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Abstract 

 
Artistic depictions of the figure Merlin are numerous and varied, appearing as anything from an old wizard, a romantic 

youth, to a wild man.  The surprising variety of representations appears, at first, to be convoluted and illogical, but 

there is a rationale and history to each depiction.  Surprisingly, though, there has been very little analysis done of the 

Merlin figure in art history.  Thus, this paper’s goal is to fill this void by answering the following questions: how can 

these drastically different artistic depictions all be called by the one name Merlin?  What led to their creation? And 

what idea unites them?  To do so, this paper uses interdisciplinary sources to see what fostered the creation of each 

Merlin type, looking primarily to the influences of historical events and times, the literary instances of Merlin which 

inspired the artworks, as well as theological studies of Merlin.  Specifically, sources employed will be twelfth-century 

writings, modern critical studies of Merlin, histories of symbolism, fiction of Merlin, and Arthurian legend 

scholarship.  These sources are used in conjunction with representative artistic depictions of Merlin, from medieval 

times to the twenty-first century.  Ultimately, it is this paper’s goal to understand the different types of “Merlins,” why 

this variety of depictions has evolved, and what idea unites them.  Overall, this paper argues that the Merlin types are 

evolutions of the core idea of a pagan character with ultimate wisdom, who has been understood and represented 

through dualism. Each evolution of this idea, manifesting as a type, while a product of their time, is the result of old 

attempts to Christianize the Merlin character.  Hence, when one sees Merlin, in any form, one is seeing a pagan 

character who has, throughout history, been morphed to fit a Christian dualistic structure.  The resulting Merlin 

character, to this day, still influences artists and writers. 
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1. Introduction 
 
A typical depiction of Merlin tends to be of an old, cloaked wizard with a long white beard.  But is it also not 

uncommon to see Merlin as a young man, a wild man, or even as a child prophet.  The surprising variety of 

representations appears, at first, to be convoluted and illogical, but there is a rationale and history to each depiction.  

To understand this logic, one must look to the influences of history, the literary instances of Merlin which inspired the 

artworks, as well as theological studies of Merlin.  Doing so will reveal that, throughout these depictions, Merlin 

contains a central idea of a figure who can hold seemingly impossible dualities together, revealing the complex power 

of wisdom he possesses.  However, this dualistic framing of Merlin’s power is the result of attempts to fit a pagan 

character into Christian understanding, which could not absorb the original Celtic character into its system without 

framing his power in dualism.  To understand this, we must examine the variety of Merlin representations which can 

be placed into the following types: the wild man, the wizard, the religious figure, and the young romantic.  These are 

the primary roles which Merlin has played, and continues to play, in art and literature. 
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2. The Wild Man, Myrddin Emrys 
 

The wild man version of Merlin, or Myrddin Emrys, is a combination of Welsh, Breton, and Celtic sources.1  These 

stories of Myrddin are much older than Arthurian legend and tell of a wild, insane man whom someone tries to 

capture.2  Geoffrey of Monmouth, in his Historia Regum Britanniae (c. 1136), took figures from these Ancient Celtic 

tales and combined them with characteristics of the Briton king Ambrosius to create what we now know as Merlin.3  

For example, Geoffrey recounts a mad bard fleeing to the woods where “he became a Man of the Woods, as if 

dedicated to the woods,” living there and “lurking like a wild thing.”4  Besides influencing Geoffrey, these stories are 

significant because they contain the idea of taming wildness, which is central to the wild Merlin.  Specifically, because 

Myrddin is an embodiment of nature itself, by catching the wild Merlin, the captor tames nature and gains its power.5  

This entrapment of the wild is especially important when one considers that Merlin is traditionally a member of a 

pagan religion, but then later converts to Christianity.  In other words, Merlin’s religious conversion is paralleling 

Myrddin’s capture. 

   An example of Myrddin’s capture is a stained glass window in the Scottish church Stobo Kirk (c. 12th century).6  

This window shows Myrddin’s conversion to Christianity by St. Kentigern.7  Here his appearance is Christ-like, the 

intent most likely to show his conversion as personal salvation.  The backdrop also contains a lone tree, which is 

arguably a reference to his Druidic past.  Overall, this work emphasizes the “cleansing” of Myrddin’s wildness and 

paganism, succeeding in “civilizing” where most attempted captors fail.  This window is one of the rare Medieval 

visual depictions of Myrddin.  There are, however, a few modern ones such as the illustration by Alan Lee (c. 1947).8  

Here, Myrddin is shown as if he is part of the surrounding forest.  This emphasis on tree imagery is again a reference 

to Merlin’s Druid past.  He is also shown wearing clothes made of feathers, referencing Breton stories describing 

Myrddin as a kind of bird-man.9  Thus, both Merlin’s wildness and pagan Druidic beliefs are in opposition to his 

eventual conversion and the attempts of others to capture him. 

