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Through the Looking Glass – The Variability of Arthur’s Stereotype Queen

One of the first things we are generally taught to expect in a medieval literary character is not to expect one at all. In spite of much discussion on individuality in the past decades, the prevailing notion is still that of typefied images. Once in the limelight of authorial and public interest, such an image may vary as it is seen at different times and from different angles, but it will never truly change.

Regarding Arthurian literature, this approach has produced just such a core set of facts and faces and planted it in the minds of generations of scholars, and it is no coincidence that the only scholarly work yet to have touched on the character of Guinevere, Arthur’s Queen, is titled the Arthurian Triangle. If indeed, as Peter Korrel finds in this study, the basic constellation of Arthurian literature is the odd triangle between the married couple and a male intruder, the characters involved are already stereotyped by virtue of interrelation. Of course, the identity of the lover is important for our sympathies, and – while disgusted with Guinevere for choosing Modred the traitor – we are prepared to accept her love for gallant Lancelot as ‘destiny’. The facts, however, are unchanged. Finding it

very likely that the guilty role Guinevere played in the downfall of Britain’s greatest monarch, collaborating in such a detestable crime as high treason, gave her the bad name she was to have ever after,

Korrel thus only rephrases the communis opinio: In reference works like the Oxford Companion to English Literature
 and the New Arthurian Encyclopedia
 or the Arthurian Handbook
, the primary feature of Guinevere continues to be her infidelity. Her only other one is beauty – not surprisingly so, because ugliness would sadly hamper adulterous undertakings.

Inhowfar, then, can such a character be worth a second glance? The answer is simple: Among the wealth of Arthurian literature between the 12th century Historia Regum Britanniae of Geoffrey of Monmouth and the 15th century efforts of Thomas Malory, there are only few sources that correspond to the stereotype guilty queen. In fact, the well-trodden paths of pseudo-biography on a quest for at least a consistent frame if not a family likeness lead into a warren of contradictory information. Were we to establish a curriculum vitae, it would have to look like this:

Born at an unknown time and place, Guinevere is the daughter of an unnamed noble Roman, of Leodegan, or of King Ryon of Ireland. Her mother, named like her daughter, indulges in lechery and adultery, for which she is eternally damned. An unsightly spectre, she since haunts a lake in Cumbria until redeemed by her virtuous daughter. Brought up by either of her fathers or the Cornish Duke Cador, Guinevere marries Arthur for love, out of gratefulness for his aid in her father’s war against King Ryon (who, elsewhere, is her father), or for convenience, because Merlin wants to lay his hands on the Round Table. Guinevere’s father, it turns out, is not entirely immune to carnal temptations and begets a bastard daughter of identical face and name on his seneschal’s wife. In the course of their marriage, the King and Queen love each other passionately and faithfully, but each of them has a varying stock of lovers: Arthur lies with his sister Morgaine and the False Guinevere, begets a son on Lionors, rapes a virgin, and dates Camilla, a Saxon enemy, while Guinevere takes a French lover and earns a general reputation of promiscuity. Her French lover, alas, sleeps with another woman, leaves Guinevere, defends her, restores her to her husband, but also beheads her and forces Modred to chew her remains. He thinks of her or visits her at a nunnery after Arthur’s death, finding her dead and buried, or sufficiently alive to convert him into a hermit, in which case they die simultaneously. Possible causes of her death are old age, deprivation, decapitation, various types of suicide, or grief for the loss of her husband and son. Her afterlife is equally undecided, for she variously goes to heaven or burns in hell. She unites among others the characteristics of the Virgin Mary, Eve, Hecuba, Lucrece, and the stepmother of the Sleeping Beauty. She is barren but graced with a son, whose name may be Loholt, or with three sons, called Adeluf III, Morgan le Noir, and Patrike le Rous. Yet these may also be Arthur’s bastards, like Modred, Borre,
 and Arthur the Little. Rumour also has it that Modred gets her pregnant as a result of a love affair, rape, abduction, or bigamy, neither of which may have taken place because she cleverly withdraws to the Tower to defend herself.

