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"Arthur? Arthur? Arthur?" - Where Exactly Is the 
Cinematic Arthur to Be Found? 

KEVIN J. HARTY 

For Norris J. Lacy, with thanks. 

In the closing scene of John Boorman's Excalibur, Perceval, at Arthur's com- 
mand, rides forth from the apocalyptic battlefield to cast the eponymous sword 
upon the waters. When he returns to that battlefield, he frantically calls out, 
"Arthur? Arthur? Arthur?" Anyone who has studied what I have elsewhere 
termed "cinema Arthurianaf" may also wonder what has become of Arthur. 
While there have been more than one hundred films more or less indebted to the 
Arthurian tradition, there is a great difference between the quantity and the 
quality of these films. It could be said that the cinematic tradition of Arthur has 
produced few noteworthy films, and arguably no films that are truly important 
in the history of cinema. 

To be sure, there have been any number of important classic films set in the 
Middle Ages: Fritz Lang's epic two-part Nibelungenlied, Carl-Theodor Dreyer's 
The Passion of Joan of Arc, Sergei Eisenstein's Alexander Nevsky, Ingmar Bergman's 
The Seventh Seal and The Virgin Spring, and Andrei Tarkovskfs Andrei Rubleu. 
Students of the Arthurian tradition clearly have their favorite films, but, even 
allowing for Eric Rohmer's Percezlal le gallois, Robert Bresson's Lancelot du lac, 
Boorman's Excalibur, and Hans-Jiirgen Syberberg's Parsifal, it is hard to find 
Arthurian films of the caliber of those directed by Lang, Dreyer, and the others I 
previously menti~ned.~ 

The most popular source for screen adaptations of the Arthuriad remains 
Twain's Connecticut Yankee, although here quantity and quality again do not go 
hand in hand. As Elizabeth S. Sklar (97-108) and Barbara Tepa Lupack (167-9) 
point out in separate publications, filmmakers have repeatedly turned Twain's 

I initially used the term for the title of the first published collection of essays on Arthwim 
cinema. See Harty, ed. Cinema Arthurirma. Subsequent comprehensive discussions of Arthur- 
ian cinema include Harty, ed., King Arfhur on Film; Lupack and Harty, eds.; Lupack and 
Lupack; and Olton. 
POI full discussions of cinematic treatments of the medieval, see the special issue of Les Cahim 
4 In cihthhque; the double issue of Film and Histoy; Harty, The Reel Middle Ages; and the 
special issue of M e d i d  Feminist Newsletter. 



I satiric response to his own age into juvenilia at best or pabulum at worst. As a 
1 result, any relationship between the putative source and the film is at times little 
I more than titular or incidental. For instance, in the latest screen version of 
1 
I Twain, Roger Young's 1998 A Knight in Camelot made for television by Disney, 
\ the screenwriters transform Hank Morgan into Dr. Vivien Morgan, a fast-talking 
) physicist from West Cornwall, Connecticut - played by Whoopi Goldberg 
I complete with dreadlocks, no less. 

Given the great literary influence, the length, the scope, and, most importantly, 
the rich tapestry of incidents and abundant dramatis personae of Le Mmte 
Darthur, Sir Thomas Malory's great work would seem a natural s o m e  for film 

' 
adaptations of the Arthurian legend. There is in Malory a kind of epic sweep 
akin to what screen - and now television - audiences have continued to find 
popular. But sadly, frustratingly, and, perhaps ultimately, annoyingly, when 
Malory is cited as source for a screenplay, we are often left to imagine whether 
that source is "reel" or imagined. 

Cinematic interest in Malory dates back at least to 1910, when the Italian 
director Giuseppe de Ligouro made n Re Art2 e i cmmlieri della tamla rotunda for 
Milano Films. The film was subsequently released in Great Britain by New 
Agency Films under the title King Arthur; m, The Knights of the Round Table. 
While the film itself seems not to have survived, trade notes about the film 
published when it was released record that it was lavishly produced, that it 
featured a cast of almost one hundred actors, and that its source was Malory's Le 
Morte Darthur. 

