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In The Once and Future King, T.H. White transforms Arthurian legend from anachronic myth 

only nominally set in the fifth or sixth century into a clearly-defined alternate history set in the 

early second millennium, with Arthur’s father explicitly identified as a surrogate for William the 

Conqueror. In so doing, White not only brings the setting of Arthur’s reign more into line with 

the twelth- and thirteenth-century cultural trappings of French romances, but also makes it 

possible for his novel to possess a concrete historical context in the tensions among the various 

peoples of Britain following the Norman Conquest. The situation is more complicated than this, 

however, for two reasons. First, Arthur’s reign is presented as impossibly long, beginning shortly 

after the Norman Conquest but ending about the end of the fourteenth century, to judge by a few 

real historical references. Second, within this impossible timeline there are many cases of 

deliberate and deliberately obvious anachronism. These anachronisms include references to 

important political phenomena of White’s day (communism, nationalism, fascism), and figure 

not only into the fanciful plot Book 1 but also into some of the novel’s most serious moments. 

This combined with the illogical timeline works to make Arthurian material simultaneously 

timeless and relevant to the modern day. In this, furthermore, White reflects a phenomenon 

which reaches back to medieval Arthurian literature and is seen in a different way also in 

White’s main source, Thomas Malory’s Morte d’Arthur, which also occasionally, though less 

systematically and in much different ways, uses legendary material as the basis for comment on 

contemporary politics. White’s false historicizing of Arthur thus seems designed to satisfy a 

desire for realistic concretization typical of the modern novel while also more subtly working in 

a tradition of Arthurian legend as timeless but always timely. 

 

 