Her hair, for one, is only slightly varied between ‘golden’ and ‘fair’ but the ‘gray’ colour of her eyes may look anything between blue and green.
 If it were not for the birthmark of a crown on her haunches, she would not be identifiable even to her father, but this help is given only in a single source.
This jumble of contradictory information at least should warn us not to close our eyes to Guinevere’s unique capacity to crop up in any conceivable form, function, and scenario. Contrary to modern scholars, medieval authors appear to have felt little obligation to follow a predecessor’s example. As it turns out, apart from the connection with Arthur that guarantees her popularity, her prime feature is her very lack of identity.

A blank in the midst of one of the most popular genres ever, she reflects more than passing fashions of life and literature. In fact, she becomes the very specific mirror image of several very real rulers.

Depending on the author’s intent and degree of obligation, building the legendary queen along the biographical lines of her chosen real-life model will pursue various aims: It may be a compliment to humor a patroness, propaganda for her cause, or more or less veiled criticism.

Robert Wace’s Roman de Brut, composed some twenty years after the Queen’s first emergence, has hitherto only been seen as a romanticized version of the odd triangle. Yet the connection to Eleanor of Aquitaine, troubadour patroness and Queen of France and England, goes much further than the dedication. Curiously, Wace does not wait for Modred to disrupt Arthur’s marriage by traitorous doings during his absence on a campaign. On the contrary: immediately after the royal wedding, he gives a definitive reason why this marriage is doomed to fail:

Artus l’ama molt et tint chiere;
Mes antr’aus deus n’orent nul oir
Ne ne porent anfant avoir (1116-8)

Arthur loved her greatly and held her in respect, but between the two of them they had no heir nor could they have any children at all.

Is ‘antr’aus deus’ (‘between them’) a hint of the existence of children outside marriage and the last line of the quote a more subtle circumlocution for Guinevere’s barrenness or for Arthur’s inability to beget an heir? This is a crucial point in the understanding of Guinevere, and Beverly Kennedy’s statement in the Arthurian Encyclopedia that “all the English chronicles comment on the misfortune of her barrenness as Arthur’s wife”
 is obviously untrue: Wace, Robert Mannyng, and the author of the Large Brut are the only chroniclers ever to remark on the circumstance. And yet, Kennedy’s statement refers only the common reading of this passage. Blaming a woman for the absence of especially male offspring seems so invitingly medieval, while male impotence seems an anachronism in itself.

Yet a look at the biography and bearing of Eleanor is suggestive of a very different reading: It also reveals why Wace should have chosen to augment Guinevere’s praise by calling her “bone parliere” (‘eloquent’, 1115). Eloquence has neither been part of Geoffrey’s characterization nor do we find it in the profiles of any other woman in the Brut, but even Peter Korrel’s discovery that this quality is “Wace’s own” invention (op. cit., p. 142) offers no explanation.

In 1152, only three years before the Brut was composed, Eleanor of Aquitaine had obtained a divorce from Louis VII, King of France, for reasons of close relationship. The official version, however, naturally caused much remark, coming after no less than 15 years of marriage. As with Arthur and Guinevere, the decline of the marriage has dynastic reasons: It was graced with two daughters, Marie de Champagne and Alix de Blois, but no son, and by 1155, Eleanor had born her second husband, King Henry II, two sons in close succession (William, *1153, and Henry (III), *1155), while Louis still had no successor. In this light, Wace’s remark that they could not get any heir ‘between the two of them’ would fall back on the King. Eleanor’s own quick and obviously barbed tongue seems to have contributed to impressing the King’s sexual shortcomings on the minds of her contemporaries. According to William of Newburgh (c. 1196), for instance, she was divorced “causante se monacho, non regi, nupsisse” (‘complaining that she had been married to a monk, not a king’).
 Eleanor’s remarriage but two months after the divorce would again occasion remark, and Wace’s perpetual emphasis on the fact that Guinevere’s marriage was ‘against the law’ (“contre [...] loi”, 4462, 4643) highlights the contentment that Eleanor’s had the Pope’s approval and was thus very legal indeed.

As testified among others in Roger of Wendover’s English Flores Historiarum, Eleanor’s association with the Arthurian world remains throughout her long life, and as she changes, so does her mirror image: Guinevere.
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Ill. 1: Eleanor of Aquitaine, effigy on her tomb at Fontevraud Abbey
Writing after the Queen’s death in 1204, the English poet Lagamon maintains the identification, though not the dedication to “Ælinor / þe wes Henries quene”
. His outlook on Eleanor is necessarily complete, and less optimistic. He would be aware of the rupture between Eleanor and Henry, and the the Queen’s role in a revolt of her sons against her husband. He would, of course, also be aware of the sixteen years which Eleanor spent in prison as well as of the semblance of religious devotion she assumed in her final years at Fontevraud Abbey (ill. 1).

