to
recognize the way our society incorporates binaries in many
of its implicit judgements. However, Sampson’s series does
not itself escape the trap of binary assumptions.
The author’s note at the beginning of each book in the
series indicates a theme which will shape all of the events:
In physics, Dark Matter forms an unseen world that
is the inverse of the matter we observe. The two
were created to exist in equal proportions.
Together they hold the universe in balance. But
when they come into contact, the result is mutual
destruction. (Woman vii)

Sampson thus suggests that she will be using binaries,

particularly one of light versus darkness, to explore the

idea of balance and harmony.

Since Morgan’s story is "the Dark Matter of Britain®
(Woman vii), Morgan is associated with darkness. Other
characters are associated with light. "When Arthur stands
in the sun, then will Morgan rise from the dark" (Nun 178)
emphasizes Arthur’s link to light, but Urien also plays this
role. Taliesin sees Urien and Morgan as "two chieftains

light and darkness" (Taliesin 6). This association of
Urien with light is appropriate, since he, of all the sons-
in-law of Gorlois, is completely loyal to Arthur. These
associations do not simply depend upon gender, however.
Bryvyth is also associated with light, since "her vision,
and Rathtyen’s, was too wide, too high, too full of
sunlight" (Herself 41) to be aware of Tintagel’s other
practices of worship. And Modred is, like Morgan, called
"Black" (Taliesin 15).

However, other binaries are connected to gender.
Gwennol sets up a binary of destruction and procreation
which associates the genders with specific sides of that
binary. She "wonder([s] if that’s all life is. Breeding and
killing. The men to kill. The women to breed" (Woman 24).
Men’'s power to wound versus women’s power to heal occurs in
the notion of reinstating the old society where the queen
was the leader and could "heal the wounded land" (Nun 233).
The accomplishments of Morgan and Arthur continue this
association, for her "miracles of healing have restored
whole families’ lives; his battles have altered the
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landscape of history" (Herself 289). Arthur’s joy in battle
and Morgan’s role as healer reinforce gendered binary
divisions.

The binaries of destruction or healing, men or women,
become associated with the metaphor of the sword and
scabbard. On the physical level, the properties of these
items remain the same as in most versions of the legend.

The sword makes Arthur invincible in war; he can defeat any
opponent, or any number of opponents, as long as he holds
Caliburn. The scabbard makes him invulnerable to wounds; if
he is injured he will heal immediately. In the final battle
at Camlann, these two magical properties play an important
part; Arthur still carries the sword and therefore defeats
Modred; however, he does not have the scabbard, and the
wound that Modred inflicts is fatal. This incident
reinforces what we already know; the two items are meant to
work together for the magic of one complements the other.

Morgan’s use of sword and scabbard as metaphors to
describe the way she thinks Britain should be ruled also

emphasizes their complementary nature: "If he [Arthur]
consents, we shall rule together, as equals. Sword and
scabbard. The earth in balance" (Nun 134). That the sword

refers to Arthur is clear from several uses of the metaphor.
Morgan and Uther can never be reconciled because "the loss
of Arthur lay between them like an unsheathed sword" (Nun
152), a threat that neither of them can forgive or forget.
Arthur himself prefers to be associated with the sword.

When he faces Modred at the end, he legitimizes his claim to
the throne by reciting lists of warriors (and thus, the
number of swords) who support him (Herself 233-34).° Arthur
does not miss the scabbard when Morgan steals it, thinking
it merely misplaced (Smith 237). He also refuses to
acknowledge any need for Morgan, or for her skills. He
tells her: "Healing is your job. Fighting is mine. Take the
scabbard and leave the sword to me" (Smith 240). He thus
demarcates boundaries between men’s and women'’s work.

Smith reinforces these boundaries but he also makes
observations which undermine them. He feels that he could
have remained a smith, a masculine man, if he had met Merlyn
instead of Morgan: "I could have been Arthur’s man now,
instead of Morgan’s woman. . . . It had hung on such a small
thing either way, like a sword balanced ‘on an anvil. . . .
And I'd tumbled off on Morgan’s side, with the women" (Smith
154) . Morgan herself subscribes to this view. She sees the
battle as being between Gorlois’s daughters and the
Pendragons and Merlyn. Thus, when Nimue disposes of Merlyn,
Morgan asserts that no longer is "the world in balance.
Sword and scabbard. It was always Merlyn and Morgan. Male
and female. The left and right. And you [Nimue] have
broken that" (Smith 255). While Morgan suggests that this
is the way it has always been, Smith’s observations of the
relationship between Nimue and Merlyn suggest that Nimue has
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been the opposing force. Smith had thought himself caught
between Merlyn and Morgan, but "it was the women, Nimue and
Morgan, against each other, all along" (Smith 132).
Taliesin, too, makes assumptions about the men being on one
side and the women on the other, only to revise his opinion.
Standing with Morgan, Gwenhyvar and others to greet Arthur’s
return from a raid, he "thought [they] were the female party
welcoming back [their] fighting men" (Taliesin 132), but
then realizes that Nimue and her women are part of the war
party.

Morgan’s association of men, sword, destruction versus
women, scabbard, healing also is revealed to be a
simplification. Arthur does try to kill the infant Modred,
his son by his sister, Margawse; he therefore represents
violence and destructiveness, "the male imperative"
according to Morgan (Herself 73). But Arthur uses the sword
to unite Britain against the Saxon invaders; "the killing
sword may also win . . . life" (Herself 123), and its power
is, from the British perspective at least, constructive.
Likewise, Morgan pictures herself as the scabbard, or the
healing, fertile, feminine principle. However, the power of
healing is double-edged. Morgan refuses Merlyn’s gift of a
knife because it is "a man’s weapon" (Nun 64), but she then
asks, "Which . . . is worse--the power to wound, or to have
the power to heal and not to use it?" (Nun 64). Gwennol,
too, tells us that Morgan’s power can be used "[t]o heal or
to harm" (Woman 63). Moreover, Morgan asserts that "there
is only a fine line between new-won life and sudden death"
(Herself 123).

The series, then, alternates between a view of Morgan
as Healer and as Destroyer. From the beginning, people like
Gwennol and Luned suspect that Morgan will choose the power
to harm rather than to heal. Gwennol does not whisper her
into the mysteries at first because of this (Woman 63).
Luned assumes that when one of two sick cows dies, it is
because Morgan poisoned it. Morgan protests that she "had
only enough of the herbs to heal one of them" (Nun 128);
whether she did choose to heal or to harm remains unknown.
Luned in general remains convinced that "Morgan is the
Devourer. She destroys everything she touches" (Nun 245),
including Luned. While Smith generally thinks of Morgan as
a destructive force, he recognizes that ‘others have
benefitted from her skill. Her own people, in Urien’s
kingdom, "are afraid of Morgan, but they love her too in a
queer sort of way. She’s healed many, when no one else

could" (Smith 207). Moreover, this desire to heal people is
not just a means to get power. Smith observes that Morgan
"keeps far more [herbs] . . . than Nimue . . . But then,

Nimue isn’t known for a healer, is she? You don’t find a
rabble of poor and sick at her gate asking for help. What
Nimue wants is the power from them" (Smith 258) . Although
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Morgan is also obsessed with power, she uses her skills for
more humanitarian reasons as well.

Consequently, binaries in the series are more complex
than they first appear. Sampson seems to reinforce old
dichotomies and associations on the one hand, yet she
undermines them on the other. Characters’ observations and
assertions, such as Smith’s and Taliesin’s remarks about
being left with the women, are contradicted by their own
experience. Women’s work does seem to be herbs, healing and
seduction, yet Morgan is often likened to a man, and Nimue's
women fight in wars. Sampson thus suggests that we need to
get beyond "the vocabulary of the battlefield" (Taliesin 21)
that constructs opposites and puts them in competition.
Morgan’s "darkness [is also al burning, like a lantern
behind a shutter, like a smothered fire, like the stars in
the darkest night of storm" (Taliesin 21). Things are not
"Either/Or," but can be "Both/And."

Religion in the series emphasizes the need to abandon
metaphors of opposition. Morgan’s religion revolves around
"wholeness. She [the Goddess] did not give birth to a false
dichotomy of Either/Or. Her ancient wisdom embraces
Both/And" (Herself 43). The metaphor of harvest allows for
Both/And, since it incorporates "birth, fullness, and death"
(Herself 61) in an endless cycle.!® However, while Morgan
asserts her belief in this principle, she continues to
operate within binary assumptions. And while Sampson makes
neither Morgan or Arthur play simply one role, Healer or
Destroyer, the final scenes of the series continue to
promote metaphors of opposition. Arthur, mortally wounded,
can be saved by Morgan, but she will only heal him if he
gives up Caliburn. After he does so, his sisters sail with
him towards an Otherworld realm. Morgan assures us that "in
Avalon the sword will meet its scabbard" (308) and thus all
binaries will be united or dissolved.

However, there are problems with this scene and the
resolution that it proposes. First, from a philosophical
perspective, the resolution of binaries is displaced from
the "real" world of the story to the Otherworld; this
suggests that no matter how hard one tries to achieve
balance, it can only happen in an Utopian afterlife.

Second, from the perspective of plot, Arthur’s relinquishing
of the sword is reluctant and his acceptance of his sisters
seems incomplete. His last words are accusations of
treachery; "you have cheated me," he cries to Morgan when he
realizes the ship will take him away from this world (300).
Moreover, Morgan’s words when Arthur gives up the sword, "he
is disarmed, and I am empowered at last" (296), suggest a
reversal of the extremes rather than a union.

