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 Issues concerning faith were of paramount importance in England in the Middle Ages; 

as Norman Tanner remarks, Christianity permeated every aspect of life.
1
 The Arthurian myth, 

as one of the most popular and retold stories of the time, bears witness to that fact, with issues 

of religion playing a dominant – if varying in nature – role in each narration. In this essay I 

shall examine Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain and Sir Thomas 

Malory’s Le Morte Darthur. I have chosen these two texts because they are the most 

influential in the development of the Arthurian tale: Geoffrey’s History provided the basis for 

all subsequent texts up to Malory’s Morte, which has been the best known version of the 

myth since the fifteenth century. In each of these texts I shall explore the role of Christianity 

itself, as well as some aspects of pre-Christian belief, focusing on how these interact. 

 Geoffrey finished his Historia in 1136, thirty seven years after the First Crusade 

captured Jerusalem, twelve years after the Franks captured the city of Tyros and a mere nine 

years before Pope Eugenius II proclaimed the Second Crusade (which was to fail).
2
 This 

context has special significance, as the first great successes against the Arabs still seemed to 

validate the famous slogan ‘Deus vult!’ (God wills it!), and had not yet been marred by the 

complete failure most of the following crusades met, or the resulting scepticism towards 

them.
3
 Arthur’s conquests over non-Christian people are therefore characteristic of the age: in 

his early battles with the Saxons, for example, Archbishop Dubricius tells those ‘who have 

been marked with the cross of the Christian faith’ that death in battle against the pagan 

Saxons will ensure entry to Heaven.
4
 This effectively links Arthur’s knights to the Crusaders, 

who had also been ensured of forgiveness (by Pope Urban II), and they had literally ‘been 

marked with the cross’, which was stitched on their clothing.
5
 Furthermore, Arthur claims to 

be ‘a close relative’ of Queen Helen and her son, Emperor Constantine, founder of 

Constantinople. The choice of Helen and Constantine as Arthur’s relatives is highly 

significant, since Constantine allegedly converted to Christianity after seeing the sign of the 

cross in the sky with the writing ‘with this shall you conquer’; he and his mother later found 

the Holy Cross in Jerusalem and brought it to Constantinople. Constantine’s religious 

sincerity may have been disputed, but he was greatly responsible for the establishment of 

Christianity as the official religion of the Roman Empire.
6
 Arthur is therefore not just any 
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king: he is the descendant of the first Christian emperor of the Roman Empire, and the man 

who not only bore the Cross as a sign, but found the real one – at least, according to the belief 

of the time. This serves to further validate Arthur’s claim to the lands the Saxons have 

usurped, as does Arthur’s shield, which bears an image of St Mary, thereby proclaiming his 

faith.
7
 

 Christianity is seen as far more than just a religion by Geoffrey: it is rather a bringer 

of order and civilisation. For Arthur’s enemies, a ‘numberless horde’ of ‘naked and unarmed’ 

Irish, are inevitably defeated and display no signs of bravery or courage – in fact, their 

description is reminiscent of beasts, rather than humans.
8
 After conquering Ireland and (also 

non-Christian) Iceland, Arthur returns to Britain and rules in peace for twelve years.
9
 

Arthur’s success may be due in part to his own bravery and generosity, but his military 

victories are implied to be due to divine sanction.
10

 Moreover, Arthur enhances his own 

image as a defender of Christianity by rebuilding the churches that the Scottish destroyed and 

giving the best seats at his table (on his immediate right and left) to priests.
11

 

 The priests that guide Arthur spiritually are invariably described as ‘saintly’ and 

virtuous, and since they have been appointed by him, this reflects well on his own wisdom 

and judgement.
12

  By contrast, this high degree of faith seems to be missing from the Roman 

Emperor Lucius, who decides to fight Arthur. In a clear anachronism, the Romans are allied 

to Ali Fatima, a King of Spain with an Arabic name, as well as Ypolitus of Crete (probably a 

form – erroneous etymologically – of Hippolytus, the mythical son of Athenian King Theseus 

and Amazon Queen Hippolyta) and the King of Babylon. Not only are Rome’s allies depicted 

as Muslim and pagan by Geoffrey, but they were, in fact, at least partially occupied by 

Muslims at the time Geoffrey was writing. This fact would hardly escape the notice of 

contemporary readers, and once more reinforces the importance of Arthur’s Christianity: his 

campaign against them is almost another crusade, complementing the ones against the Scots, 

the Irish or the Icelanders; the British are shown yet again as the faithful battling against 

infidels. 