Lagamon stresses the Queen’s deceit, and her active role in destroying the kingdom. Throughout the greater part of the Arthurian story, Arthur keeps is seen raving about Guinevere’s excellence in the superlative. Until his enlightenment, there is a sharp contrast between his and the (omniscient) narrator’s view:


wifmonne hendest (11098)


wimmonne him leofuest (11102)

Arthur’s perspective
wifmen swiðe hende (12285)


wurðlukes wiven (12724)


wimmonnen leofuest me (13992)

Narrator’s perspective
særgest wimmonne (14204)


karefullest wife (14212)

In order to harshen the experience, Lagamon invents a dream to wake Arthur from his dreaming:

Seated high on the roof of his hall, Arthur and Gawain suddenly faceModred marching up with a vast host, bearing in his hand a battleaxe with which he immediately starts hewing at the posts that support the hall. Moreover, Arthur sees

[...] Wenheuer eke   wimmonnen leofuest me
al þere muche halle rof   mid hire honden heo todroh
þa halle gon to hælden   and ich hæld to grunden
þat mi riht ærm tobrac.   [...] (13992-5)

In his wrath, Arthur goes for one of the cruellest forms of revenge ever to be considered in Arthurian literature:

And þa quene ich al tosnaðde   mid deore mine sweorede
and seoððen ich heo adun sette   in ane swarte putte (14000 f.).

This will only be topped by the little known Myreur des Histors by Jean des Preis (c. 1374), who has Lancelot dismember Guinevere and force Modred to gnaw her remains on no more than a whim. From his first reminder of Wace’s dedication to Eleanor, it is clear that Lagamon vents his anger not on the literary character, but on the real-life person he understands it to reflect. He has no interest in defending a dead French Queen who forsook his King, nor does he need to veil his criticism.

After this ugly portrait, an improvement of Guinevere seems an impossibility, but again half a century later, a very different Queen presides Arthur’s court in Manessier’s continuation of Chrétien’s Perceval and the Perlesvaus.

The Guinevere we encounter here is the epitome of a benefactress. There is no triangle to threaten her composure and whatever she does is not only just, but governed by an overriding spirit of clemency. In the Perceval continuation, she is the only one to mourn the death of a strange knight, and shows no reserve even towards Kay, whom she has every right to despise since he put her life at risk in Chrétien’s Charrete. So far from siding with Gawain in a duel against Kay, she suddenly even invokes God and the Virgin Mary in a plea for Kay’s life:

“Aide, Dieu! Sainte Marie!”
fait la roïne. “Douce dame,
[…]
dame, gitez de ce peril
s’il vos plait, Keu li seneschal
que ne l’ocie cis vasal” (36816-24)

“Help, God! Blessed Mary!” exclaims the Queen. “Sweet lady, if it pleases you, save Kay the seneschal from this peril, so that this knight shall not slay him.”

Truly moved,

Tandis con la roïne oroit
de cuer parfondemant ploroit (36825 f.)

While the Queen prayed, she wept from the core of her heart.

When the knight is born away, we are assured once more that Guinevere “n’ot mie vers lui haïne” (‘did not bear any hatred for him’, 36882). Despite the shame cast on her by Kay’s deeds, Guinevere’s magnanimity not only shows in her compassion and the readiness to have him nursed in her own quarters, but also in her joy at his recovery.

In the Perlesvaus, Guinevere finally advances to be “la melior roïne terriane” (‘the best worldly queen’, 7144, emphasis mine)
 – a compelling allusion to the Holy Virgin, the ‘heavenly queen’, whose effigy Lancelot later finds placed at the head of her tomb. The river that flows past the Grail, surrounding the “Chastel des Ames” (‘the Castle of Souls’, 7207), has its source in the “Paradis Terrestrien” (‘earthly paradise’, 7200 f.) and is the origin of “toz les biens” (‘all good things’, 7203). Extraordinarily enough, John of Glastonbury (late 14th c.), who preserves the first branch of the Perlesvaus in a variant Latin form, expunges all references to the Queen and replaces her – of all things – with an ‘Angel of the Lord’, whose repeated appearance prompts Arthur to pursue his quest just as Guinevere’s urgent entreaties do in the Perlesvaus:

Ut idem rex, in suo toreumate dormiens, ibidem pausaret & affuit ei Angelus Domini

When the King rested there sleeping on his bed, an angel of the Lord was with him.

