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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Due to the immense popularity of Marion Zimmer Bradley's The

Mists of Avalon, there is renewed interest in the character of

Morgan le Fay in the long tradition of Arthurian literature.
However, no previous critical work has considered at any great
length both medieval and modern treatments of Morgan. It can be
argued, however, that to understand modern interpretations of
Morgan le Fay's character, one should understand how she
originated and how her personality has changed at the will of
different authors.

Morgan le Fay is one of the most ambiguous and enigmatic
figures in western literature. She is undeniably appealing, in
spite of the fact that she is often depicted as being an evil
enchantress. However, the idea that evil itself can be appealing
in a twisted way does not explain Morgan, because she is very
often portrayed as Arthur's loving nurse in Avalon. Perhaps it 1is
the enigma of Morgan le Fay itself that appeals to readers.

In the course of my discussion, I shall be considering the
various ways in which Morgan has been portrayed in an attempt to
reveal the inherent contradioctions that are an integral part of
Morgan's character. Three important questions have informed this
study: why is Morgan portrayed as a benevolent character in the

early medieval chronicles, as a corrupt and evil enchantress in









lives, why is Morgan, who commits several crimes against society,
always spared?

These are just a few of the fascinating characteristics of
Morgan le Fay which are worthy of investigation. Too long has
Morgan been a shadowy figure hovering at the edges of Arthurian
literature and criticism. It is time for someone to investigate
the origins and development of Arthurian literature's most
changeable character and perhaps even discover the reason for her

incessant mutability.



CHAPTER II
GODDESS, FAY, WITCH, WOMAN
As is the case with so many legendary figures, the origins
of Morgan le Fay are lost in the mists of time. She may have

first appeared in Geoffrey of Monmouth's Vita Merlini (c. 1130),

or her origins may be as distant as the folktales of ancient
Ireland or even the mythology of the ancient Greeks. She may be
purely a creature of the imagination, or she may have her roots
in historical events and personages.

The most widespread belief is that Morgan le Fay's prototype
is the triple-figured Irish goddess called the Morrigan. There
are several similarities between the two characters which support
this belief. Both Morgan and the Morrigan have an ambiguous
relationship with the hero, whom in the case of Morgan is Arthur
and in the case of the Morrigan is Cuchulain. Morgan betrays her
brother Arthur and tries to destroy his knights, but still comes
for him after his final battle and takes him away to Avalon to be
healed. The Morrigan despises the Irish hero Cuchulain because he
spurns her advances, and thus she tries to hinder him in battle.
However, she also tries to prevent him from going to the battle
which will cause his death. In her final appearance in the story
of Cuchulain, the Morrigan takes the form of a crow and mourns or
pays respects to the dead hero.

Both Morgan and the Morrigan have extensive shape-shifting



abilities. Morgan in the Vita Merlini "knows too the art of

changing her shape, of flying through the air, like Daedalus on

strange wings" [(1]. In the later Morte Darthur, Morgan escapes

from Arthur after the Accolon episode by changing herself and her
men into stones. The Morrigan most often appears as a red-clad
woman with red eyebrows, but when she is hindering Cuchulain

during a fight in the Tain Bo Cuailgne she changes shape in quick

succession, becoming "an eel, a gray wolf, and a white, red eared
cow" [2]. After Cuchulain has wounded her, she tricks him into
healing her by asgsuming the shape of an old woman and offering
hir milk from her cow. For each drink he blesses her and thus
unknowingly heals her wounds.

The Morrigan and Morgan le Fay are both represented as
having multiple aspects. Morgan often appears in the French
romances and Malory as a member of a group of enchantresses, such
as in the episode of Lancelot's temptation by Morgan and three
other enchantress queens who have little personal identity beyond
their names. The Morrigan is usually portrayed as a triple-aspect
war goddess. The names of her aspects are Badb, Macha, and either
Morrigan or Ana. Coincidentally, Arthur's only sister in Geoffrey

of Monmouth's Historia Regum Britanniae is named Anna [3]. In the

later romances, this single sister develops into a multitude of
half-siblings, many of which have Morgan-related names, such as
Morgain, Morgue and Morgause.