NO subsequent attempt to base a film upon Malory was undertaken for more 
than forty years. In 1953, MGM released its first production in Cinemascope, 
Richard Thorpe's Knights of the Round Table. According to the unpaginated 
souvenir book published to coincide with the film's release (Knights of the Round 
Tabk, 1954). MGM clearly saw the film as "a tale of daring romance and breath- 
taking adventure set against a panoply of life in sixth century England, where 
daily hazards - as well as lovely ladies - challenged the intrepid members of 
King Arthur's knights." And further, the 

photoplay revolves arouki the loves and exploits of King Arthur, Lancelot, 
Percival, Gawaine and the other famed knights who helped preserve England 
and created a legend that has been preserved through the centuries. The film's 
gripping sequences of battle and conquest and courtship were balanced with 
novel sequences of jousting, falcon hunting and other highlights of life in those 
hardy and violent days. 

Finally, MGM claimed that, in creating their screenplay, Talbot Jennings, Jan 
Lustig, and Noel Langley 'based their script on Malory's studious work." 

In a piece of journalistic fluff published in the New York Times, Howard Dietz, 
MGM's chief of publicity, tried to stir up further interest in the film by 
distin- between Malory and his work; writers are after all, Dietz 
claims, "a strange lot to meet in the flesh." The Morte is, Dietz continues, "the 
bible of chivalry and knighdy courtesy." Malory himself was (in a nice bit of 

WHERE EXACTLY IS THE CIhlRlUTIC ARTHUR TO BE FOUND? 

alliteration) a triple threat - "rogue," "robber," "rapist" - and were he to have 
&own up on the film's production set he "might [well] have made off with the 
Round Table [itselfl" (Dietz 2,5). However, MGM's own plot summary of the 
film (contained in the film's souvenir booklet) clearly shows little debt to 
anything recognizably Malorian. 

The initial critical reception of the film was mixed, but clearly favored the 
m d u m  over the message. Critics argued that the film was "an extraordinarily 
handsome early medieval pageant" (Walsh 407)~ that it "was a mighty hand- 
some [handsome seems to be the operative critical word] film" (Hartung, Rev. of 
Knights 427), and that it "was a masterpiece of movie making that will take its 
place among the gallery of the best" (Priore 6). But there was an equally strong 
critical brief against the film. After defeating Modred, Lancelot finds himself 
trapped in a pit of quicksand from which he is rescued by his horse (2 la Tom 
Mix and his trusted Tony), in a scene that is in keeping with other elements of 
the film. In the much-touted action sequences, for which CinemaScope is a 
natural match, the performances are, as Bosley Crowther notes, on the level of 
"Sir Lancelot went thataway" and "the rest of you knights follow me" (17). At 
best, Knights ofthe Round Table presents a Classics Illustrated version of the legend 
of Arthur in general and of Malory in particular in which the good guys wear 
white armor and the bad guys wear blackP 

Ten years later, studio publicity - in this case from Britain's Rank Films - 
again maintained that Malory's Le Morte Darthur was the source for another epic 
film, Lancelot and Guineuere, also released as The Sword of Lancelot. Produced and 
directed by Cornel Wilde who also starred as Lancelot, the film, according to the 
studio, was "the realization of a dream. As a boy [WiIde] had read the 'Mort 
dlArthur' of Sir Thomas Malory, and the story of Lancelot and Guinevere was 
one that had always stayed vividly in his mind" (Lancelot and Guinezlere 
[Publicity Materials], unpaginated). Other information distniuted by Rank 
about the film repeatedly claimed Malory as a source for the film (Lancelot and 
Guinevere [Press Information], unpaginated), a point further emphasized by 
many critics when they reviewed Lancelot and Guinevere. But again, we play 
wonder which version of Malory the film's screenwriters had in mind. 

Lancelot and Guimere is notable as a film for several reasons, both bad - 
Wilde's terrible and increasingly annoying French accent - and good - the 
unflinching treatment of the adultery between the title characters - but there is 
not much Malory here. As with Thorpe's Knights of the Round Table, the reviews 
suggest a mixed critical reception for the film. A number of critics noted the 
film's "epic scale."' Others found it a "surprisingly level-headed, limber and 
even literate go at" Malory (Howard Thompson 49), to be commended for its 
treatment of its source, combining 'lush background, capable portrayals, and a 
heavy dose of derring-do" that clearly si@ a source in Malory rather than in 
Tennyson (Rev. of Lancelot, Sign 50). 

For further comment on Knights as a Classics Illustrated version of Malory, see Ian Johnson's 
review of the film when it was reissued in 1963 (37). 

* For a list of reviews of lancdot, see Harty, ed., King Arthur on Film (259). 


