Besides, the Queen is celebrated for religious foundations, not least of the Glastonbury chapel in which she is buried.

And this is only the beginning: Throughout, Guinevere is conceived as a model wife and devoted mother, but more centrally as the embodiment of chivalric virtues and piety. It is hardly a coincidence that “ele avoit .i. image de Nostre Dame a son cief” (‘she had an image of Our Lady close to her head’, 7605 f.), and her death is no longer a consequence of penance or punishment as in earlier, non-romantic tradition.
 In a faint echo of chronicle events, she despairs when – left with only 35 knights to face the imminent usurpation by Kay and Brian of the Isles (7111-6) – she has news
“de la terre lo roi Artu, o il a grant guerre, car on ne set que il est devenuz. Li plusor vont disant que il est morz que onques puis qu’il se parti […] ne seut on noveles de lui;” et la roine en maine tel duel por lo roi e por la mort son filque l’en dist q’ele morra (7107-11)

from King Arthur’s country, where there is a great war, because it is not known what has become of him. Most people say that he is dead and that since his departure no news of him have ever become known;” and the Queen sank into such grief for the King and for the death of her son that she announced that she would die therefore.

In her life, she is the inseparable companion of Arthur, and it is she who takes care of the spiritual welfare of her husband and the entire court. In death, she is mourned by everyone in and outside the realm as “la meilor fame qui vive, qui morte est” (‘the best woman alive, now dead’, 7144 f.).

Never before has Guinevere been a mother mourning her only child, never a celebrated benefactress and foundress of religious institutions, much less a wife stricken to death by the prolonged absence of her husband. Nor has she ever been likened to an Angel, or the Mother of God.

Very obviously, another woman has stepped in front of the mirror. This is no longer the queen that engineered the downfall of her husband, the woman cut to pieces and dropped in a black pit in Lagamon’s Brut half a century earlier. The key once again is the identity of the patroness. Both the Manessier Grail and the Perlesvaus were commissioned by Joan of Constantinople, Countess of Flanders and Hainault, one of the most extraordinary female rulers in the Middle Ages. Her life bears so remarkable a similarity to the remodelled parts of Guinevere as to make them a powerful piece of propaganda.

The first traits she shares with the Perlesvaus Queen are control, political and social awareness, and the power of decision. Besides being the driving force behind the economic boom and the wealth that the cloth-making industry brought to Flanders in her time, Joan is most widely known for her commitment as a foundress of numerous religious and caritative institutions - churches, abbeys, beguinages, almshouses, hospitals, and the like. Like Guinevere in the Perlesvaus, she also assumes a saintly attitude.
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Ill. 2: Grisaille with Joan of Flanders (c. 1480)
Panel 7 B (left, with Thomas of Savoy) and C (right, with Ferrand of Portugal)
The 1480 panelling in the ‘Groote Seminarie’ at Bruges is a representative image of the Countess in a demure, nunlike pose and dress that is in stark contrast to the more luxurious apparel of her sister and other ladies in the Bruges panelling (ill. 2).
Like Guinevere, she suffers the loss of her only child – a daughter in her case – and shortly afterwards the death of a much-loved husband.

Yet there is a more intriguing parallel: After fourteen years of her first husband’s imprisonment at the French King’s hands, rumours of a marriage agreement with Pierre Mauclerc, Count of Britanny and close ally of the English King Henry III, see her caught in a political impasse, a triangle of the exact Arthur-Guinevere-Modred type. She is factually married, but the law would allow her to remarry already after a much shorter period of separation, especially if her husband had no hope to be released. The severely critical Chronicle of Tours describes a situation that must clear Joan and yet accuses her of an ‘opus nefandum’:
Nam cum Petrus comes Britannie ab Honorio pape litteras impetrasset super divorcio inter Ferrandum comitem et Johannam comitissam Flandrie celebrando et etiam matrimonium accusaret eamque consentientem sibi desponsandam preordinasset, rex iratus hoc audiens nec operi nefando consentiens Ferrandum [...] a carcere liberavit.