Thus, while Sampson plays with binaries, and tries to
undermine the idea of Either/Or, the binaries and our
traditional ways of thinking about them make it difficult
for the series to question them thoroughly.!* As Taliesin
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recognizes, such metaphors of "male and female, sun and
moon, day and night" are "clichés" (Taliesin 80). As
clichés they carry with them traditional assumptions, "they
speak of greater and less, of borrowed light. They make one
inferior to the other" (Taliesin 80). He claims that they
should be seen as intertwined; "light and darkness . . . are
two halves of a whole, not good and bad as you have been
taught to understand it" (Taliesin 22). What Taliesin, and
I think Sampson through him, wants to convey, is a vision of
"strengths rooted in separate soils, growing together to
embrace and uphold each other" (Taliesin 80). The problem
is that even these metaphors of union insist that there are
two opposites to join, instead of multiple possibilities.
The binary remains the basis for the way of describing the
world.

While neither Bradshaw nor Sampson dispense with binary
oppositions, they nevertheless question the simplification
such binaries impose on our complex world. They accomplish
this by making their use of binary metaphors (Light versus
Darkness) obvious, and by having their characters realize
that such simplified descriptions of the world do not work;
the conflict always turns out to be more complex, and the
sides not so easy to label. Sampson’s series in particular
extends awareness of that simplifying process to binaries
which are gendered, and thus questions some of the
traditional associations made about, for example, men and
violence, women and nurturing.

Shifting Focalization and Multiple Narrators®?

"Between the story and the reader is the narrator, who
controls what will be told and how it will be perceived"
(Martin 9), but narrators can claim different degrees of
authority and make more or less obvious the biases which
shape "what will be told." Furthermore, the genre of a work
can influence the type of narrator and the degree of
authority that she or he has. Rosemary Jackson, in Fantasy:
The Literature of Subversion, suggests that in "marvellous
narrative(s]," such as fairy tales or romances,
the narrator is impersonal and has become an
authoritative, knowing voice. There is a minimum
of emotional involvement in the tale--that voice
is positioned with absolute confidence and
certainty towards events. (33)

Jackson goes on to claim that fantasy disrupts such an

authoritarian voice, for in "fantastic narratives . . . the
narrator is no clearer than the protagonist about what is
going on, nor about interpretation" (34). Judi M. Roller,

in The Politics of the Feminist Novel, implies that a
similar narrative technique helps create feminist stories.
Roller observes that,
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for the female author of a feminist novel
particularly, the assumption of authority poses a
special problem. There is a marked inconsistency
involved in adopting an authoritative posture
while at the same time attacking authoritarianism,
(34)
and through it patriarchal hierarchies. Roller identifies
two methods of story-telling employed in feminist novels:
what she terms the "autobiographical point of view" (35) and
"a number of speakers" (38).

In autobiography, or "pseudo-autobiography" (Roller 35)
characters tell their own stories. This device avoids an
"authoritarian tone" (35) because "speaking about oneself
does not as easily lead to a judgmental tone as does
speaking about someone else" (35). Thus, as I mentioned in
the previous chapter, the condemnations of Gwenhyfar in In
Winter's Shadow, instead of being an authoritative verdict
on her actions, signal her own feelings of responsibility, a
responsibility which other characters deny. This is not to
say that no judgements are ever made by first-person
narrators: "Of course, a first-person narrator comments on
other characters, but the reader weighs such judgements with
full knowledge of the narrator’s perspective" (Roller 35).
The narrator speaks for him or herself as opposed to
speaking automatically from a "God-like" position of
authority.

However, authors can endow narrators with authority.
As there are fallible narrators, so are there narrators
whose versions of events we trust; their judgements of
situations and other characters seem to be valid and
unarguable. For example, we are invited to believe Mary
Stewart’s narrator, Merlin. Through his narration, he
reveals his humanity, for he is at times lonely and
vulnerable, but also quick-witted and daring. As a result
of such traits, he is a sympathetic character whose nature
inspires confidence in his sincerity. But Stewart uses
Merlin’s special powers to ensure belief in his judgement.
While she uses "historical detail to rationalize the
supernatural" aspects of Merlin’s career (Fries,
"Rationalization" 261),® he still has visions and at times
the god speaks through him. His status as vehicle for the
god gives him authority among other characters in the world
of the novels, but also authority as a narrator; he
literally sees and knows what mere mortals cannot. As
Jeanie Watson observes, he is

a voice through which the god can speak. 1In the
course of the novels, however, Merlin, who is the
word of power, becomes so closely associated with
the Word that is God that he also becomes that
Word and, thus, . . . [there is an] identification
of Merlin with divinity. (82)
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As a result, his narration carries authority, whether he
recounts events or makes judgements on other characters such
as Morgause and Morgan.*

Furthermore, Merlin’s authority is unchallenged in
Stewart’s series. His older self narrates the majority of
events, while his younger self focalizes the first three
novels. Thus we hear the story from him and experience the
events through his character. This changes in The Wicked
Day, which has an unidentified narrator with focalization
through, primarily, Mordred. However, only about a quarter
of this fourth novel involves events which Merlin has
already told, and even then we are given more detail rather
than contradictory judgements. Stewart’s series, therefore,
illustrates the importance of the second trait Roller
identifies.

Using "a number of speakers" (38), Roller asserts,
means that "the author can underscore a prismatic view of
the world" (38). The biases which influence the judgements
one narrator makes become more obvious when other narrators,
with their own sets of biases, make different or similar
judgements. However, an author does not have to change
narrators to achieve this "prismatic . . . world" (Roller
38), but can change the agent of focalization instead.
Focalization indicates "who sees" and experiences events;
shifting focalization between several characters, as Neil
Randall suggests, allows readers to "form . . . an
understanding of the character of the focalizant" while also
co-ordinating events and contributing to suspense (42).
Marion Zimmer Bradley uses shifting focalization in The
Mists of Avalon; Fay Sampson uses five narrators who
focalize their own stories in Daughter of Tintagel; both
authors use these techniques to help create feminist
rewritings of the Arthurian legend.

Marion Zimmer Bradley

Throughout The Mists of Avalon, there are italicized
passages where "Morgaine speaks"!® and reflects on the
events told by the heterodiegetic narrator of the rest of
the novel.!®* These passages provide a frame for the story,
for "Morgaine speaks" the Prologue. There she informs the
reader: "I will tell this tale" (x); the rest of the novel,
then, recounts the events of her lifetime. 1In the other
italicized passages, her reflections on events provide
valuable information about her. For example, her relations
with other characters become more clear. She reveals the
origin of her feelings for Arthur when she tells us how at
first she "would have killed the crying thing [the baby
Arthur] and thrown him over the cliffs" (109) because of
jealousy; she also remembers her decision that he was hers
"to look after" (110) and love. In another section, she
thinks back on her wedding and stresses the importance of
Uriens’ "kindness" (568), though later she will despise him
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for not supporting her efforts to remind Arthur of his vows
to Avalon (717). The italicized passages, therefore, help
reveal the complex nature of relationships between
characters.

However, these passages serve other purposes as well.
First, Bradley often uses them as transitions, to indicate
when a period of time elapses. Thus the second such passage
(108-12) moves the action from the time of Arthur’s
conception to a time when he is six years old, mentioning
intervening events like Uther and Igraine’s marriage (108),
Arthur’s birth (109), and Morgause's wedding to Lot (110).
In the third such passage (136-37), "seven times Beltane-eve
came and went" (136); Morgaine here summarizes the time
spent during her training as a priestess. Two other
sections (566-70, 588-91), each advance the time of the
action by one year. Second, Morgaine sometimes "speaks" in
order to elaborate on events. When she returns from the
fairy world, an italicized passage contains musings on the
nature of time, so that the reader knows that while Morgaine
spent "no fewer than five and no more than thirteen" days
there, in the outer world "some five years passed" (407).
The reasons for Morgaine’s decision to have her baby in
Morgause’s court appear in another section (230-31). Third,
some of these passages create suspense through fore-
shadowing. Because the Morgaine who "speaks" is older, she
knows the outcome of events and can hint at the consequences
of her younger self’s actions. Thus, she remarks that
"Gwenhwyfar had her revenge" (544) two years after Morgaine
arranged Lancelet’s marriage to Elaine; the nature of that
revenge is only revealed two chapters later, when Gwenhwyfar
arranges Morgaine’s marriage to Uriens (564). Moreover,
each passage can function in more than one way; in the
example of Gwenhwyfar’s revenge cited above, Morgaine’s
words move the events along by two years as well as
foreshadowing coming events.

The shifting of focalization between characters has
complementary effects on the action of the novel. Changing
focalization overcomes the limits of any one character’'s
knowledge. For example, in Chapter 20 of "The Mistress of
Magic" (222-30), both Morgaine and Viviane focalize the
action; Bradley thus communicates Viviane’s political
purposes, which Morgaine does not completely understand, as
well as Morgaine’s despair, the extent of which Viviane does
not completely understand. The first chapter of "The King
Stag" (453-74) is focalized through Morgause; since she has
raised Gwydion (later called Mordred), her perceptions of
him supply information on his character and his relationship
to her. No other woman in the book has access to that
information, and it explains some of his later actions.

Shifting focalization also tends to slow down climactic
moments, as they are focalized through different characters.
The events leading up to and including Arthur and
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Gwenhwyfar’s wedding celebrations (Chapters 3 through 6 of
"The High Queen") are focalized through Igraine, Gwenhwyfar
and Morgaine. This emphasizes the significance of the
event, and the different reasons for its importance to these
particular women. Morgaine and Gwenhwyfar focalize the
appearance of the Grail (Chapters 9 and 10 in "The Prisoner
in the Oak"), showing the event from the perspectives of
both participant and observer, believer in the Goddess and
believer in Christ.