 If Arthur’s campaigns reveal a straightforward distinction between Christian and 

pagan, the existence of Merlin is the opposite, being ambiguous and almost uncanny. He is 

mocked for having no father, and it is hinted that the strange spirit who visited his mother 

was an incubus.
13

 Moreover, Merlin is shown to use drugs in order to give Utherpendragon 

the appearance of Gorlois, in order for him to sleep with Ygerna.
14

 The use of such magic 

may have been considered ‘natural’ (and therefore not evil a priori) by William of Auvegne, 

but he did condemn the use of ‘divination and fortune-telling’ – and, of course, any contact 

with demons.
15

 Surprisingly, however, neither Merlin’s demonic birth nor his use of magic 

are sufficient to condemn him in the eyes of Geoffrey. Crick notes his similarity with 

Daniel,
16

 and indeed, the parallels spring to the eye: both start as young boys who advise 

corrupt kings (Nebuchadnezzar and Vortigern), after interpreting something that the kings’ 
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councillors could not; they make prophecies about the future and fall of the kingdom, as well 

as the eventual arrival of a great prince or king who will restore the just to life and power.
17

 

These similarities to one of the great Biblical figures undermine Merlin’s problematic 

parentage, and underline the difficulty of humans to understand the will of God – which is 

also made clear by the ‘Angelic Voice’ that declares Merlin’s prophecies to be the ‘will of 

God’.
18

 Merlin is therefore a strange figure, who has a demonic heritage but nevertheless 

brings about the birth of the good King Arthur. It is perhaps due to this ambiguity that Merlin 

never comes into direct contact with Arthur: his controversial practices would hardly befit the 

idealised king. 

 Being but one in a long series of kings within Geoffrey’s opus, Arthur ultimately falls 

prey to treason, much like his grandfather Constantine II, uncle Aurelius Ambrosius, and 

father Utherpendragon before him. Their common fate links Arthur, Uther, Aurelius 

Ambrosius and Constantine together, as do their actions – they are all presented as good 

kings who for a while managed to unite the Britons.
19

 Yet Arthur is greater than his ancestors, 

since he achieves peace for twelve years, thereby returning Britain to the wholeness it had not 

had since the days of Brutus.
20

 Though Geoffrey’s story may lack a personified, individual 

Fate (as was the pre-Christian, Indo-European tradition), this cyclic process of history is at 

odds with the linear Christian narrative from the Fall of Man to the Revelation, as it hints to a 

destiny shared by members of a certain family and periodically repeated.
21

 

 Despite Arthur’s apparent similarities to Constantine and Brutus, there is also a 

significant difference: Arthur does not die, but is taken to Avalon; he is prophesied by Merlin 

to return and recapture Britain from the Saxons.
22

 This perceived return of the King, which 

was taken to be true by the readers for several centuries, is also a common theme between 

older Indo-European myths, most notably the homeric Odyssey; the idea of passing over 

water on the way to the afterlife is also common.
23

 These latent pre-Christian elements, 

together with Merlin’s ambivalent function and identity, reveal the prevalent role of pagan 

pan-Indo-European tradition in Geoffrey’s work, which is less purely Christian than he would 

have his readers believe: the will of God, manifest in the Crusades and in Arthur’s and his 

councillors’ goodness, is reconciled with Merlin’s magic and an unavoidable, self-repeating 

fate. 

 Sir Thomas Malory wrote his Le Morte Darthur over three centuries after Geoffrey’s 

History was finished, at a very different historical time. While Christianity was the only faith 

in England (and had been since 1290), it was felt to be shrinking: the Black Death had 

significantly diminished the population and the Ottoman Empire was spreading into Europe; 

anticlericalism was evident both in literature (most notably in Langland’s Piers Plowman) 

and the popular uprisings of 1389 and 1450.
24

 With the perceived threat towards Christianity 

at once more urgent and farther away than in the time of Geoffrey, Arthur and his knights 

must face their own doubts and ethical shortcomings, for the greatest danger to them and their 

faith comes from within, not from the pagans. 