For when Peter, Count of Britanny, had obtained a letter from Pope Honorius concerning the dissolution of the marriage between Count Ferrand and Countess Joan of Flanders, and when he charged the marriage and had arranged for her to be dispensed after she had given him her consent, the King – hearing this and failing to consent to this iniquitous arrangement – was angry and released Ferrand from prison.

Notwithstanding fourteen years of separation, lack of offspring, and papal dispense, the chronicler still calls the envisaged divorce an ‘iniquitous arrangement’. But the French King would hardly have released Ferrand out of moral disgust regarding a divorce. And although it is perhaps remarkable that two years before, Joan had stopped collecting money to buy Ferrand’s release or indeed mentioning his name in prayers and charters, and was now investing in the political, social, and economic future of Flanders, it is very likely that Joan only used the rumours of a new betrothal to her advantage. For why should she collect enormous sums for fourteen years only to turn to a new mate? And indeed, the arrangement was a clever move, as it forced the King’s hand. Rather than loosing Flanders to Mauclerc and his faction, he would obviously choose to surrender to Joan a husband whom she would control and whom he could control through her. Where money didn’t help, a ruse did.

The disadvantage of the ruse was that it could not work cleanly. What technically is a successful act of faithfulness must – to the public – look like the contrary. Like Guinevere’s in the chronicle plot, Joan’s reputation is tainted despite the backing from Pope Honorius III. Commissioning two Grail versions with a whitewashed Queen would be welcome cosmectics for her own face. 

A third example not only takes us back to England but also to the most interesting change, which happens within a single decade, in two versions of the same work, written by the same author. In fact, John Hardyng’s Chronicle has no less than three versions of different length, composed during the Rose Wars. The earliest, Lancastrian version of the late 1450s, the Yorkist version of the mid-60s and a Tudor version surviving in printed form. The most radical is the Lancastrian version, and if anything, John Hardyng probably was a Lancastrian at heart, but Hardyng is most interesting for the way he adapts to varying circumstances.

The Lancastrian version
 is dedicated to Margaret of Anjou, wife of Henry VI and ruler after his mental collapse in 1453. Written before the unpopular royal consort had left an unfavourable impression on Hardyng and his contemporaries, it is decidedly in favour of Guinevere, and although the initial introduction at her marriage is missing, the author devotes particular attention to her appearance at her coronation:

The quene gaynore / the godeliest on lyve
with kynges led / in riall clothes and syde
corounde with golde / richely as his wyfe.
(L fol. 75v)

Opposite to the later, Yorkist version,
 she is not identified by the stereotypical beauty ascribed to her since Geoffrey of Monmouth, but by inner qualities and virtues. The ‘godeliest’, not the “faireste” (Y fol. 64) woman alive, she appears in the same, saintly light as Galahad, “the goodlyest afore that men had seen” (Y fol. 68), to whose quest a substantial part of Hardyng’s Arthuriana is devoted. It may not be a coincidence that the sole surviving contemporary likeness of Margaret of Anjou bears the inscription: “sagax, imbuta fulge(ns) virtutibus, audias” (‘may you hear yourself praised as wise and excellent for the virtues with which you are imbued’, ill. 3). The foundress of religious and educational institutions like, for instance, Queen’s College, Cambridge, she is never mentioned for her physical assets. As in Hardyng’s own proem, the responsibilities resting on her shoulders make brains more momentous than beauty.
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Ill. 3: Margaret of Anjou,
15th c. bronze-gilt medal by Pietro da Milano
now at the Victoria and Albert Museum, London

Logically, then, the story unfolds as a political, not a personal problem. When Arthur has word of Modred’s deeds, neither treason nor spousebreach are reported as complete. Unlike the Yorkist version, which confronts the King with the accomplished facts

that duke Mordred was kyng of all Britayn
and wedded Gwaynour to his wyfe certayn,
(Y fol. 76, emphases mine)

the Lancastrian version displays uncertainty: So far from being enthroned, Modred “purposed to bene Kynge” (L fol. 85r marg., emphasis mine), and Arthur is told