   This duality of the wild, natural, and pagan against caging and Christian conversion make up the central elements 

of Myrddin’s depiction in art.  Given this, Myrddin represents a conflict of ideas that occurred in early Christian 

Europe.  Specifically, the conversion of the Druid Myrddin into the Christian Merlin represents a case of Christian 

appropriation of pagan symbols and attempts at suppressing opposing religions.  Thus, Myrrdin depictions are 

inseparable from the opposition between naturalistic Druid symbolism and attempts to capture it.  Myrddin is the 

oldest Merlin type by far and the closest to his Celtic origins.  Yet, even in this old version, one still sees the attempts 

to morph the pagan Merlin character into a Christian framework.  Eventually, due to Geoffrey, this representation of 

Myrddin evolved into the familiar wizard, a further alteration of the Celtic original. 

 

 

3. The Wizard Scholar 
 
The aged wizard is by far the most common depiction of Merlin.  It shows an adaptation of Myrddin into the trope of 

the scholarly advisor in Arthurian legend.  More than a wizard trope, Merlin is alleged to be an accomplished magician 

– an adept mage or alchemist.  How this would have appeared to Medieval thinkers is significant.  As historian Gareth 

Griffith put it, “as a term, ‘magic’ is fluid and frequently defies attempts to map modern categories of natural and 

supernatural onto medieval thinking.”10 In other words, Merlin’s magic to Medieval thinkers would have been seen 

as legitimate scholarship, so long as it did not derive from a demonic source.11  Thus, Merlin’s immense power meant 

he was a scholar with great wisdom, an attribute traditionally represented in visual art through age.  Art showing 

Merlin’s role as a sagacious advisor and conjuror will, therefore, more often show him as a very old man. 

   A significant reason for the legitimacy of Merlin’s magic in the Medieval era was the timing of Geoffrey’s revival 

of him.12  According to historian Anne Lawrence-Mathers, the growing interest in scientific discoveries at the time 

meant that there was a receptive audience for Merlin’s magic.13  Combine this with Geoffrey publishing “before 

Church law and theology had been systematized and updated in ways very hostile to magic,” and we have a respected 

magician.14  This depiction of Merlin as a scholar was popularized primarily as a result of Geoffrey’s Historia.  But it 

should also be noted that Geoffrey published his work as a real history, supposedly revealing “a long-lost historical 

figure.”15  Due to the political need in the twelfth-century for a new history to provide national solidarity in a time of 

political upheaval, Geoffrey’s history was taken as fact.16  Thus, Merlin was considered a real person then and for the 

next four hundred years.17  Indeed, this use of the Merlin character as a real figure represents a further example of the 

usage of a pagan character for Christian medieval needs. 

   The importance of this for visual art analysis is that if Merlin was considered a real person with respected magical 
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powers at the time, it would be logical to have his appearance be that of an old scholar.  If Merlin was a real person, 

it would make no sense to depict him as a supernatural non-human like Myrddin.  To do so would only undermine 

respect for his magical powers, his role as a prophet, and his purpose as a historical symbol of British identity.  In 

other words, he would have been too pagan-looking to be used as a legitimate figure in the time.  Thus, as with the 

wild man type of Merlin, we have a direct historical and literary reason for this depiction of Merlin.  Indeed, a direct 

reason which shows further appropriation and adaptation of the original Celtic character. 

   One example of this type of Merlin is a 19th century engraving by Gustave Doré.18  Here, he appears as an ancient 

man with a long beard, wearing simple robes.  He is surrounded by books and scrolls, with his hand on his forehead 

in thought, all symbols and gestures attesting to his appearance as a traditional western mage.  Doré’s engraving also 

builds upon iconography of Chronos or Father Time, as in a pencil drawing by Edward Burne-Jones, also 19th 

century.19  Here the resemblance of Chronos to Dore’s Merlin is obvious: both possess the wisdom and experience 

that is only gained with time, both appear as extremely aged men, both seem fatigued, and both have lengthy beards.  

Merlin is also a mage with seemingly limitless power, his abilities akin to Chronos.20  It is logical, then, to depict 

Merlin and Chronos similarly because they possess nearly identical qualities of great power and wisdom.  Thus, the 

most familiar art of Merlin draws from him as wise magician, his role as a real historical figure, as well as iconography 

of the Greco-Roman god of time.  Furthermore, fitting Merlin’s appearance within the existing iconography of 

Chronos further framed the old Merlin character in a more “respectable” and accepted framework than his pagan 

origins. 

 

 

4. The Religious Roles of Merlin: Prophet, Antichrist, and Mentor 

 

Possessing a history even more complex than his role as Myrddin or the wizard is Merlin’s role as a religious figure.  