 Saracens (a word that here denotes simply non-Christians)
25

 may appear in Le Morte 

Darthur, but they do not function as significant antagonists of Arthur, as they did in The 

History of the Kings of Britain. Instead, they are said by Merlin to attack his enemies, and can 
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thus be seen as lawful judgement on the nobles who rebel against the king. This reflects the 

belief, growing since the 13
th

 century, that those invaded by the Arabs were not worthy to be 

saved.
26

 Merlin’s main concern is to stop Arthur killing the rebels needlessly, after he has 

already defeated them, as the Saracens do not pose a danger to the young king himself.
27

 The 

issue in this passage, therefore, is not the absent, faceless Saracens, but rather the eleven 

kings’ own rebellion, coupled with Arthur’s own pitilessness; these events can, if Arthur 

allows himself to be ruled by his vengeful feelings, inadvertently lead to the victory of the 

Saracens elsewhere. This time the ‘infidels’ are not an external threat that will unite the 

Christian Britons against them, but function rather as a warning of what will occur if the 

Britons continue fighting amongst themselves, thereby making this passage almost a parable 

for the War of the Roses. 

 The Saracens’ threat to Britain is later realised, when they appear as allies of Rome in 

Malory’s version of the war between Arthur and Lucius. Along with ‘fyffty gyauntys that 

were engendirde with fendis’, the Saracens are described by Malory as Lucius’ ‘horryble 

peple’.
28

 Despite the fact that Rome was, at the time Le Morte Darthur was written, the last 

of the old strongholds of Christianity (after the fall of Asia Minor to the Ottoman Empire), 

Malory chose to portray it as a corrupt, greedy empire that resorts to alliance with infidels 

and demons in order to defeat Arthur – for, as the ambassadors say, the British King is too 

powerful to be defeated with natural means.
29

 These prove to be a great challenge for Arthur 

and his people, as he loses many good knights – but, of course, Arthur must win in the end;
30

 

the supernatural enemies serve to emphasise the British King’s superiority over the Roman 

Empire. This victory, arguably the greatest of his achievements, reflects the fact that 

crusades, despite their military and moral decline, were still idealised in the 15
th

 Century.
31

 

 Malory’s work does not portray Saracens merely as antagonists, however: Sir Palomides 

from Babylon attains a place in Arthur’s court. Initially Palomides abducts Isode, but loses 

her to Tristram; Isode spares his life, so that he will not die a pagan.
32

 Instead, he goes to 

Arthur’s court, and proceeds to perform great feats in order to win Isode, in the manner of the 

Round Table’s ‘worshipful knights’, seeking worldly honour for the love of his lady
33

 – he 

even manages to defeat Lancelot, albeit briefly and not entirely fairly.
34

 Flawed though 

Palomides still is, his faults now stem not from aggressive desire, but from courtly love, a 

fault all too well known to the knights of Arthur. So, he begs Lancelot’s forgiveness for 

‘myne unknyghtly dedes’, and persuades Lancelot not to fight further, but rather to let him be 

honoured in the eyes of his lady.
35

 Palomides’ victory may be thanks to the (unacceptable, by 

courtly standards) killing of Lancelot’s horse. Yet Lancelot’s understanding, in part due to his 

own love for Guinevere, illustrates not only that the first knight of the Round Table is now in 

a moral decline, but also that the Saracen is ascending.
36

 In fact, everyone that sees him on 

this day says ‘Alas... that Sir Palomydes were nat crystened’, and later Tristram remarks that, 

as no Christian man can boast that he ever fled from them, he will certainly face the Saracen 

Palomides.
37

 It is clear from these two quotes that, no matter how much Palomides achieves, 

he can never be truly regarded as an equal to the other knights because he is not technically a 
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Christian. Malory’s insistence that baptism (as opposed to good works alone) is a prerequisite 

for salvation is part of a wider ideological debate of the Middle Ages, also evident in the 

poem ‘St Erkenwald’.
38

 In fact, Malory goes one step beyond the ‘Erkenwald’ poet, for in the 

end Palomides not only displays great generosity and fairness towards Tristan, but he also 

asserts that he has long believed in Jesus and Mary: even good deeds coupled with faith 

cannot save a non-Christian, according to this book.
39

 The ‘Book of Tristan’ ends with 

Palomides’ reconciliation with Tristan, his baptism and their consequent return to Camelot.
40

 

The strategic place of the baptism, which is the only resolution the tale of Tristan can have 

(since Isode is married, a happy end for them is out of the question) also serves to enhance 

the importance of the ceremony. 