Furthermore, shifting the focalization also creates
suspense. After Morgaine "took horse, and rode eastward
through the hills" (327), no one knows what happened to her:
"she is not in Avalon. Nor is she in Tintagel with Igraine,
nor yet at the court of Lot of Orkney" (337). Only when
Morgaine once again focalizes the action (some seventy pages
later) does the reader discover where she has been.
Meanwhile, four chapters are focalized through Gwenhwyfar
and Viviane. This supplies details about events in the
kingdom of which Morgaine is unaware, and also provides
suspense. The reader, with Viviane, wonders if Morgaine
"might have been captured by one of the marauders or
masterless men who throng the country--she might have lost
her memory or have been raped, murdered, flung into a ditch
somewhere . . ." (337). Because of her privileged position
in the narrative as protagonist, Morgaine'’s death seems
unlikely, but her disappearance as focalizing agent arouses
curiosity in the reader, just as her disappearance from the
world of the novel causes speculation among other
characters.

As in the case of the italicized passages, the shifts
in focalization can create more than one effect, and they
can work in combination with the italicized passages to
create those effects. For example, Morgaine’s comment on
Gwenhwyfar’s revenge, mentioned earlier, acts as a
transition and as foreshadowing. 1In addition, the shifting
of focalization between Gwenhwyfar and Morgaine in the
chapters that follow (seven and eight of "The King Stag")
slows down the action (most of seven concerns the revelation
that Morgaine had borne Arthur’s son), and provides both
Gwenhwyfar’s and Morgaine’s reaction to that revelation.
Furthermore, it works out the foreshadowed revenge:
Gwenhwyfar realizes, though Arthur never does, that Morgaine
agreed to marry into the house of North Wales thinking it
was Accolon, not his father Uriens, who would be her
husband.

The most important effect of the shifting focalization
for the feminist status of The Mists of Avalon, however, is
the way "the technique of focalization, through its
internalization, forces an understanding of the character of
the focalizant" (Randall 42). Throughout the novel,
Morgaine, Gwenhwyfar, Igraine, Viviane, Morgause, Niniane
and Nimue focalize parts of the story. Not all of these
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women focalize equal amounts of the narrative: Morgaine and
Gwenhwyfar are the focalizing agents in thirty-one and
twenty chapters or partial chapters respectively, followed
by Igraine in eleven, Viviane in eight, Morgause in seven,
while Niniane and Nimue focalize two each. This division of
the focalizing reinforces Morgaine’s status as protagonist,
and Gwenhwyfar’s importance as a character.

Nevertheless, the access given to a variety of women’s
perceptions of events affects the reader’s perception of the
conflicts portrayed in the novel. "In general," as Wallace
Martin observes, "our sympathies are enlisted by those whose
thoughts we know" (146); shifting focalization means that we
get a greater understanding of what feelings, ambitions and
confusions drive all of the women to act as they do.

Viviane, after being accused by Morgaine of believing
herself to be the Goddess and infallible, "wonder[s] if she
was, after all, what Morgaine thought her--drunk with with
power, believing that all things were at her command to play
with as she thought good" (191). Such a moment of self-
doubt communicates Viviane’s difficulties in filling the
dual roles of priestess and aunt to Morgaine. Similarly,
Gwenhwyfar's focalizing of certain events like her abduction
by Meleagrant, makes her character more complex; she has
many unsympathetic qualities, but she also can have a "flash
of grim humour" (515) in a desperate situation.

Consequently, Bradley creates not just one fully developed
woman in Mists, but several, all with strengths and
weaknesses, sympathetic traits and unsympathetic ones. The
communities which these women form, then, represent a coming
together of equals. Furthermore, these different
perspectives prevent Morgaine from being an authoritative
voice. She has narrative predominance, but her perspective
does not completely control the reader's perceptions; other
focalizers of events interrogate her interpretations.

Fay Sampson

Fay Sampson’s retelling of the legend takes five books
to complete; they are, in order, Wise Woman's Telling, White
Nun's Telling, Black Smith’s Telling, Taliesin’s Telling and
Herself. Each of the first four books tells a segment of
Morgan’'s life. Although the story focusses on Morgan
throughout, Sampson uses a different narrator for each book.
The changing of narrators performs some of the same
functions as the shifting focalization in The Mists of
Avalon. Gwennol and Luned, the narrators of Wise Woman'’s
Telling and White Nun’s Telling respectively, foreshadow
future events at the ends of their narratives. Gwennol
refers to the nuns’ disgrace and expulsion from Tintagel, as
well as Morgan'’s marriage and Arthur’s reappearance (Woman
209); the first occurs late in White Nun’s Telling, while
the other two do not happen until the third book of the
series. Luned believes, looking at her hands, that she
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knows how Morgan plans to destroy Arthur (Nun 245); this
foreshadows Luned’s errand to Arthur with the poisoned cloak
in Black Smith’s Telling (268-72). Suspense can also be
created by the change in narrators; as each tells their own
story as well as Morgan’s, it is sometimes a while before
the new narrator relates the foreshadowed events. This is
true of the nuns’ expulsion and Morgan’s marriage, but also
true of the climactic battle of the series. Taliesin'’'s
Telling ends with Uriens and the remnant of Arthur’s army
searching for their king, but Herself retells all of
Morgan’s life story before revealing the events at Camlann.

As different agents of focalization in Mists supply
more information about events than any one character could,
so, too, do the narrators of Daughter of Tintagel provide
different opinions and assessments of events and characters.
In particular, the various narrators present different
versions of the "truth" of Morgan’s character, for the
narrators all have different relationships with her. Each
novel, therefore, functions like a dramatic monologue;
Sampson develops the character of Morgan through the
narrator’s observations, but she also develops the character
of each narrator through the mannerisms displayed when
telling the story.

What these narrators reveal about themselves in some
cases creates suspicion about the trustworthiness of their
stories. For example, the nun, Luned, calls Morgan the
Destroyer; she characterizes Morgan as evil, and as
manipulative. Luned blames the destruction of her dreams on
Morgan’'s evil will, but Luned’'s tale reveals the excessive
pride and selfishness of the nun. She claims to love
Morgan, yet Morgan accuses her of loving only what could
benefit herself, and bring her more power (Nun 203). Luned
also blames Bryvyth for placing too much trust in her,
saying that the abbess "should have seen how great a danger
I was in" (Nun 159); however, if Luned had not been so
ambitious, she would have fully confessed to Bryvyth about
the degree of influence the old ways held at Tintagel.
Similarly, Teilo Smith blames Morgan for his transformation
from a smith, and representative of the god, to Woman, and
servant of Morgan. He admits, at times, to over-reaching
himself, but he always moves from that admission of
responsibility for his actions, to blaming Morgan for them:

I must have been bewitched to think I could match
myself against Morgan. That'’s it. It was her
doing. She’d put her spell on me, there in her
castle. How else do you think a man of my wisdom
would have done what I did and in such a way? I
was forced to it. (Smith 53)
The "spell" that really affects Smith is his own lust for
power, and his own arrogance. He is the one who interprets
Morgan’s words in a certain way; he chooses to use "woman’s"
arts of herblore to impress her instead of his own skills
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with metals. Purthermore, his wife’s death, which he
attributes to Morgan’s curse, can more prosaically be
explained by Smith’s own carelessness. Having "brewed, and
rightly spoken over" the poison, he leaves the pots unwashed
"in a corner by the fire with a bit of sacking over them"
(Smith 55). Given the strength of the potion, it is
possible that Annis simply found and handled the pots in
some way, and therefore died. Such examples reveal that
those characters, the nun and the blacksmith, who most
harshly condemn Morgan as evil exhibit excessive self-pity
which makes their criticisms of Morgan suspect. They need
her to be evil so they will not have to accept
responsibility for their own actions.

The series, then, foregrounds the reader’'s dependence
on intertextuality; as we read each novel we compare the new
narrator’s perspective of Morgan with those of previous
narrators, trying to shape the contradictory information
into a coherent picture of the character. But every time we
read a new version of the Arthurian legend we must compare,
contrast and recreate our image of the characters; each new
version is, in this sense, a metafiction.!’ Sampson makes
this process obvious, since the reader must try to reconcile
contrasting views of narrators within a single series. This
also makes explicit the way characterizations develop, and
the fact that these characterizations are not disinterested,
but depend on the motives of the teller of the story.

Herself, the fifth book, goes back to the beginning,
briefly retelling the major events from Morgan’s point of
view. After such a range of characters expressing such a
range of views, it is tempting to see Morgan‘s version of
her story as the one "true" story and two features of the
narrative confirm this tendency. First, the change in title
style suggests that this is the true version; instead of
"Morgan’s Telling," where the structural similarity to the
other titles would suggest that it is just another version,
Sampson calls it Herself, which suggests that the true self
will be revealed. Second, Morgan retells events from the
beginning; the fact that she is the only one to have access
to the entire span of her life reinforces the tendency to
see hers as a corrective to the previous texts.

However, Morgan reveals some of the same character
traits which made the nun’s and the blacksmith’'s versions
suspect. For example, when Morgan retells the episode of
the cloak that she sends to Arthur, she claims to have
worked on it for weeks without ever realizing that her
sister was putting highly poisonous thorns in it (Herself
132-36). She denies all responsibility, but her explanation
of events seems incredible. She characterizes Gwenhyvar and
Nimue as evil, shallow, power-hungry women, but we know she
is jealous of their closeness to Arthur. Thus, the series
keeps in suspension the reader’s desire to know the "true"
story, by using unreliable narrators and conflicting
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versions, but also through explicit comments on the process
of character development.

