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"Cinemagicians '? Movie 
Merlins of the 1980s 
and 1990s 

Merl in  the enchanter is a unique yet universal Arthurian figure, as rec- 
ognizable as the king himself. Nevertheless, the multifaceted sage is not 
easily defined. As the shape-shifter whose iconological spectrum encom- 
passes not only the familiar wise elder, but also diverse other entities from 
miraculous child to otherworld stag,' Merlin seems to choose how, when, 
to what degree, and even whether to reveal himself. The shamanistic ori- 
gins of this shrewd and enigmatic being far predate the time when Geof- 
fiey of Monmouth drew him into Arthur's legendary orbit as the striking 
boy-prophet of the Historia Regum Britanniae (ca. 1136). Merlin's prehis- 
toric roots align hi closely with enchanter types from Shakespeare's 
Prospero to Garcia Mirquez's Melquiades, Roddenberry's Data, and end- 
less  other^.^ Both research scholars and students of popular culture view 
King Arthur's chief counselor as the prototypical wizard3 who, although 
frequently called by the name of "Merlin," is also likely to enter a filmic 
or a literary scene incognito. 

Textual meanings, of course, may be expressed just as well through a 
disguised or altered Merlin as a completely traditional one. In some cases, 
modification of the sorcerer's image may improve his suitability to a work 
For these reasons, King Arthur's chief prestidigitator easily lends himself 
to a survey ofvaried appearances in five highly contrasting motion pictures. 
These films-Excalibur (1981), Knightriden (1981), Indiana Jones and the 
Last Crusade (19891, The Fisher King (1991), and First Knigbf (1995)-in 
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which Merlin or Merlin analogues materialize-range from dramatic 
works of customary i d e a k d  medieval settings to wild popular adventure 
and reconfigured comedic treatments. , 

The Paradoxical Merlin of Excalibur 

In some texts, Merlin's importance may rival that of his kings. As a 
sacerdotal figure he seems to become more powerful with each progres- 
sively Christianized medieval epiphany. For instance, Jeff Rider argues 
convincingly that in Layamon's Brut Merlin actually shapes history while 
the kings, like puppets, merely play it out.4 Excalibur presents us with a 
Merlin worthy of such mighty forebears, yet plagued by a disturbing 
ambivalence. His ironic power, as molded by director John Boorman, 
results in a magnificent puissance of frustrating limitations. The enchanter's 
godlike force is implied even before the film's first scene, when the intro- 
ductory titles, like remnants of the medieval confe which purports to tell 
itself, inform us that "Out of those lost centuries rose a legend . . . of the 
sorcerer, Merlin, of the coming of a king, of the sword of power." Hence, 
although the sword of kings furnishes the title motif, the first component 
of its legend is Merlin.s 

As the film opens, indistinguishable knights arrive to do battle over 
a darkened landscape. The only Lght emanates from their flickering torches 
and fiery arrows. Meanwhile a lone figure in silhouette ascends a hill to over- 
see the playing out of history. When this judgeliie spectator has taken his 
place, the warriors begin the action. Viewers who may not have identified 
this important personage through the shadowy details of a walking st& 
and biiowing robes will know the wizard as the camera moves to a close- 
up headshot. Seconds later Excalibu9s Merlin, the first recognizable charac- 
ter to appear, exercises the divine prerogative of naming, as he utters the 
first word of dialogue. Uther and Merlin call to each other in a double anti- 
phon suggesting the mythic symbiosis binding prophet and king. Thuk, 
Merlin's declaration of the name legitimizes a sovereign who, without 
that authorization, would seem only to epitomize the uncivilized warriors 
joining him in his ritualistic bl~odbath.~ lntimation that the seer alone can 
create a monarch intensifies when Merlin, procuring the sword of power 
for a childishly rash Uther, is obliged to explain the armament$ proper 
use, "to heal, not to hack!" 

Nicol Wiiamson portrays a Merlin of expressly humorous inclina- 
tions. The wise man's drollery suggests a convention of pre-Arthurian myth 
basic to Geoaey of Monmouth's Vita Merlini, that of the prophet's fou 

Nicol W i s o n  as Merlin in John Boorman's 1981 film E x d i h r .  

rire.' This laughter is associated with shamanistic magic partly because it 
may be read as a sign of otherworldly knowledge. In Excalibur, Merlin's 
fetching little chuckles punctuate several of his most telling comments and 
asides. He endears himself to the audience by a willingness to acknowl- 
edge when the joke is on him, as in the scene where he falls into a stream, 
outsmarted by a beautifid silver fish that slips through his fingers. "Remem- 
ber," he wryly observes, "there's always something cleverer than yourself." 

However supernaturally ~owerful this Merlin may be, such scenes as 
that of the enchanter's unsuccessful fishing attempt make it clear that he 
is also vulnerable. Although Sir Ector tells us that he originally agreed to 
adopt the baby Arthur only because he feared the necromancer, the Duke 
of Cornwall's partisans, by contrast, regard Merlin with suspicion for his 
part in the deception by which Uther stole the duchess. Reference to this 
sorcerer as "godlike," then, must be qualified with care. In a film connected 
more closely by critics to a fertility myth along the lines of the famous 
GolAn Bough than to properly Christian Grail histories, it is almost inevit- 
able that Merlin should become a pagan conjurer. The point is made more 
than once by the wise man himself that he represents a waning polytheis- 
tic order and that he has no place in the new monotheistic one-"Divinity, 


