 It is clear, then, from the example of Sir Palomides, that there can be no salvation for 

those who have not been christened, regardless of their moral value or, indeed, even their 

own personal faith. This is also evident in the extent to which priests, anchorites and hermits 

influence the knights’ perception of the world and their actions. During their quest for the 

Holy Grail, in particular, the knights often turn for guidance to holy men and women. 

Lancelot, after failing to see the Grail and losing his horse, consults a hermit and does every 

penance that is required of him.
41

 He also has his adventures interpreted by an anchoress.
42

 

After he has completed his penance, which not only included self-imposed restraint and 

fasting, but also a divinely ordained twenty four days’ sleep, he is worthy to briefly see the 

Grail.
43

 His penance may be dependent on his own self-discipline and repentance, and the 

will of God, but the hermit’s and anchoress’s interpretation and guidance are also crucial for 

the acknowledgement of his sin. His obedience to the holy people’s advice also reflects his 

turning away from the sin of pride, even though he can still not attain the stability (i.e. the 

perseverance in the pursuit of holiness) required for complete success at the quest.
44

 

 Tanner notes that hermits, anchorites and the clergy were exceptionally numerous in 

the late Middle Ages, exercising great influence over the laity.
45

 Yet Sir Bors’ experience 

shows that not all those who pose as holy men are to be trusted: he meets a man ‘clothed in a 

religious wede’ who, far from aiding and guiding him, chides him for abandoning his brother 

in order to save a lady.
46

 It is later revealed that the supposed hermit was, in fact, ‘the fynde’, 

who is trying to steer Bors away from the Grail.
47

 Bors was swayed and tormented by the 

false hermit’s remarks because what he had told him was in accord with ‘proper’ behaviour: 

his brother, his own blood, should come before a stranger. Ultimately, however, it was his 

own judgement that he had to rely on, and it led him to the right decision. This is in accord 

with the more internal aspects of faith and piety evident in Malory’s work that I have already 

mentioned: provided that the knight in question is ‘tendir-herted’ and faithful, like Sir Bors, 

he will make the right decision of his own accord, not having to depend blindly on some 

general rules.
48

 

 The role of religious people as interpreters and guides is further complicated by 

Merlin, who not only helps Uther trick Igraine (as he did in Geoffrey’s History), but also acts 

as guide to Arthur in his early days, prophesying the end of Camelot and even saving the 
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king’s life by using an ‘inchauntemente’.
49

 Merlin is certainly not a Christian figure, yet he is 

nevertheless a benevolent being with supernatural powers. However, he is not present 

throughout the narrative. In fact, he is put ‘undir the stone’ (i.e. buried alive) by the Lady of 

the Lake relatively early in the narrative; his downfall is precipitated by his ‘dotage’ for 

Nenyve.
50

 The word ‘dotage’ implies that his love for her is foolish, which diminishes his 

perceived wisdom in the eyes of the reader; in fact, Merlin knew all along how their affair 

was going to end, but he could not help himself. This hints at a certain moral failing on his 

part, a lack of the self-restraint and prudence which is expected of Arthur’s court and is 

particularly crucial during the quest for the Holy Grail. 

 The aforementioned cases illustrate the complex, often contradictory nature of faith in 

Malory’s work: non-Christians cannot be saved unless they are christened (Palomides); 

knights need to accept the advice and guidance of holy people and do penance for their sins 

(Lancelot) – yet supposedly holy men and women can also lead them astray, where their own 

judgment would have served them better (Bors). Moreover, sorcerers can provide good 

guidance to Christians for a while (Merlin). Malory offers an ambiguous world with few 

absolute truths, and very permeable boundaries between right and wrong, between holy and 

fiendish. In this world knights must use their own judgement, yet the existence of a God who 

will judge these decisions is never doubted. 