For there is a second narrator in Herself. Chapters
written in normal type feature Morgan retelling the story
that we have already seen in the previous books of the
series. Chapters written in italicized script feature
another narrator, whose name is also Morgan. She is, if you
like, a meta-Morgan, an embodiment of the idea of the
character separate from the supposedly flesh-and-blood
character who narrates the other half of the book. Indeed,
she is supposedly separate from all literary representations
of her, and it is precisely those representations that she
discusses. She recounts her many appearances in folktale,
romance and other forms of literature. She comments, often
sarcastically, on the changes made to her character over the
years. For example, on the Vulgate Cycle, where Lancelot
calls Morgan "the most disloyal woman in all the world," she
remarks: "This, from the man who is committing adultery
with his king’s wife" (150). Such comments question the
logic motivating the depictions, over the centuries, of
Morgan as purely evil enchantress. They also insist that
portrayals of characters are not neutral but are created by
deliberate choices on the author’'s part, for particular
purposes. Therefore, it is not just these five narrators in
this one series who are biased, but all tellers of tales,
for "authorship is the art of selection" (Herself 261), and
"others will always doctor the evidence they find

uncomfortable" (Herself 24). Morgan suggests that in her
story, too, "some editing . . . will clearly be necessary"

(Herself 1) to make it acceptable. Even Fay Sampson, the
meta-Morgan admits, "is using me here for her own ends"
(Herself 306). The series’ concern with Morgan’s
characterization and the meta-Morgan’s approval of The Mists
of Avalon, which she calls "[t]he feminist version" (Herself
305), suggest that Fay Sampson’s "ends" are the creation of
a feminist rewriting of the legend.

I am not arguing that the use of different focal
characters or narrators automatically makes a text feminist;
rather, these are techniques which can be used in the
service of feminist ideals. Bradley focalizes events
through several female characters; that, in conjunction with
the communities these women form, makes her work a feminist
rewriting. Likewise, Sampson uses different narrators to
question explicitly the interests which shape the way
stories are told; a brief comparison to Bradshaw’s use of
multiple narrators illustrates the importance of that
questioning.

Gillian Bradshaw, like Sampson, uses a different
narrator for each book: Gwalchmai for Hawk of May, Rhys ap
Sion for Kingdom of Summer, and Gwynhwyfar for In Winter's
Shadow. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, these
narrators represent different degrees of access to the
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supernatural. Gwalchmai visits the Otherworld and has
Otherworldly powers; Rhys witnesses supernatural events and
participates in them, though he has no special powers
himself;'® Gwynhwyfar neither witnesses nor participates in
the supernatural. The differences between these narrators,
then, helps the series move from fantasy towards historical
fiction.’ 1In addition, Bradshaw’s use of these three
narrators allows her to focalize the struggle between Light
and Darkness through people of different classes; Gwynhwyfar
is an empress and Gwalchmai is a nobleman, while Rhys is a
freeborn farmer who becomes a servant. Such differences
indicate that Arthur’s vision of the kingdom is shared by
people with different backgrounds. This adds significance
and scope to the conflict; it is not simply a quarrel
between rival aristocrats.

However, these narrators do not differ on fundamental
issues: all side with the Light, and all wish to follow
Arthur and defeat Morgawse. Furthermore, each tells a
different section of the story. Unlike Sampson’s series, in
Bradshaw’s trilogy there is no overlap; events are narrated
once from one perspective. Bradshaw, as a result, does not
address the problem of who gets to tell the story. 1In
contrast, Sampson foregrounds this issue and illustrates the
important connections between who speaks and what the story
says.

Conclusion

The use of binaries and multiple narrators or
focalizing agents in these Arthurian rewritings disrupts the
conventions of popular fiction in two main ways. First, the
use of the binary of Light / Good and Dark / Evil in
Bradshaw’s and Sampson’s novels reveals such binaries to be
inadequate to describe the way the world works. As a
result, these rewritings, especially Sampson’s, make this
structural principle of much popular fiction obvious, and
questions that principle. Second, the use of multiple
focalizing agents in Bradley and multiple narrators in
Sampson suggests that there is not one, "true" story
possible; every character has her or his own perspective of
events and sees or tells the story slightly differently.
Sampson explicitly connects this narrative strategy with
feminist politics by showing that stories told about Morgan
make ideological choices when they represent her as old,
ugly, incompetent and evil, or when they restore her
original connections with divinity, healing and wisdom.

Both Bradley’s novel and Sampson’s series question narrative
authority, and within the worlds depicted by the rewritings
similar types of authority are shown to operate in all
political and social narratives.
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Notes

1. These phrases appear in Gerard Genette’s Narrative
Discourse where he argues that the term "point of view"
causes "confusion between the question who is the character
whose point of view orients the narrative pers ective? and
the very different question who is the narrator?" (186;
emphasis in original). Genette introduced the term
"focalization" to clarify the difference between the
perspective through which events are experienced and the
narrator who encodes the events. There ensued much debate
about the meaning and usefulness of the term among
narratologists such as Seymour Chatman ("Characters and
Narrators: Filter, Center, Slant and Interest-Focus"),
William Nelles ("Getting Focalization into Focus"), and
Mieke Bal (On Storytelling, especially chapters 4 and 6),
among others. While "focalization" has suffered from some
of the same vagueness of usage as point of view, it has
become accepted in narratology. As I use the term,
"focalization" refers to the perspective used in the
recording and interpreting of events, while narration refers
to the voice which speaks of the events.

2. Bradshaw and Sampson both use the binary of Light
and Darkness as a metaphor which structures their novels.
While Marion Zimmer Bradley’s series involves a conflict
between Roman Christian Britain and Celtic pagan Avalon, she
does not construct the novel around a binary metaphor the
way the other two authors do, and I therefore do not discuss
The Mists of Avalon in the section on binaries.

3. Mieke Bal refers to William Hendricks for this part
of her analysis of narratological methodology. She notes
that "although it has not been proven that this
[confrontation] is true of all fabulas, it is probably
possible in most instances to view the actors as two
contrasting groups" (Narratology 16-17).

4. In The Secular Scripture: A Study of the Structure
of Romance, Frye comments that "the bulk of popular
literature, " whether Greek romances or twentieth-century
detective fiction, "consists of . . . sentimental romance"
(23).

5. I am thinking here in particular of the rhetoric
surrounding the Cold War, as well as Desert Storm, where the
labeling of another power as Other and therefore evil
justifies the expenditure of money, arms, and human lives
against it. Thus, the prevalence of such oppositional
thinking depends on the social conditions of the time, as
Jameson notes in connection with medieval romances



118

(Political Unconscious 118). The romance mode, then,

appears and reappears throughout history, proposing
an imaginary ‘solution’ to this real
contradiction, a symbolic answer to the perplexing
question of how my enemy can be thought of as
being evil (that is, as other than myself and
marked by some absolute difference), when what is
responsible for his being so characterized is
quite simply the identity of his own conduct with
mine. (Jameson, Political Unconscious 118,
emphasis in original)

€. Lugh did once act in the world, as his explanation
of his origins makes clear: "Once my kind ruled over the
earth . . . but that time is long past" (Hawk 82).

7. After Gwalchmai’s defection to Light, no one else
changes sides.

8. Medraut helps his mother create the spell which
sends Darkness "out to blacken the dimness of the room"
(Kingdom 227). While Rhys does not do anything magical, he
earlier prevents Gwalchmai from defiling his sword by
killing Morgawse (Kingdom 225-26), thus saving Gwalchmai and
the sword from Darkness, and allowing them to participate
in, and win, the duel of wills and magic.

9. Mordred lists women to validate his claim.

10. Morgan recognizes that Christ embodies this cycle
as well. However, she accuses institutionalized
Christianity of "denyl[ing] the other half of creation. The
un-male, the un-virgin" (Herself 43).

11. Welwyn Wilton Katz’s The Third Magic provides an
interesting comparison in terms of the treatment of
binaries. The parallel world, Nwm, that the novel
constructs is built around a binary. Territory and elements
either belong to the Circle, controlled by Sisters and First
Magic, or to the Line, controlled by men and Second Magic.
But there is another source of magic on Nwm, prior to First

and Second Magics: “"there was a time when Nwm was united
under a magic that was neither First Magic nor Second, but a
union of both" (105). The ultimate quest of the novel’s

main characters, Arddu and Morgan, is to re-establish this
linked magic. Katz, like Sampson, suggests that the binary
opposition is destructive, and that union and harmony are
necessary.

12. Gerard Genette, in Narrative Discourse, uses the
term "variable" (189) to describe focalization that changes
from one character to another; these changes can be "rapid
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and elusive" (189). However, I agree with Neil Randall that
"shifting seems more accurate. Variable focalization seems
to suggest a change not only in the character focalized
through but also the type of focalization" (41; emphasis in
orginal). I therefore use "shifting focalization"
throughout to indicate that "we perceive an event in a story
through the senses of a character" (Randall 41; emphasis in
original), but that the character focalizing the events
changes. The term, multiple narrators, indicates that the
agent who tells the story changes.

13. Maureen Fries uses the example of Roman
architecture: ‘"part of Merlin’s knowledge . . . is . . .
gleaned from his youthful forays into the abandoned Roman
hypocaust" ("Raticnalization" 261).

1l4. See my discussion of women and magic in the
section on Mary Stewart in the chapter "Images of Women."

15. The passages appear on these pages: ix-xi, 108-
12, 230-31, 327, 407-08, 502-06, 543-44, 566-70, 588-91,
751-59, 865-68.

