
TR 11:00-12:15        Prof. S. Uselmann 
Palmer 210                     uselmanns@rhodes.edu 

Palmer 310 
         Office hrs: MW 3-5 
 

English 320: Arthurian Literature  
 

Scholar D.S Brewer has written that Arthurian literature is “perhaps the largest single body of imaginative 
literature that the world has known.”  But Arthurian legend is not simply a story involving recurring 
characters; it is a collection of ideas, attitudes, desires and problems which, as they are told and re-told, 
seem to take on larger ideological significance.  This course will examine the most enduring legends of King 
Arthur from their origins in medieval literature to contemporary retellings.  We will read texts from the twelfth 
century through the twentieth, and explore the elements of the legend that changed or persisted as the 
stories were retold and rewritten for different times.  In the process, we will explore why this tradition has 
been so enduring, as well as how mythology works – what it is, and what it does – so that, by the end of this 
course, you should at the very least be able to watch Monty Python and the Holy Grail with full appreciation 
and get all the jokes.  
 
REQUIRED TEXTBOOKS: 
Geofffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, trans. Lewis Thorpe (London: Penguin Books, 

1966)   
Chretien de Troyes, Arthurian Romances, transs. William W. Kibler and Carleton W. Carroll (London:  

Penguin Books, 1991 
Sir Thomas Malory, Le Morte Darthur, ed. Helen Cooper (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998)   
Mark Twain, A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (New York:  W. W. Norton)  
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Patience, and Pearl, trans. Marie Borroff  (New York: W. W. Norton, 

2001)  
T. H. White, The Once and Future King (Penguin)   
Alfred Lord Tennyson, Idylls of the King (Dover) 
 
N.B.  It is important that you use these particular editions of these texts 
 
ON RESERVE: 
The Mabinogi, and Other Medieval Welsh Tales, ed. Patrick K. Ford 
John Steinbeck, The Acts of King Arthur and His Noble Knights  
The Romance of Arthur II, ed. James J. Wilhelm 
The Romance of Arthur III, ed. James J. Wilhelm 
Marie de Fance, Lais 
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS: 
Class Participation, Quizzes, In-Class Writing.  This class comes with a heavy reading load and will be 
run primarily in a lecture/discussion format.  It goes without saying that I expect you to come prepared with 
your book and having done the assigned reading for the day.  Regular, active participation is also required, 
and I will periodically give quizzes or informal writing assignments that will count as part of this grade. 
 
WebCT:  As part of your class participation, you will also be required to respond to the readings by posing a 
question or series of questions to the class at least TEN (10) times over the course of the semester.  The 
questions are due by 10:00 on Tuesday (i.e. before class).  The response should be in the form of an 
issue or question(s) that struck you as you read – for example some incident, passage, framing device, etc. 
that struck you as strange, unfamiliar, or problematic.  You may also, if you like, offer a brief answer to your 
own question, but this is not required. 



 
Oral Presentation and “Intersections” Essay   In addition to the required readings, each member of the 
class will be responsible for researching and exploring a text that is NOT on the syllabus..  This This 
assignment is 30% of your final grade (5 % oral presentation; 25 % essay), and consists of three parts: 

1. Researching the particular text or topic, using both primary (on reserve) and secondary materials 
2. Leading a 10-minute presentation in class.  The presentation should explore the intertextual 

relationship between the text you have read and the texts we have been reading in class.  It should 
also touch on the historical/cultural context in which it was produced.  Most importantly, it should 
present a key question or discovery to the class that allows us to make broader generalizations 
about the nature of myth, legend, or the Arthurian tradition.  Be sure to email me to let me know 
your plans by 4:00 Wednesday before your presentation. 

3. Writing an essay (5-7 pp.) that explores the intersection between the text, your research and the 
texts we have been reading in class.  The essay is due two weeks following your presentation. 

 
All three parts must be completed in order to receive a passing grade on the assignment.  If you have any 
questions about the readings or the assignment, or just want to run some ideas past me, please don’t 
hesitate to email or come by to see me. 
 
Absences.  Regular, punctual attendance is required.  Arriving more than 15 minutes late three times 
counts as an absence.  Failure to bring your book to class or to pass the day’s quiz also counts as an 
absence.  Absences for extracurricular activities, religious holidays, or illness may be excused as long as 
you have contacted me in advance and completed the necessary homework/make-up work on time.  You 
are allowed two (2) absences free-of-charge; each additional absence will cost your final course average 
two tenths of a point.  If you miss more than 6 classes, you will fail the course. 
 
Late Paper Policy.  There will be NO extensions on any assignments in this class.  Instead, you will be 
allotted three (3) “free” days at the beginning of the semester, which you may use when and as you wish.  
Each day is worth 24 hours (e.g. a paper due on Thursday may be handed in by Friday by 4:45), and you 
are free to use them up all at once or space them throughout the semester.  It’s up to you, but be aware that 
once these three days are used up, your letter grade on any given essay will drop 1/3 grade for each day it 
is late. 
 