[...]  / how Modrede had aspyred
to haue the croune / of bretayne for certayne
and wedden wold / the quene [...] 
(L fol. 85r, emphases mine)

The entire thing is theoretical, and Arthur returns home with the sole objective

[...] / to chastyse that contre
the fals Modrede / whom he had made Regent
as traytour / honge and draw by Iugyment,
(L fol. 85r)

This is the same objective that Hardyng himself professes in the proem, when he expresses the hope that the young prince will encounter the Scottish with the same violence as Edward Longshanks had. The entire situation appears to warn the nobles of taking advantage of Henry’s dementia and Margaret’s situation. Yet in the unexpected ending, it also warns Margaret herself not to conspire with them lest Henry should recover:

The quene Gaynor / whanne she persayued wele
that Modrede so / discomfyt was and slayne
ffro Yorke dyd fle / by nyght than euery dele
tyll that she came / to Carlyoun with payne
whar she hyr made / a nonne the soth to sayne


In pryuyte / thar hyd for fere of deth
ffor shame and sorow / almoste she yalde the brethe
(L fol. 86r)

In the Arthurian plot, nothing has happened to explain this ‘pain’, ‘shame’ and ‘fear of death’, but on the background of Hardyng’s personal situation, it makes sense. For most of his life, Hardyng had been working as a freelance spy in the North, and his continued employment by the crown could only be secured while Margaret continued Henry’s politics, resisting the protectorate of Richard, Duke of York. Warnings to the young Queen in the hope that she might yet be easily controllable would certainly serve Hardyng’s professional interests, and a number of faked documents show how purposeful the author went about his work.

A few years later, of course, the tables turned, and Hardyng hoped to be employed by the victorious Duke of York. Dedicating the rewritten chronicle to Richard, he writes

[...] eke to please good femynitie
of my lady your wife, dame Cecely

that in Latin hath litell intellect
to understande the great nobilitie
of this ilke lande of whiche she is electe
tyme commyng like to have the Soverayntie
under your rule as shulde feminitee (Y fol. 6, emphasis mine)

There are no longer “thre / Rials in unite” (L fol.1) as in the case of Margaret, her husband, and her new-born son, and Cecily Neville is warned not to get any ideas beyond her station. Consequently, almost all females in the chronicle are strong, self-important, and find a bad end, and the good exception is Guinevere. Like Cecily, she is a celebrated beauty and a devoted Christian, and in keeping with Hardyng’s advice to the Duchess, she is meek and subdued. As

[...] faireste of any creature
That tyme accompted, for passyng birth natife
So July faire, she was of her figure
More Angelike, then womannishe of nature
In so ferfurth, menne thought theim selues well eased
Her to behold, so well all folke she pleased.
(Y fol. 64)

The emphasis is clearly on beauty, her birth a marginal remark. While Margaret’s strong points of education and accomplishments disappear from the account, outer appearance is elaborated with worldly and spiritual comparison. A meek and handsome consort, she becomes the perfect victim for Modred to “ravysh” (Y fol. 76). On the other hand, she is beyond suspicion of contributing actively to the deed and need therefore be neither pained nor ashamed, nor afraid. Her flight to the monastery is the withdrawal of a widow to avoid further rough handling:

But when the quene Guaynour had perceaued
Howe Mordred was fled away then thryse
From yorke then yode, leste she were dysceaued
On foote by nyght, wyth a mayden full wyse
To Carlion to lyue, in goddes seruyce
In the mynster of saynt July, wyth Nonnes
In prayers whole, and great deuocions. (Y fol. 77, emphasis mine)

Disappointed with the rule of Margaret and indeed with female strength, Hardyng now opts for the conservative ideal. The Lancastrian Guinevere combines flattery and warning of an intelligent and well-educated ruler, the Yorkist merges flattery and advice to a silent consort.

It is a well-known fact that quite a number of English Kings used the Arthurian myth for their purposes, attempting to assume the aura of a ‘new Arthur’ or ‘Arthur redivivus’. All the while, however, it is Guinevere who more effectively mirrors the vices, virtues, and aims of contemporary rulers. In more than the given examples, it is only a step through the looking glass that can uncover the identity of the reflection. There is no stereotype ‘guilty Guinevere’, there is no linear tradition, and if we go further, we may find that often Guinevere is not Guinevere at all.
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