16. Mieke Bal describes types of narrators as follows:
the narrator as agent . . . can be distinguished only in
terms of his/her presence or absence in the narrative at the
level in question. The narrator who is present in the story
s/he tells is ‘homodiegetic’; the narrator who is absent

(invisible) . . . is ‘"heterodiegetic’" (Bal, On Storytelling
79) . Furthermore, if homodiegetic narrators relate "a story
in which they are the main character . . . they are

"autodiegetic’"™ (Bal, On Storytelling 79). Thus, in Mists,
narration alternates between an autodiegetic narrator (the
older Morgaine who "speaks") and an invisible or
heterodiegetic narrator who uses various characters to
focalize the narration.

17. Anne Cranny-Francis uses this term in relation to
feminist rewritings of fairy tales which "operate via an
implicit comparison with the traditional tale, or more
accurately the nineteenth-century version, as an absent
referent . . . the primary function . . . is . . . to
operate as metafictions" (94). Each Arthurian rewriting
also operates as a metafiction, and many skillfully use
contrast between themselves and traditional versions to play
with readers’ expectations.

18. He does have a strong Christian faith which allows
him to resist Morgawse until Eivlin rescues him: "I knew
suddenly that I could die, and still keep the Faith; and
this knowledge was victory" (Kingdom 174). Later he
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baptizes Eivlin (194) which saves her from Morgawse’s demon,
but it takes Gwalchmai to cure her (248).

19. These are the terms used by Raymond H. Thompson in
his study, The Return from Avalon. Two of the types of
Arthurian fiction he identifies are fantasy, where
"supernatural events play a significant role and no effort
is made to explain them in rational terms" (5), and
historical novels, which "endeavor to recreate the spirit of
the age . . . through attention to authentic detail" (4).
Thompson also observes that "[a]lthough the first two novels
of Gillian Bradshaw’s Arthurian trilogy are mythopoeic
[fantasy], the supernatural conflict fades from sight in the
conclusion" (89).
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CONTEXTS AND CONCLUSIONS

Creation of complex female characters that defy
stereotypes, use of female characters as protagonists of
stories which are not solely romantic ones, use of such
protagonists as narrators or focal characters, construction
of stories which question narrative conventions--all of
these strategies in popular fiction demonstrate the genre’s
engagement with feminist ideas. While the preceding
chapters have analysed in detail four examples, such
strategies appear in other Arthurian rewritings, and in
rewritings of other legends or well-known tales.:!

Mary Stewart’s latest Arthurian novel, The Prince and
the Pilgrim (1995),> follows some of the patterns
established in her earlier series; women who are villains
tend to appear as stereotypical witches, while female
protagonists are re-visioned. In this rewriting of Malory’s
story of Alexander le Orphelin and Alice la Beale Pilgrim,?
Morgan remains the evil witch who uses sexuality and drugs
to entrap the young Alexander to do her bidding. However,
where Malory gives few details of Alice’s life, Stewart
expands upon the character’s childhood and her later actions
by focalizing half of the novel through Alice. As a result,
like the female protagonists of Bradshaw’s, Bradley’s and
Sampson’s novels, Alice is an extraordinary person,
different from the conventional women of her society: "I
believe it’s thought strange for a young girl . . . to go on
these long journeys and mingle with rough folk on the road,
and sometimes meet with danger, or at any rate the risk of
it" (234-35). As her actions show when she is confronted by
an assassin (155) or a murderous kinsman (274), Alice reacts
courageously and effectively when she meets danger. Because
of this, she is more active in events than many courtly
lovers. She may inspire Alexander to greater prowess in
combat (272), but she also offers more practical help, by
giving him a dagger so that he is armed with the same
weapons as his opponent and by dragging obstacles out of his
way (274). Despite her unorthodox early life and her active
participation in political events, Alice does not break the
conventions of her society in terms of the life she lives
when she grows up. From the beginning she has "two
alternatives: she must marry some suitable man of her
father’s choosing, and bear his children, or she must take
her vows and retire to a convent, a chaste and holy bride of

Christ" (42). While Alice marries a "suitable man," she is
the one who chooses the groom. Her father informs
Alexander: "She tells me she is going to marry you. With
your consent, of course?" (256). The Prince and the

Pilgrim, therefore, creates a strong female character who
sometimes challenges, but often works within, the
conventions of her society.
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Parke Godwin’s Beloved Exile (1984) ,* a rewriting of
Guenevere’s life before and after Arthur, portrays a world
of colliding cultures, old and new values, where more
matriarchal societies are being superseded by those more
patriarchal. During Guenevere’s life there "is the lapse of
the custom of identifying tribal queens with the protective
goddess" (84), yet her mother had "represented the fortune
and fertility of the tribe" (84). Guenevere, too, enacts
rituals wherein she represents the Goddess, but they are not
public functions;® individuals may believe in and work the
magic, but society as a whole does not.

The novel also recognizes various stereotypes of women
and uses the character of Guenevere to repudiate them. The
Queen acknowledges that she will "be remembered as a
rebellious whore," in part because "men are not tolerant of
competent women" (7).° To those who suggest that she cannot
lead because she is "no Arthur" (3), she replies, "You saw
me on the field. My shoulders are still raw from the mail,
but by God I wore it" (3); this Guenevere does not exist to
inspire knightly deeds, for she can fight for herself. Nor
does she fit the stereotype of woman as ruled by emotion;
she believes she must "[t]lhink first, act, and then feel"
(2) . Because of this belief, she is seen by other
characters, like Bedivere, as cold and inhuman; these
qualities represent yet another stereotype often associated
with women who hold power. Guenevere develops beyond this
Stereotype as she adapts to a life without political power
as a Saxon slave. Her ability to survive illustrates her
strength of character; her experiences also teach her
humility and compassion without diminishing her independence
and intelligence. As Barbara Ann Gordon-Wise notes, by the

end of Beloved Exile "Guinevere . . . possesses
independence, mobility, and courage, but the arrogance and
hunger for power are absent" (125). The novel emphasizes

the importance of this transformation in Guenevere’s
character, as Tom Hoberg argues, through an implicit
comparison with the character Eleyne: "Eleyne is gradually
but consistently revealed as the person Guenevere could have
become" (77). Eleyne wants power and the fulfillment of her
own vision of God’'s will regardless of the cost to others,
and Guenevere’s actions to rule Britain before and after
Arthur’s death suggest a similar drive in her character.
However, the Queen is never as fanatic as Eleyne, who
eventually goes mad, and she does learn to recognize such
lack of compassion, especially for the lower classes, as the
reason for the end of her Britain.

Furthermore, Guenevere narrates her own life-story in
Beloved Exile. Reminiscences of her days with Arthur allow
her to touch on events, like the adultery with Lancelot and
Morgana’s murder, already told by Arthur in Firelord.’ Thus
Godwin, like Sampson and Bradley, gives multiple perspec-
tives of some events. Godwin'’s rewriting differs from many
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Arthurian novels, however. Even rewritings narrated by the
Queen, such as In Winter’s Shadow, end shortly after
Arthur’s death with little said of Guenevere’s later life.
In contrast, most of Beloved Exile takes place after
Arthur’s death. As a result, much of the story is original
in the Arthurian tradition; it is Gueneverian rather than
Arthurian. Moreover, the protagonist is middle-aged at the
start,® so the novel focusses on the latter half of her
life, the phase of life that Morgaine in Mists associates
with the figure of the Wise Woman. Guenevere does come to
embody wisdom, in part because her experiences with the
Saxons allow her to recognize the destructiveness of
aristocratic power struggles, and to acknowledge the worth
of a different culture.

While the length of short stories constrains the amount
of the legend that can be told and the amount of detail
given to characterization, some of the same revisioning of
female characters and their roles happens in them as well.
Jane Yolen’s "The Sword and the Stone" (1985),° for example,
rewrites the test by which Arthur becomes recognized as king
of all Britain, and, in doing so, creates a new character
for Guenevere. While Arthur draws the sword with the help
of Merlin’s "legerdemain" (106), Guenevere, disguised as a
page, has already drawn, and replaced, the sword with the
help of more practical magic--melted butter (114). She
returns the sword to Arthur, but with such proof of her
quick wit and inventiveness, she, Merlin, and Arthur agree
that she will be Arthur’s queen. This Guenevere, like
Bradshaw’s or Godwin’s, is not merely a figurehead or source
of heirs for the kingdom, but is instead appreciated for her
intelligence and acknowledged as an equal by Arthur and
Merlin.

Other fantasies, moreover, use similar strategies in
their recreations of historical or legendary people and
events. The story of Robin Hood, for example, draws many
writers and readers of popular fiction; so, too, do
folktales like Sleeping Beauty. Discussion of all of the
feminist rewritings of these stories is not possible here,
but a brief analysis of four examples indicates the way in
which the strategies that I have identified in Arthurian
novels affect other types of popular fiction.

Robin McKinley’s The Qutlaws of Shérwood (1988)3°
critiques our society’s gendered roles by creating a
contrasting society, that of the outlaws. In this society,
gender has less power to determine people’s occupations.
While some women, like Matilda and Marjorie, fill
traditional domestic roles by cooking for the group, other
women, like Sibyl and Eva, stand guard duty and participate
in raids on rich travellers. Sibyl becomes part of the core
group of outlaws because she learns woodcraft quickly and
she is "among the first half-dozen who could reliably draw a
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longbow" (62). Sibyl’s abilities rather than her gender
determine her place within the group.