Grading. 
Preparation and Participation (includes quizzes and WebCT postings) – 15 % 
Attendance (see above) 
Oral Presentation – 5 % 
Writing assignments:   

Close Reading Essay – 20 % 
“Intersections” essay – 25% 
Proposal – 5 % 
Final Project – 30 % 

 
Honor Code.  All work must adhere to the honor code.  
 
Be aware that all of the above requirements must be met in order to receive a passing grade in the 
course. 
 
Questions, problems, or concerns?  Please always feel free to contact me.  Most difficulties can be 
prevented from becoming serious problems fairly easily -- if the professor knows about them in advance. 
 



Disabilities.  If you have a documented disability, see the Office of Disability Services before the second 
class meeting to ensure that you receive the needed assistance. 

COURSE SCHEDULE 
Week 1 
R 8/25  Introduction:  What is Arthurian Literature; Geoffrey of Monmouth 
 
Week 2 
T 8/30  Chrétien de Troyes, Arthurian Romances 207-94 (Lancelot) 
 
R 9/1  Chrétien 295-329 (Yvain, part 1) 
  
Week 3 
T 9/6  Chrétien 329-80 (Yvain part 2); 123-179 (Cligés, part 1) 
 
R 9/8   Chrétien 119-205 (Cligés, part 2) 

PRESENTATION #1:  Marie de France, Lais:  Prologue, Guigemar, Lanval, Yonec, 
Chevrefoil (This should be available at the library; if not, contact me) 

 
Week 4 
T 9/13  Geoffrey of Monmouth, History of the Kings of Britain  51-74; 149-71; 186-211 (pre-Arthur) 
 
R 9/15  Geoffrey 202-65; 280-84 (Arthur and the end of British dominion) 
  PRESENTATION #2:  “Culhwych and Olwen,” from The Mabignogian (on reserve) 
    
Week 5 
T 9/20  Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (parts I and II) 
 
R 9/22  Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (parts III and IV) 

PRESENTATION # 3:  Chaucer, The Wife of Bath’s Tale, Tale of Sir Topas; “The 
Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnell” (pp. 99-116 in Romance of Arthur III 
[on reserve]) 

DUE:  Geoffrey/ Chrétien Essay 
 
Week 6 
T 9/27  Malory, Le Morte Darthur,  xxxii-xxxiii (glossary) 528-30 (Caxton); 3-94 (Art’s early years) 
 
R 9/29  Malory 95-119 (Lancelot) 
 
Week 7 
T 10/4  Malory 120-208 (Gareth and Tristram part 1) 
 
R 10/6  Malory 120-208 (Tristram part 2) 

PRESENTATION # 4:  Steinbeck, The Acts of King Arthur and His Noble Knights (on 
reserve) 

Week 8 
T 10/11  Malory 260-350 (Tristram part 3 and Sangrail part 1) 
 
R 10/13  Malory 351-402 (Sangrail part 2) 
  PRESENTATION # 5:  Merlin (ch. 9 of The Romance of Arthur II [on reserve]) 
 
 



Week 9  
T 10/18  No class – Fall Break  
 
R 10/20  Malory 403-527 (The fall of Camelot) 
  DUE: Gawain/ Malory Essay 
 
Week 10 
T 10/25  Tennyson, Idylls of the King 1-15; 113-72 
   
R 10/27   Tennyson, Idylls of the King 172-260 

PRESENTATION # 6:  Arthurian art of the Pre-Raphaelites; Arthurian photographs by 
Julia Margaret Cameron 

Week 11
T 11/1  Mark Twain, A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, Ch. 1-24 (pp. 1-135) 
 
R 11/3  Twain, A Connecticut Yankee 
 
Week 12
T 11/8  Twain, A Connecticut Yankee, Ch. 25-44 (pp. 135-258) 
  FILM:  Monty Python and the Holy Grail 
 
R 11/10  Twain, A Connecticut Yankee 
  PRESENTATION # 7:  Arthurian poetry (Charles Williams)  
 
Week 13
T 11/15  T. H. White, The Once and Future King, “The Sword in the Stone”   
  FILM:   Monty Python and the Holy Grail 
 
R 11/17  White, The Once and Future King 
  DUE:  Tennyson/Twain Essay 
  DUE:  Final Project Proposal 
 
Week 14
T 11/22  TBA   

T. H. White, The Once and Future King, “The Queen of Air and Darkness” 
 
R   11/24 No class -- Thanksgiving Break 
 
Week 15
T 11/29  White, The Once and Future King, “The Ill-Made Knight”  
 
R 12/1  White, The Once and Future King, c’tued 
  PRESENTATION # 8:  Arthurian poetry (Guenevere poems) 
 
Week 16 
T 12/ 6  White, The Once and Future King, “The Candle in the Wind,” pp. 515-639 
 
W  12/7   * * *  FINAL PROJECT DUE by 9 a.m. Palmer 310 
 
 
 