 The most overtly Christian figure is none other than Sir Galahad. Galahad is the most 

high born of all knights, being a direct descendant of Jesus Christ on his father’s side,
51

 

according to Guinevere, and ‘cousyn nughe unto Joseph of Arimathea’ on his maternal 

grandfather’s side.
52

 His conception may have been sinful, but his life could hardly be more 

pure and Christian: he is raised in a monastery, has no relations with women, is capable to 

heal the Maimed King with the help of the Grail and finally gives his life in the service of 

God, a God often makes himself manifest through real, tangible miracles.
53

 According to 

conventional Christian faith, miracles are characterised by their causation (God), the wonder 

they arouse, and / or their function as signs.
54

 The two swords in the stone (Arthur’s and 

Galahad’s) certainly adhere to these standards: their divine origin is considered certain by the 

Archbishop and Lancelot; their unyielding nature to any knight but their rightful owner and, 

not least, their ability to reveal the exceptional virtue and abilities of these knights ensure that 

they are regarded as miracles.
55

 

 The greatest miracle, however, and the one that most influences the Round Table, is 

the appearance of the Holy Grail. The Grail’s nature and works inspire the Knights to start 

their longest, most demanding quest. It is important to note, however, that the Grail is not 

originally an object of Christian faith, but its myth can be traced to pagan Celtic mythology 

about a dish of plenty.
56

 Indeed, the fact that it can feed the knights and heal the (castrated?) 

Maimed King harks back to pagan legends of fertility, as well as Jesus feeding the five 

thousand.
57

 Not only is it pagan in origin, but the Grail’s connection to Christianity itself is 

heavily based on the apocryphal Gospel of Nicodemus. C. W. Marx notes that the Gospel of 

Nicodemus was very popular in Britain in the late Middle Ages, used by other authors and 

translated from French and Latin; bearing in mind that its original language was Greek, the 

many translations prove its popularity and the fact that it was largely accepted in Western 
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Europe.
58

 The tale of Joseph’s arrival in Britain, extensively narrated by Malory,
59

 does not 

come from Nicodemus: it is part of a series of medieval legends, probably stemming from 

French romance, and specifically the ‘trilogy of universal history’ of the prose Joseph 

d’Arimathie, Roman de Merlin and Perceval.
60

 The syncretism evident in Malory’s depiction 

of the Grail gives a more open and accepting impression of faith than the romance would 

otherwise have. It is a tale where the old pagan myth, official Christian dogma and 

apocryphal stories are presented as equally valid. Yet despite the fact that ‘The Noble Tale of 

the Sankgreal’ has some elements of non-Christian faith and culture, Malory gives it a wholly 

Christian interpretation, with Christ himself appearing to Galahad and instructing him on how 

to heal the Maimed King.
61

 Moreover, the knights seeking the Grail must rely on a 

completely different set of values than the one they live by during their mundane quest.
62

 

  Apart from the Christian and Celtic elements, Le Morte Darthur also reveals belief in 

fate, a force that determines the future and cannot be changed by human agency, as is 

revealed by Merlin.
63

 Furthermore, when Arthur, just after his crowning, decides to have all 

the children born in May killed because of Merlin’s prophecy, the only one to escape is 

Mordred, who is to fulfil the prophecy.
64

 This incident of self-fulfilling prophecy, a common 

theme in Greek mythology (e.g. the tale of Oedipus), bears evidence to other non-Christian 

influence in the matter of fate. Like Geoffrey’s History, the idea that the king is not dead but 

will one day return to his old realm is present.
65

 

 If some aspects of faith in Geoffrey’s History and Malory’s Morte are 

straightforwardly Judaeo-Christian, then, others reveal a more complex syncretism between 

dominant Christianity and older pagan religions. Elements of Indo-European belief, like an 

inexorable fate and benevolent natural magic, managed to survive the arrival of Semitic 

monotheism. Such elements may not be very extensive, and they probably do not represent a 

conscious choice of their authors. Yet their very existence serves to undermine the firm 

Judaeo-Christian conviction that there is only one God, thereby offering a richer, 

contradictory view of medieval faith. 
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