This equality in the treatment of women does break down
on occasion, because Robin, Little John and the other
outlaws are products of the larger patriarchal society that
sees women as vulnerable and in need of protection. Thus
Robin tends to protect women who seek help by sending them
on to other, supposedly safer, places; Matilda, for example,
is eventually sent away when Robin fears reprisals from the
Sheriff (165). Female characters, however, protest this
attitude and thus make its prejudices obvious. In
explaining her reasons for posing as a boy after being
accepted by the group, Cecily makes clear to the outlaws,
and thus to the reader, the way in which their assumptions
about women become self-fulfilling prophecies. She asks
Little John, "Would you so freely have taught me to use a
staff, and to throw larger opponents, and to leap out of
trees upon them, had I been Cecily--Lady Cecily of Norwell--
these weeks past?" (165). Without such skills, Cecily would
not be useful to the band, but if they had known her gender
they would have assumed she could not learn the skills, an
assumption she, by disguising herself, has proven false.
Robin’s admission of his prejudices and his acknowledgement
of her skills (167) allows Cecily to stay as an equal member
of the band; she later saves Robin’s life (229-30).

Cecily’s experience with the outlaw band suggests that
class combines with gender in the way society perceives
women. To be tough and strong and fight hand-to-hand combat
is not expected of women, but is even more forbidden to
ladies. Cecily distinguishes between her case and that of
Sibyl and Eva; she suggests that their status as "yeoman'’s
daughters" (165) creates different assumptions about their
capabilities in Robin and his men. Marian, the main female
character, also defies her society'’s conventions, and the
outlaws’ expectations, of what it is to be a lady.

Having preferred from childhood to spend time in the
forest rather than to perform maidenly tasks such as
embroidery, Marian knows woodcraft and is one of the few who
can find the way "freely through Sherwood" (32). She is
also better with a bow than Robin, and, in disguise, she
participates in and wins the legendary shooting contest set
up by the Sheriff as a trap for "Robin Hood." Such talents
are not expected in a lady;'' Robin and Much, Marian’'s
closest friends, do not realize her skills in the forest
until they are proven (31), and the Sheriff never thinks
that a lady would take sides in such a political matter, let
alone that she could successfully play the part of Robin
Hood. Thus Marian turns society’s expectations against
itself; because people cannot conceive of a lady being an
archer or an outlaw, Marian is not suspected of being those
things. She relies on society’s prejudices to help disguise
her and to assist the outlaws. As a lady, she hears
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valuable information about the search for the outlaws; this
information, with other supplies like cloth and leather, she
shares with Robin’s band. She uses her position to
guarantee the Sheriff’s good behaviour and fair treatment of
Sir Richard of the Leas when Robin Hood pays the mortgage
owing on the knight’s lands (147-52). She performs such
actions, not just for love of Robin, but because of her
political beliefs. When Robin early on chastises her for
taking risks for his sake, she replies with an appeal to the
political implications of her acts: "Have you further
decided the future of the Saxon race on our green island
that it does not include the small measures that each of us
Saxons may take?" (25).' Marian’s determination to create
some form of a "Saxon army" (26), whether real or symbolic,
makes her the protagonist of more than just a love story.

Not all of the women in the novel are so politically-
minded, unconventional and bold. Nevertheless, even in the
depiction of the timid Marjorie, the novel creates a complex
character that subverts stereotypes. At first Lady Marjorie
is the stereotypical damsel in distress who needs to be
rescued. The romanticism of this convention is altered,
however, since the rescue of Marjorie from marriage to a
brutal Norman lord is used by the outlaws as a pretext for
taking "much of his substance as well" (100). Alan, the
minstrel, then marries her. Robin’s misgivings about the
pair are shared by the reader: neither Alan nor Marjorie
seems suited to life in Sherwood. Marjorie’s description in
particular evokes the stereotype of the helpless (and
useless) woman. She looks "so frail as to need protection
from most of life" (90) and resembles "a flower" (90)
because of her beauty and fragility. This appearance,
however, is shown to be an illusion, for although it seems
"as if a good breeze would knock her over, . . . none ever
did. She never had tantrums, was never sick" (162) and she
adapts to her new lifestyle. She learns new skills like
cooking and woodcraft, and she creates a new identity.
Where at first it is Alan’s choice to be a member of the
group, Marjorie comes to identify herself as "an outlaw, and
an outlaw’s wife" (128); that she gives both identities, and
gives that of wife second, suggests that the life she is
living is now her choice. The battle with Guy of Gisbourne
completes the metamorphosis in her character. She saves
Will’s life in the battle itself (223), and she is the one
who decides to summon Sir Richard, an ally, and is able to
find her way through the forest on her own to do so (223).
McKinley'’s rewriting of the Robin Hood legend, therefore,
depicts women in non-traditional roles, makes obvious
women'’'s struggles to escape gender stereotyping, and shows
that even those women who seem to fit stereotypes are
capable of much more.

Jennifer Roberson’s Lady of the Forest (1992)!2 also
rewrites the Robin Hood legend and emphasizes the
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assumptions about gender made by the patriarchal society in
which the female protagonist, Marian, lives. In this
society, women are vulnerable physically and economically.
Marian is kidnapped and threatened with rape by Will
Scarlet, whose wife has likewise been raped and murdered by
Norman soldiers. Robin rescues Marian in time to avert this
fate, though in fact she ensures her own rescue by felling
her attacker with a quarterstaff when he seems to be

overcoming Robin (300). However, her reputation is still
destroyed by this abduction because she must stay overnight
in the forest with her rescuer: "One night only--spent

unattended by a woman while in the company of a man--would
forever destroy her chance for a normal, circumspect life"
(314) and "life-long security" (314).

Reputation, or the assurance of chastity, is so
important, the novel suggests, because women are the means
men use to construct their own present and future political
and social relationships. Thus the sheriff wants to marry
his daughter to Robin, an earl’s son, in order to increase
his own status; Prince John offers his daughter to the Earl
to be Robin’s wife in order to buy the Earl’s loyalty and
financial support in John’s bid for the crown. 1In either
case, a child born to the marriage must not raise "questions
of its parentage" (619); marrying a woman even thought to be
despoiled, the Earl points out to Robin, does not remove the
"taint" to her honour but extends it to the man and to his
heirs (619). Many of the men in the novel, therefore, work
to protect their own interests while they profess to be
safeguarding those of the women they desire. The sheriff,
for example, insists that he must marry Marian in order to
protect her from the world and from herself, because "women
are fanciful creatures much given to unrealistic dreams"
(530) ; he refuses to admit that she can or should make her
own decisions because those decisions would contradict his
own desires. Likewise, Guy of Gisbourne assumes that Marian
owes him love because she is the object of his obssession
and he has risked his career to gain status to attract her
(713) . Marian’s recognition of the selfishness of these
men, and her refusal to honour the obligations they believe
she owes them, raise questions about the convention of a man
willing to sacrifice anything for his lady, by showing the
self-interest motivating the supposed "sSacrifices."

Marian is primarily the protagonist of a love story;
although her search for love is complicated by and played
out against a backdrop of political intrigue, she is not
involved in the creation or preservation of the state in the
way that many Gueneveres and Morgans are. The argument
could be made, therefore, that the novel does not question
patriarchy as much as it celebrates the twentieth-century
belief in romantic love. However, the novel also depicts
Marian’s maturing process, which involves her growing
awareness of the restrictions society places on women and
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her determination to circumvent those restrictions and
choose her own life. While her choice, marriage to Robin,
is conventional, the effort needed to make that choice
emphasizes the way her society’s structure depends on
gendered roles.

Jane Yolen sets her rewriting of Sleeping Beauty in the
Woods in contemporary North America and Europe. Briar Rose
(1992)* uses some fairy-tale motifs, like the importance of
the third child, but challenges other narrative conventions.
The third child who must undertake the quest in this novel
is a woman, and the quest itself involves self -empowerment
through the discovery of origins; it is not an attempt to
gain or wield power over others. Like many other feminist
fairytales, Briar Rose begins when "[t]he female protagonist
becomes aware of a task which she must complete in social
interaction with others to define herself" (Zipes 32). The
task in this case is the mystery surrounding the
protagonist’s grandmother. Becca’s quest, then, is a search
for matrilinear identity; it is also a search for truth
which will, potentially, free her. Her friend and
interpreter, Magda, makes clear this potential when she
reassures Becca about the need to know the secrets that the
search has uncovered: "We are all sleeping princesses some
time. But it is better to be fully awake . . ." (182).
Unlike many princesses in traditional fairytales, Becca
awakens herself.

Becca does have help in this process; part of the
awakening involves the reaffirmation of existing ties to
other people, or the discovery of new ones. Thus her
grandmother’s stories and belongings reinforce the
connections Becca has with her and provide clues about the
past. Magda, a Polish girl who acts as Becca’s guide and
interpreter, becomes like a sister by the end of the
quest.'® As well, Becca has a succession of male guides:
Stan, the editor of the paper for which she works, and
Josef, the Polish aristocrat who helped her grandmother
escape from Poland, are the two most important. Josef
exemplifies the new emotional connections Becca establishes
during her search, while Stan illustrates the way the quest
intensifies existing relationships. Stan fills the role of
love-interest, but the development of this love is not the
purpose of the quest nor its reward. Although they meet and
kiss near the end of the novel, Becca and Stan’s
relationship is left to finish developing off-stage. The
traditional tidy ending is deferred as Stan says, "We'll get
to happily ever after eventually" (184). Furthermore, this
suggestion of the new society symbolized by marriage
contrasts with the last vignette of the grandmother and her
stories that follows. The grandmother’s refusal to specify
what happened to the "prince" (185) emphasizes the
uncertainty of the course of Becca and Stan's relationship;
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the reader knows that the grandmother’s "prince" did not
live happily ever after.

