Marion Zimmer Bradley’s The Mists of Avalon
Read about Marion Zimmer Bradley at 

http://www.allsands.com/history/people/marionzimmerbr_zrp_gn.htm.  Bradley was interested not only in Celtic lore and religion but also in many of the ancient Gnostic books expunged from the Christian canon, such as the Book of Mary Magdalene and the Gospel of Thomas.  Read an excerpt from The Women’s Bible and note what Elizabeth Cady Stanton has to say about these ancient books expunged from the holy canon and why.  Explore this website for the variety of “place” associations with the story: http://www.kingarthursknights.com/.  
Read this introduction to The Mists of Avalon at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Mists_of_Avalon.   
In large part, the book is revisionist myth-making of the Arthur Legends, with their patriarchal and Christian proclivities, associations, and veiled misogyny.  


Bradley gives us the story from the point of view of the women involved: Morgaine (Morgan Le Fay), Igraine, Vivian, Morgause, and Gwenhwyfar, and the story is thus very different from this perspective.   Note the style and narrative structure of the book, the varying points of view, the use of antiquated language and the juxtaposition of words, actions and thoughts (usually italicized).  Why does Bradley go out of her way to present many points of view as the narrative is unfolded?   As you read the book, consider how different it is from Tennyson’s Idles.  In Tennyson, it is Genevieve’s unfaithfulness and turning away from her rightful sphere of hearth and home that brings the destruction of the Round Table and chaos to the land.  In Bradley, it is something entirely different—what?
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 One of the important themes in the book is the tension between 

Fate and Will.  Morgaine feels betrayed again and again by Fate, particularly at the instigation of Vivian’s magic and conjuring.  What is the single most horrific circumstance that Morgaine feels trapped by?  What are other minor events in her life where Fate acted against her will?  Why is Vivian determined to inflict her dark magic on the lives of her family and ultimately the lives of all Britans?  In a poignant scene at Arthur’s court, Morgaine sees herself and all these players as mere pawns of Fate—for a moment all the tangled skeins of Camelot rise in her imagination above the mist (533).  Though Morgaine is furious that she has been duped and played “like a puppet” by Vivian (228), she herself flirts with Fate and the lives of those she loves.  What are instances where Morgaine uses her magic to manage various characters and events?  Why does she manipulate fate this way herself, after having been burned and scarred by her aunt’s magic?  
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Ponder the character of Gwenhwyfar. How does she function as a contrast to Morgaine?  Characterize the relationship between Arthur and Gwenhwyfar.  Why does Gwenhwyfar become increasingly such a religious fanatic?  What appears to be the turning point for her regarding her attitude toward the Beltane and the Pagan religion which her Christian faith is supplanting?  As you read, explore the tension between patriarchal Christianity and the Goddess religion of the Celts (217, 262, 398, 632,).  How are the two finally resolved in the book, if indeed they are? 
[image: image5.jpg]


What is the major difference between the Celtic Pagan faith and the Christian faith? How specifically does Morgaine think of the concept of sin, in her Pagan point of view, particularly her indiscretion with her half brother (551)?  Several quasi-historic religious characters play a part in the book.  Who is Patricius?  Who is Joseph of Arimathea?  How did Christianity, according to the Druids, debase the original story of the chalice or cup of Christ—what was the cup originally a symbol for before it became associated with the blood of Christ.  When the knights all set off from Arthur’s court to search of the sacred cup, what is Bradley suggesting they are actually searching for?  Again, how does Bradley finally manage to reconcile Christianity and Paganism in the book?
The men in Bradley’s story are powerful but flawed.  Characterize these players in the story, their strengths, weaknesses, motivations: Arthur, Lancelot, Merlin, Mordred/Gwydion, and finally Kevin.  What motivates Kevin to betray the Goddess and garner Morgaine’s wrath; how does he represent the complexity of Bradley’s moral scheme? 
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