The erratic behavior of Morgan and the Morrigan may be

explained by the fact that they both can be identified as



archetypal Trickster figures. Some of the characteristics of the
Trickster include:
an intimate relationship with nature, illustrated both by
the theriomorphic form (the crow) and the connection with
water; the mischief-making and shape-shifting; and an
uninhibited sexuality accompanied by a ruthless
vengefulness [combined with]l that 'hint of the saviour',
the impulse to save and protect [4].
This explains the roles of both Morgan and the Morrigan in the
death scenes, as well as their earlier sexual promiscuity and
hunger for vengeance once they have been spurned by Cuchulain and
Lancelot. One possible way in which the connection between Morgan

and the Morrigan can be expressed is Cuchulain's comment to the

Morrigan in the Tain Bo Regamna; "A dangerous enchanted woman you

are™ (5],
Although this statement is an excellent description of the
Morrigan and Malory's Morgan le Fay, it does not apply to the

benevolent Morgan in Geoffrey of Monmouth's Vita Merlini. This

Morgan is a healer and gracious otherworldly queen, not a
bellicose battle deity or a destructive promiscuous enchantress.

The Vita Merlini presents the first character who can be

unequivocally identified with the Morgan le Fay in Malory and the
French Vulgate Cycle. Her name is Morgen, which is much closer to
the French Morgain or Malory's Morgan than Morrigan. But Morgan's

behavior in the Vita Merlini is very different from both that of

the Celtic war goddesses and Malory's wicked enchantress. Her
major purpose in the poem is to receive Arthur into Avalon and

heal him. This responsibility will remain Morgan's primary






Nature's work. It produces crops in abundance and grapes

without help; and apple trees spring up from the short

grass in its woods. All plants, not merely grass alone,

%;?ws spontaneously, and men live a hundred years or more
The later identification of this island as Avalon most likely
derives from the word aval which means apple or from the Breton
word for air, avel [101].

Although Geoffrey's ultimate inspiration for Avalon was most
likely a desire to create a heaven on earth where Arthur could
heal and perhaps return from some day, he may have had a real
location in mind when he described the "Fortunate Island."
Taliesin states, "That is the place where nine sisters exercise a
kindly rule over those who come to them from our land" [(11]. The
choice of nine sisters may have been completely arbitrary on
Geoffrey's part. Nine is a powerful mystic number which has been
used since ancient times to determine the number of members in a
group of females, such as the Muses. If the Morgan in Vita
Merlini is truly derived from Celtic goddesses, her sisters may
be doppelgangers or expressions of her multifold aspect.

However, if Geoffrey based Avalon on an actual locale, that
place would most likely be the Ile de Sein, a small island off
the coast of France. According to a widespread Breton belief
described by Pomponius Mela in the first century, AD, the island
of Sena was inhabited by nine virgin priestesses "who were

reputed to control the winds and waves, to transform themselves

into animal shape, to heal and to predict the future" [12]. If
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Morgan and her sisters are really not at all influenced by the
priestesses of Sena, the resemblances between them are truly
uncanny coincidences.

The relationship between Arthur and Morgan and Avalon which
is introduced by Geoffrey fascinated subsequent chroniclers and
romance writers. Significantly, this aspect of Morgan in Vita
Merlini is the only feature which survives the Vulgate and Malory
and remains an important episode in Arthur's life in modern
works. In Geoffrey's version of the story, Arthur's men take him
to Morgan and Avalon, although in later works she will be forced
to collect him herself. Taliesin's description is full of praise
for Morgan and her healing abilities.

Morgan received us with due honor. She put the king in her

chamber on a golden bed, uncovered his wound with her noble

hand and looked long at it. At length she said he could be
cured if only he stayed with her a long while and accepted

her treatment. We therefore happily committed the king to
her care and spread our sails to favorable winds in our

return journey [131.