The short story "Petronella" (1973), by Jay Williams,
rewrites traditional tales by using a female protagonist and
by questioning rarrative conventions. The first paragraph
establishes the tradition which the story then subverts:

"In the kingdom of Skyclear Mountain, three princes were
always born to the king and queen. . . . But the youngest
prince always rescued a princess, brought her home, and in
time ruled over the kingdom" (65). The birth of a princess
instead of a third prince begins the reconfiguration of the
tale. Like traditional fairytale heroes, Petronella, while
seeking her fortune, accomplishes three impossible tasks in
order to rescue her "love," Prince Ferdinand, from an
enchanter. However, by the end of the story, Petronella
rides off with the enchanter who set her the tasks; he
appreciates that she is "brave and kind and talented and
beautiful as well" (80). This story thus subverts several
conventions. First, it switches the usual gender roles, so
that the woman rescues the man. Second, the
characterization of the prince mocks the convention of the
passive person waiting for rescue; Ferdinand is so
excessively passive he is neither wanted by his supposed
jailer nor by his would-be rescuer. Third, the villain
turns out to be benevolent; the enchanter, who is "very
polite" (79), cannot get rid of his unwanted houseguest, the
prince. By upsetting readers’ expectations in these ways,
Williams creates an amusing story which makes obvious the
assumptions about gender we make when reading folktales.

Many popular novels and short stories, therefore,
engage with feminist concerns about society’s systemic
subordination of women and the role of gender in society’s
structures of power. This engagement is significant for two
reasons. First, the number of works that include such
discourses is growing and so is the audience for them. I am
not contending that all popular fiction engages with
feminism; works that do, however, because of their status as
"popular" fiction, likely reach a large readership. Second,
these texts become part of a process whereby political
ideals are disseminated, changed, challenged, refined,
recreated; popular fiction is one way that society makes
sense of ideas and makes them relevant to large numbers of
people.

Other types of literature also help society to make
sense of these ideas; a brief look at two examples of
Arthurian poems illustrates this point. First, Frank
Davey’s King of Swords (1972) questions the ideology of the
Arthurian chivalric code in a series of poems, by comparing
that code to the one that plays out today in Belfast, Bengla
Desh, Sudan, and wherever war makes "orphans of chivalry"
(xxxvi). That same code shapes gendered roles and
relationships between men and women; the Arthurian story is
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seen as "[gleneralizing, militarizing, / the sexual roles"
(xi). Davey’s poems reveal the destructive effect of this
code on relationships. Second, Jennifer Strauss, in
"Guenevere Dying" (1981), uses a dramatic monologue to
present Guenevere'’s version of the legend, and, like many of
the novels already discussed, the poem critiques men’s use
of women to establish dynasties or social position for
themselves. Guenevere ceases to be a person and becomes a
source for Arthur’s heirs; "Gwen die[s] in his eyes" (29)
when she becomes queen. Furthermore, women who cannot be
used for such ends are expendable; Guenevere applies
Arthur’s words about a barren orchard to herseif: "a pretty
thing, / But barren: let the gardeners / Burn it" (38-40) .
Such poetic uses of the Arthurian legend have their own role
in the development of the legend and in society’s
perspective of gender roles; however, they are not marketed
for the same kind and size of audience as popular fiction.:®

Acknowledgement of the importance of the cultural work
performed by popular fiction is often overshadowed by
dismissals of popular fiction as escapist or conservative.
Critical discussions of Marion Zimmer Bradley’s work, for
example, reveal such tendencies. Marion Wynne-Davis cites
Bradley’'s novel as "a pathbreaking work" (184), but she sees
the story as ultimately reinforcing a "mythic essentialism"
(179) and social structures based on a gendered binary
opposition (183). Similarly Karen Fuog analyzes the
character of Nimue in Mists and recognizes that "a label of
feminism . . . [is not] completely inappropriate for this
book, as Bradley is certainly attempting feminist themes"
(73) . Nevertheless, Fuog concludes that the type of power
structures assumed by the novel’s characters means that, "at
its deepest level, The Mists of Avalon is subsumed by the
patriarchal society in which Bradley lives" (86). Susan
Signe Morrison, in her analysis of The Mists of Avalon,
concludes that the "content and structure [of] the
unfortunate sex scenes are at odds with a truly feminist
revisionist project" and for this reason "the text fails"
(143).

As I have acknowledged throughout this thesis, these
texts do retain many conventions and the ideologies that
underlie them. While that conservative element helps them
reach a large number of people, it also means there are some
qualifications on the type of feminist ideas appearing in
the texts. For example, these novels tend not to engage
with feminist theories regarding race and gender. The
Arthurian legend, based in British culture, usually features
white, Northern European protagonists. Even the cultural
conflicts portrayed involve two Northern European cultures--
the Celts and the Saxons. Moreover, the emphasis on the
interior lives of individuals in these novels means that
they participate in a social philosophy which celebrates
"the autonomy of the individual" (Watt 60); this philosophy
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in turn "obviously depends on a special type of economic and
political organization and on an appropriate ideology" (Watt
60) , namely capitalism. As a result, these novels rarely
consider the insights of Marxist or socialist feminisms,
although a few examples, like the novels of Godwin and
McKinley mentioned earlier, give some notice to the
intersection of class and gender. There are two possible
explanations for such selectivity. First, the white,
middle-class bias of the feminist ideas used might indicate
the publishing industry’s assumptions about the likely
audience for such novels. Second, such novels, because they
must be seen to appeal tc large numbers of people in order
to be published as popular fiction, cannot deal with the
newest, most radical ideas; thus, their contribution to the
circulation and articulation of feminist ideas happens when
these ideas become the concerns of larger sectors of
society.

Nonetheless, these qualifications should not lead us to
dismiss as worthless the ideas these novels do present.
Changes made to plot, characterization, or narrative
strategies stand out; their challenges to expectations get
noticed. Darrell Schweitzer’s negative review of The Mists
of Avalon indicates the kind of impact that such changes
have. Bradley’s focus on the female characters is one of
Schweitzer’s reasons for not liking (and not finishing) the
novel. Because Mists "goes to great lengths to tell the
women’s side of things . . . it gets boring, because most of
the interesting parts happen offstage" (45, emphasis mine) .
This statement assumes that the "interesting parts" of the
legend must involve Arthur and his knights, battles and
quests--by implication, men’s stories. In contrast, Barbara
Brown Zikmund, a professor of church history, asserts that
"telling it [the legend] through the eyes of the women"
makes Mists an inspirational book, because of its "feminist
critique of patterns of power, sexuality and salvation which
the Christian church and contemporary society take for
granted" ("Favorites" 490).%" Challenging the narratives
that our society takes for granted is an important way for
popular fiction and its readers to take part in feminist
discourses. Furthermore, writers of popular fiction make
feminist ideas relevant to many women in our society, Lee
Ann Tobin argues, because they "put strong women into
oppressive situations and then write them out of it as a way
of showing women how to at least imagine themselves out of
their own oppressive or nonfulfilling situations" (156). As
Rita Felski observes about women'’s autobiographical fiction,
such imaginative models play an important role for those
women still struggling to define themselves, who might have
"little other access to feminist ideas" (78). Thus, while
popular novels do not represent the last word on feminism,
they do allow many people a way to imagine and to make
feminist ideas relevant to themselves.
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It is impossible to measure the material effects on
readers of such feminist discourses in popular fiction.
Even surveys or sociological and psychological studies
cannot completely quantify the use people make of what they
read, because people read differently each time, sometimes
ignoring, sometimes emphasizing, oppositional ideas. John
Fiske draws on Roland Barthes’s terms of "readerly" and
"writerly" texts to explain these different types of
readings of popular fiction, but he adds to Barthes'’s terms
a third one, the "producerly" text. The producerly text
"does not faze the reader with its sense of shocking
difference both from other texts and from the everyday"
(Understanding 104), yet it can be read actively,
foregrounding the oppositional discourses in which it
participates. Some texts encourage this producerly reading,
for they "reproduce among the discourses that comprise
[them] a struggle equivalent to that experienced socially by
- - . readers" (Understanding 168). Even then, the reading
may not create dramatic, immediately visible, material
effects; a novel may change the way one reads the Arthurian
legend, for example, without changing the way one reads
events in one’s own life.

Nevertheless, the effects of political discourses in
popular fiction are cumulative: the more one engages with
feminist discourses in popular texts the more likely one is
to create analogies, or in Fiske’s terms to produce
relevances, between the textual situations and one’s own
material one. Moreover, it is not just the cumulation of
popular novels read, but the intersection of those readings
with a host of other societal influences. The feminist
discourses in popular fiction co-exist and interact with
such discourses as they are developed and articulated in
legal, commercial, political, and other cultural practices,
and the public profile of such discourses, as Jennifer Wicke
demonstrates in her article "Celebrity Material," is
increasing. While plotting all such intersections of
discourses in each individual is an impossible task, we can
explore and speculate upon the potential effects of popular
fiction by analysing the strategies by which such texts
engage with feminist discourses.

I wrote this thesis, therefore, because I believe in a
liberal feminist vision of a more just, ‘equitable society,
and because I enjoy popular fiction and the ways in which it
can push the boundaries of its own generic conventions and
make old stories suddenly new. Moreover, I believe in the
power of stories to shape our material existence: "[tlhe
myths we imagine we are living . . . shape our choices"
(Piercy 72). As feminists, to understand the choices made
by our society, we need to know the myths that our culture
creates and recreates, and the role feminism plays in them.
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Notes

1. The examples I discuss in this chapter, like the
works of Stewart, Bradshaw, Bradley and Sampson examined
earlier, represent a range in terms of dates of publication,
but all fit the requirements of my earlier definition of
popular fiction. See the notes which follow each title for
details of the publishers.