Artwork of this religious role begins with the story of his conception: his mother was raped by an incubus (or in some 

cases the devil).21  While artwork depicting this origin is scarce (for one, see Council of Demons, from 'l'Histoire de 

Merlin'), the mere fact that Merlin was half-demon impacted both artwork of Merlin and his role as a historical and 

religious figure.22  Merlin’s demonic origin is essential if for no other reason than it is the source of his magic.  The 

most important aspect of his magic during Medieval times was of prophecy.23   

   Merlin as prophet occurs during his childhood when he was referred to as “the boy prophet” (see The Battle of the 

Red and White Dragons).24  This 15th century work shows Merlin revealing to King Vortigern visions of wars between 

the Britons and the Saxons, symbolized here by the red and white dragons, respectively.25  This famous scene is unique 

in Merlin’s story because it is the first instance of his divination, as well as being one of the few instances where 

Merlin is a child.  It also set the stage for Merlin as a prophet.  For example, in the Historia, Geoffrey describes him 

recounting the “future of Britain from the fifth century down to the end of time.”26  After the publishing of the Historia, 

these prophecies became immensely popular and respected both for their similarity to the Bible and for giving “the 

people of Britain a central position in world affairs.”27  Ultimately, Merlin’s prophecies became so known that they 

spread across Europe, cementing him as a political and religious figure in European history through Medieval and 

Renaissance times.28  This religious Merlin and his supposedly true prophecies had, at this point, been nearly 

completely “cleansed” and Christianized of his pagan origins. 

   There was, however, a problem with Merlin’s premonitions, “could the son of a demon have access to a genuine 

spirit of prophecy?”29  Although his mother was a nun violated by the devil, supposedly it was the father’s intention 

to create an Antichrist: the false prophet role forced on virtually every child in Medieval romance born of the 

supernatural.30  Numerous justifications were made by theologians as to why Merlin’s prophecies were valid, and 

most settled on Merlin being able to balance demonic and Godly power.31  Consequently, Merlin had become a 

powerful, yet morally dualistic, historical and religious figure.  Furthermore, this moral dualism enabled Merlin to 

fulfill his role as Arthur’s mentor in legend, since this dualism allowed him to unite religious forces in a time of 

political and religious confusion.  Thus, in Arthurian legend, Merlin’s dualistic powers made him able to link the 

pagan with the Christian, thus establishing Arthur as the true unifying king.  One should note again that this 

understanding of Merlin’s powers through dualism enabled Christian ideology to absorb the Merlin character into 

itself.  Thus, this ability of Merlin to unite both the pagan and Christian to legitimize Arthur’s mythical kingship was, 

again, an appropriation and adaptation of the pagan to fit Christian needs. 

   This role of Merlin as Arthur’s mentor is, perhaps unsurprisingly, a favorite among artists, of which John Callcott 

Horsley’s 19th century work is an example.32  Regardless of whether Arthur actually existed, like Merlin, the idea of 

him made him a source of identity and solidarity for Britain in a time of political confusion.  But without Merlin’s 

powers, Arthur would not have been able to be king.  Hence once again, the figure of Merlin is powerful, complex, 

and historically significant; particularly for British identity and the history of Christian appropriation.  
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5. The Young and Romantic Merlin 
 

Far more common than his religious role are visual depictions of Merlin as a romantic youth.  Some show him before 

he goes to Arthur’s court, such as him overseeing the construction of Stonehenge, or visiting his mother (see Building 

of Stonehenge and Merlin and his mother).33  However, the majority of art showing a youthful Merlin are from the 

19th century, whose artists based their depictions on romances of the 13th century.34  Indeed, such artists were more 

interested in him as a character in Medieval chivalric fiction, than in his prophetic roles or Celtic origins.  While the 

story of the chivalric Merlin has been adapted numerous times, such as by Tennyson, the primary texts Romantic 

artists drew from were Medieval, particularly what we now call The Vulgate Cycle.35  In the Vulgate, Merlin is 

entranced by Nimuë, a sorceress, and gives her his power knowing she will betray him.36  Thus, in the chivalric fiction 

that inspired the Romantics, Merlin was a tragic romantic hero and doomed lover.37  The story ends with Nimuë 

tricking Merlin and trapping him for eternity in a hawthorn, a tree, or under a rock. 

   With this plot as the basis for almost all romantic depictions of Merlin, the central idea in all art of this type is that 

even the most powerful magic cannot resist love.38  This idea is unique to the romantic Merlin type, and it is easy to 

see why such a story would be compelling for artists of the Romantic period who had little interest in a prophetic or 

historical Merlin.   