There is no mention in the Vita Merlini of any kinship between

Arthur and his benefactress Morgan. Paton believes that Morgan
was originally intended to be Arthur's fairy mistress and queen
in the Otherworld [14]1. However, Geoffrey never hints that Morgan
is Arthur's lover any more than she is his sister. She seems at
worst a deus ex machina figure introduced to heal Arthur and
oreate a promise of his eventual return, and at best an early
substitution for the Holy Grail in "one of the earliest

appearances of the 'wounded king' theme that was to become
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frequently used by a lover to his lady... lies at the foundation
of the tradition™ [18], although this seems farfetched. A more
likely explanation is that Morgan is caught up in the early
French romantics' penchant for awarding numerous half-sisters to
Arthur so that their favorite heroes could claim kinship with the
king [191. Thus, the character Morgause becomes a separate entity
from Morgan so that the hero Gawain may become Arthur's nephew.
Morgan herself is given Yvain as a son, which will cause numerous
problems for Malory as he tries to reconcile how such a virtuous
knight can have such an evil mother.

If Celtic goddesses were the inspiration for the Morgan in

Geoffrey of Monmouth's Vita Merlini, there may have been a

transition phase of some sort to soften the bellicosity of the
Morrigan and also provide an explanation for Morgan's association
with islands and bodies of water. One possibility, although

rather a remote one, is the mermaid Liban in The Book of the Dun

Cow, who survives a flood and is later baptized Muirgen, or "sea
born," before she dies. Rhys believes that the similarity between
the names Morgan and Muirgen is great enough to prove his
hypothesis that all the Ladies of the Lake in later romance can
be traced back to Liban-Muirgen through Morgan [201. This theory
is highly unlikely, since Morgan has never been associated
favorably with the Christian church and has never otherwise
appeared as a mermaid. The names are most likely coincidental.

A more suitable choice for the transition figure is the

Welsh goddess Modron or Matrona. The primary evidence for a link
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between Morgan and Modron is the similarity between their
families. Although Geoffrey portrays Morgan as a virgin with nine
sisters, many early French works provide her with a husband and a
son. Modron is the wife of Uriens and the mother of Owein, while
Morgan is also the wife of Uriens and the mother of Ewaine le
Blanchmains [21]. Modron inhabits a magical lake, as do the later
Ladies of the Lake in both France and England in the Vulgate
Cycle. Like the Morrigan and Morgan, Modron is both benevolent
and malevolent. According to old folktales:
we may recognize Modron not only as the lovely fay of the
lake who brings her husband wealth and beautiful children
but also as a fearful hag, haunting pools and foreboding
death and doom [221].
In his addendum to Paton's book, Loomis explains that the name
Morgan cannot possibly derive from Modron, which seems to negate
a large portion of the argument that the latter contributed to
the traditions of the former. The link may occur in a Welsh
belief in a water-sprite called Morgan, who, like the sinister
aspect of Modron, carries naughty children into her lake (23],
The exact connection between the Celtic goddesses,
water-gsprites, and early chroniclers' versions of Morgan may be
lost because of Morgan stories which were never written down.
Such stories may have formed part of the oral repertoire of
Breton conteurs in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries who
spread the Arthurian tradition from "Scotland to Sicily" [24].

Attributes of Morgan which suddenly become evident in the early

romances and chronicles for no apparent reason, such as Morgan
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becoming Arthur's sister, her antagonism towards Arthur in the
romances, or her fame as Fata Morgana in Italy, may be attributed
to this long-lost oral tradition.

However, Loomis may not be giving the early writers enough
credit. It is not inconceivable that each artist changed Morgan
to suit the plots of individual works or spontaneously invented
aspects which he felt would make the character more interesting.
Once the trend was established to make her corrupt and Arthur's
sibling nemesis, the fertile imaginations of the romance writers
continued the cycle until Malory excluded nearly all of her
redeeming factors in order to make her the perfect villainess and

personification of disloyalty in Morte Darthur.

While Morgan in the Vita Merlini may be descended from

Celtic goddesses or largely Geoffrey's own creation, her
appearance in the poem is strangely similar to a scene which can
be traced back at least as far as Homer. This "matrix of the
legend- an island queen of magical powers receiving a royal hero”
[25] is the basis of the story of Circe and Odysseus in the
Odyssey. Both Morgan and Circe fit the archetypal model of what I
call the Sorceress; a woman who is powerful and even dangerous,
often capricious, but ultimately alluring. The Sorceress
symbolizes the male fear of women which is inexorably combined
with an extreme, often sexual, attraction.

Another figure who embodies these features is Medea. The
similarities between Morgan and Medea are most likely

coincidental, but they do illustrate the archetypal aspect of
























































































































































































































































































