2. This novel, like Stewart’s others, is published by-
Hodder and Stoughton; see the information given regarding
Stewart’s earlier works.

3. This story appears in Book X, chapters 32 to 39, of
Le Morte D’Arthur.

4. This novel, like the paperback versions of
Bradshaw’s series, is published by Bantam (for more
information, see the note on Bradshaw’s works), and so fits
the definition I have been using of popular fiction.

5. One of these rites crosses cultural boundaries, as
she performs a ritual sex act with Gunnar to ensure the
fertility of the land. While she worships Epona, the
goddess she represents to Gunnar at this time is Freya, the
Saxon goddess (326-30).

6. Godwin'’s Guenevere, like Bradshaw’s, shows herself
to be competent in politics. When first meeting Constantine
after Arthur’s death, for example, she stages the interview
so that her rival will be reminded of his tribe’s reputation
for cowardice and of her reputation for ruthlessness (17).

7. In Firelord, references to Guenevere'’s relationship
with Lancelot occur in several places (245-48, 262, 376);
Morgana’s murder and its aftermath is described in detail
because of Arthur’s anguish over the Pict woman’s death
(270-79). References to these episodes are briefer in
Beloved Exile as Guenevere reflects on them during the press
of action which follows Arthur’s death (92-95).

8. Guenevere’'s wit is evident as she assesses her age
using the common association of land and woman: "The
country was breaking up and so was I. Inconvenient nature
chose that autumn to stop my maternal clock and announce
redundantly that there would be no more children" (95).

9. This short story first appeared in The Magazine of
Fantasy and Science Fiction. It was reprinted in a

collection of Yolen’'s stories, Merlin's Booke, published by
Berkley Publishing Group. This company is part of the
Seagram Company, Ltd. corporate empire; its immediate owner,
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Putnam Berkeley Group, Inc., has 350 employees and sales of
approximately $260,000,000 (Directory 5: 1186-87). The
story is thus another example of popular fiction. All
references I make to the story will be to the version
appearing in Merlin’s Booke.

10. This novel was first published by Greenwillow
Books which is part of William Morrow & Company, Inc. While
Morrow has 175 employees itself, it is also part of a larger
corporate structure, the Hearst Corporation, which has
thousands of employees (Directory 4: 520). The novel then
was published in paperback by the Berkley Publishing Group
(see note to Yolen’s short story, above). It thus fits my
definition of popular fiction.

11. Marian refers to some of the qualities that are
expected of ladies when she recounts the reactions to one of
Robin Hood’s more daring raids: "It is fortunate that I am
so well-disciplined to keep my face lady-1like, that is to
say, blank, for such a terrible story should, of course,
make a lady blanch" (100).

12. Marian’s father is "half-Norman" while her mother
is Saxon. Marian identifies with her Saxon heritage despite
the fact that she has more privileges than many Saxons: "I
blame all my faults on my Norman blood, and my virtues on my
Saxon" (26).

13. This novel was published by Kensington Publishing
Corporation. This firm was described by its representative
as "small"; still it employs between 80 and 90 people.

14. By this I refer to the belief that romantic love
conquers all and that such love has priority over all other
considerations. Phyllis Ann Karr, in her short story "Two
Bits of Embroidery," uses the Arthurian legend to question
this ideology of romantic love.

15. Briar Rose is the sixth book of The Fairy Tale
Series. The series is edited by Terri Windling and each
book is written by a different fantasy author. Published at
first by Ace and now by TOR (Windling 12), large firms that
publish much SF and fantasy, the series indicates the
current appeal of such rewritings. TOR is a part of St.
Martin’s Press, a firm with 440 employees; it is in turn
owned by Macmillan which is in turn owned by Verlagsgruppe
Georg Von Holtzbrinck GMBH, a company with approximate
revenues of $1,410,718,400 that employs thousands of people

(Directory 5: 1416-18).
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16. Becca makes this sisterly bond evident when she
compares the way she shares a room with Magda to the way her
sisters used to share a room (182).

17. This short story first appeared in a collection of
Jay Williams’'s stories, The Practical Princess and Other
Liberating Tales, which was published by Parents’ Magazine
Press. This publisher employs 200 people and is owned by
the same company that owns Bantam Books (Birectory 5: 191-
93; for more information see the note on Bradshaw’s series) .
This rewritten fairy tale, while directed at a younger
audience than my other examples, still fits my definition of
popular fiction.

18. The different relationship that these works and
their publishers have to their culture is exemplified by the
government assistance involved: the copyright page in King
of Swords notes that it is "published with assistance from
the Canada Council"; the same page of Winter Driving, the
collection of Strauss’s poems in which "Guenevere Dying"
appears, notes "the assistance of the Literature Board of
the Australia Council and the Monash University Publications
Committee" in supporting its publication.

19. These comments appear in a 1987 article in The
Christian Century, "Favorites [sic] Books and How They
Influence." The article printed the responses of "16
prominent individuals" who were asked "to comment on the
book or books that have been of special importance to them--
either personally or professionally--within the past year"
(490) . 2ikmund responded in her capacity as a "Christian
feminist" (490) and as Dean and Professor of Church History
at the Pacific School of Religion in Berkeley, California.
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APPENDIX:
Names and Roles of Characters in Contemporary Versions

MARY STEWART: The Crystal Cave, The Hollow Hills, The Last
Enchantment, The Wicked Day

Arthur: son of Uther and Ygraine, later High King

Aurelius Ambrosius: becomes High King of Britain, Merlin’s
father

Bedwyr: Arthur’s second in command, Guinevere’s lover

Gawain, Agravain and Gaheris, Gareth: sons of Lot and
Morgause

Guenever: Arthur’s first wife, dies in childbirth
Guinevere: Arthur’s second wife
Lot: King of the Orkneys, Morgause’s husband

Merlin (Myrrdin Emrys): bastard son of Niniane and
Ambrosius, tutor and adviser to Arthur

Mordred: son of Morgawse and Arthur, oldest of Morgause’s
sons

Morgan: daughter of Uther and Ygraine
Morgause: bastard daughter of Uther
Nimué: Merlin’s lover and King’s prophet after him

Niniane: daughter of the King of South Wales, Merlin's
mother

Uther: brother of Ambrosius and High King after him

Ygraine: wife of Gorlois, Duke of Cornwall, then Uther’s
Queen

GILLIAN BRADSHAW: Hawk of May, Kingdom of Summer, In
Winter’s Shadow

Agravain: Lot and Morgawse’s eldest son
Arthur: Emperor of Britain

Bedwyr: Arthur’s second in command, Gwynhwyfar’s lover



151
Elidan: Gwalchmai’s lover
The Family: Arthur’s sworn knights

Gwalchmai: Lot and Morgawse’s second son, narrator of first
book

Gwyn (Gwalchaved): son of Gwalchmai and Elidan

Gwynhwyfar: Empress of Britain, narrator of the third book
Lot: King of the Orcades

Medraut: son of Morgawse and Arthur

Morgawse: Queen of air and Darkness, Arthur’s half-sister
and Lot’s wife

Rhys ap Sion: Gwalchmai’'s servant, narrator of second book

MARION ZIMMER BRADLEY: The Mists of Avalon

Arthur: son of Igraine and Uther, half-brother and lover of
Morgaine, later High King

Balan: son of Viviane
Elaine: the queen’s cousin, wife of Lancelet

Gawaine, Agravaine, Gaheris, Gareth: sons of Morgause and
Lot

Gorlois: Duke of Cornwall

Gwenhwyfar: High Queen, wife of Arthur

Igraine: Viviane’s half-sister, wife to Gorlois, then Uther
Kevin: a bard, later Merlin

Lancelet: son of Viviane, Gwenhwyfar’s lover

Lot: Morgause’s husband, King of Orkney

Mordred (Gwydion): son of Morgaine and Arthur

Morgaine: daughter of Igraine and Gorlois, priestess of
Avalon

Morgause: Igraine’s sister
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Nimue: daughter of Elaine and Lancelet, priestess of Avalon
Niniane: priestess of Avalon and Mordred’s lover
Raven: priestess and prophetess of Avalon
Taliesin: Merlin when the book begins

Uther: Igraine’s lover and second husband, High King of
Britain

Viviane: Lady of the Lake when the book begins

FAY SAMPSON: Wise Woman's Telling, White Nun’s Telling,
Black Smith’s Telling, Taliesin’s Telling, Herself

Arthur: son of Uther and Ygerne

Elaine: oldest daughter of Ygerne and Gorlois
Gawain, Gareth: sons of Margawse and Lot
Gorlois: Duke of Cornwall

Gwenhyvar: Arthur’s queen, Modred’'s lover
Gwennol: nurse to Ygerne’s daughters, narrates first book
Lot: Margawse'’'s husband, King of Lothian

Luned: nun at Tintagel, narrates second book
Margawse: second daughter of Ygerne and Gorlois
Merlyn: powerful magician

Modred: son of Margawse and Arthur

Morfudd: daughter of Morgan and Uriens

Morgan: youngest daughter of Ygerne and Gorlois, narrator
of Herself

Nentres: Elaine’s husband, King of Garlot
Nimue: an immortal and warrior woman, Merlyn’s lover
Owain: son of Morgan and Uriens

Taliesin: Urien’s bard, narrates fourth book
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Teilo Smith: a smith in Urien’s kingdom, narrates third
book

Urien: Morgan’s husband, King of Rheged
Uther: High King of Britain

Ygerne: wife of Gorlois, then of Uther