   Aubrey Beardsley’s 19th century illustration exemplifies the romantic Merlin.39  Notably, Beardsley traps Merlin 

under a rock rather than in a tree or hawthorn, using Sit Thomas Mallory’s version of the story that removes both 

Druid connotations as well as the more blatant Christian imagery.40  Edward Burne-Jones also famously epitomizes 

the romantic Merlin in The Beguiling of Merlin (also 19th century), this time showing him in a flowering hawthorn.41  

Here Merlin’s eyes are locked with Nimuë’s as she drains his power, leaving him to spend eternity in the enchanted 

forest.  It is important to note that Merlin knew Nimuë would trick him and steal his power.  This raises the question 

of whether this event is the inevitable outcome of a doomed love.  Thus, the romantic Merlin, as with the other types, 

contains duality: fate and choice; love and power.  Burne-Jones’ work reflects this in how each figure’s eyes reveal 

no hostility, and the way Nimuë seems to hesitantly stare as she leaves with his power.  Thus, the young and romantic 

Merlin draws both from the Medieval chivalric story, as well as referencing Merlin’s ability to maintain dualism. As 

with the other types, this dualistic understanding of Merlin’s power is still a continuation of the Christianizing of the 

pagan character into such a dualistic structure. 

 

 

6. The Modern Merlin: Interpreting the Types 
 

Overall, 20th and 21st century depictions use these types, however, they often prefer to use the types in combination.  

The most common composite type is between the wizard and the romantic.  The wild man is the rarest to find in 

modern depictions, thus showing that the older Celtic history of Merlin has been overshadowed by his later roles.  One 

also rarely sees an Antichrist Merlin, hence the main interpretation of Merlin is as a respected mage. 

   A modern cinematic example is the BBC series Merlin.42  In this series, Merlin is a young man.  And while he is a 

romantic type throughout, he often uses his magic to transform himself into the old wizard type.43  Furthermore, the 

Merlin in this series is also a prophet of the coming of Arthur as the true king to save Albion.  This references Merlin 

as both a prophet of Britain’s future and as Arthur’s mentor.  The series also makes reference to Merlin’s Druidic 

background by having Merlin be the link between the Arthur’s family and the Druids, once again uniting opposing 

forces in tenuous political times.  Notably, in an apparent acknowledgment of Merlin’s Druidic pagan importance, the 

series represents the Druids as a persecuted and oppressed people; evidently referencing the oppression of pagan 

culture and Christian attempts at conversion of both pagan people and their character, Merlin. 

   If Merlin had not been considered a real historical figure in the 12th century, such a character would not exist in this 

series.  And without the Romantic’s fondness for chivalric fiction in their art and literature, the story of Merlin in this 

series would never have been romantic.  Thus, the BBC series is an example of how modern representations of Merlin 

are aware of the different Merlin types and the history and literature surrounding them, hence they prefer a composite 

of such types, as well as reference Merlin’s pagan origins. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

1529 
 

 

7. The Idea of Merlin: Wisdom and Dualism 
 

One question remains, what binds all of these Merlin types together?  In short, what defines Merlin as a character is 

the idea of wisdom with the power to do what is supposedly impossible: to hold dualities together and maintain them 

within himself.  For example, Myrddin has a direct connection to nature, thus possessing an essential wisdom so 

powerful that kings try to capture him.  In the end, though, they all fail because Myrddin is connected to a power they 

cannot claim or even understand.  One can find similar impossible wisdom in each type, such as the ability to balance 

choice and fate or to be both Godly and demonic.  Each of these powers resides in Merlin because he possesses true 

wisdom, so much that he can manifest it in the physical world and control it.  Thus, dualism manifests as a perception 

of him, an attempt to understand the extent of his wisdom and power.  However, it should not be misunderstood that 

dualism was inherent to the old Celtic Merlin before Christian attempts to appropriate the character.  Indeed, dualism 

manifests as a way to understand the wisdom and power Merlin had in a pagan ideology, which could not fit in to a 

Christian structure.  Thus, he was adapted to fit a dualistic narrative.  No Merlin representation lacks this quality, no 

matter how different they may appear, as they have all been translated through the same lens of the appropriator. 

 

 

8. Conclusion 
  

Thus, each depiction of Merlin represents a core idea of someone so wise that their mind is limitless, producing true 

magic.  All art of Merlin is an expression of that idea, with each type manifesting it differently according to their 

historical influences.  Such as with the religious type, who without the influence of political tensions, a need for British 

identity, and the growing power of Catholicism, could never have existed.  Merlin types are, therefore, evolutions of 

the core idea of a character with ultimate wisdom, and each evolution is a product of the ideas and events of their time.  

Yet one should not forget that this character who, to this day, still influences artists and writers, was appropriated and 

altered through a Christian framework.  Thus, any Merlin type one sees in art is one which has been altered throughout 

history to fit the conquering belief system’s narrative.  Such alterations resulted in the recurring idea of dualism in 

Merlin as an attempt to absorb this pagan character’s power into the Christian ideological structure.  Merlin is, then, 

in all his complex and remarkable variety, a relic of Christian conversion and appropriation.  
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