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ABSTRACT 

King Ar t hur is not a tragic hero in Sir Thomas 

Malor y ' s Le Morte Darthu~. He precipitates his own fall 

~nd destruction , but the responsibility for his destiny 

ul~imately belongs to Merlin. Arthur's destiny is 

completed by the combined actions of his subordinates, 

principally, Sir Gawain, Sir Gareth, and Sir Lancelot. 

For the above reasons, Le Morte Darthur is, essentially, 

a comic drama. 

When I b~gan to read Le Morte Darthur for the 

first time I was immediately struck by the tragic element 

taking shape early in the work. As I continued to read, 

however, I came to feel that the tragic impulse in the work 

is weak and that it is overshadowed by comic elements. 

Arthur's fall and destruction are tragic if, by tragedy, 

we mean "unhappy" or ''unfortunate," but I am convinced 

that the pattern of action that leads to Arthur's 

destruction is essentially comic, however much a jolt to 

the reader's sensibility that may be. Le Morte Darthur 

contains many passages which are desperately funny--humor 

no reader could fail to miss--as well as one complete 

comic drama, The Tale of Sir Gareth of Orkney. While 

there ha s been sufficient critical commentary on Malory's 

tragedy, no one has yet mentioned Malory's comedy. The 



purpose o f my thesis is t o p oin t out comedy where i t occur s 

i n Malory and to il l u s trate the way in which comic actio n 

s u sta in s a nd complet es the whole drama. 



COMEDY IN LE MORTE DARTHUR 

A Thesis 

Presented to 

the Faculty of the Graduate School 

Austin Peay State University 

In Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements for the Degree 

Master of Arts 

by 

Bryce Kent Coatney 

August, 1982 



To th e Graduate Counc il : 

I am submitting herewith a Thesis written by 
Bryce Kent Coatney entitled "Comedy in Le Morte Darthu r ." 
I recommend that it be accepted in partial fulfillment 
o: the requirement s for fo r the degree of Master of 
Art s, with a major in English. 

We hav e read this thesis and 
recommend its acceptance: 

Second Committee Member 

Third Coromittee M~ber 

{21f¼Jtf !Jul(~ 
MajoProfessr 

Accepted for the Graduate 
Council: 

Dean of the Graduate School 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

CHAP TER 

1. IDEAL VERSUS REALITY: 
OF HUMAN WISHES 

2 . ARTHUR AS HERO .. 

3 . LANCELOT. 

4 . GARETH. 

5 . GAWAIN. 

ENDNOTES . . 

BIBLIOGRAPHY . 

THE VANITY 

PAGE 

1 

15 

28 

39 

53 

64 

67 



Chapter 1 

IDEAL VERSUS REALITY : THE VANITY OF HUMAN WISHES 

King Arthur and his Round Table represent all that 

kn i ghthood and chivalry ever proposed to be. 1 There never 

was s uch a king as Arthur, and knights never behaved quite 

as we ll or as heroically. But the legends concerning 

Ar t hur and Civalry seemed to serve a moral purpose, at 

least as long as the feudal system was intact. Barbara 

Tuchman says that when the gap between what is real and 

what is ideal becomes too wide, the system that exists 

between breaks down. 

I see the situation in just the opposite way. War 

and politics inevitably evolve, and whatever fiction or 

propaganda that was necessary to glamorize the old way of 

doing things is eventually discarded and forgotten. 

Perhaps some significant number of persons will cling to 

the past or what they think is the past, and when that is 

no longer possible, we then have a clear point of division 

between one epoch and another. 

Evidence of a fairly widespread belief in the 

chivalric ideal at a rather late period in history may be 

found in the diary of Jorg Von Ehingen, an Austrian kn ight 

of the fifteenth century. Of interest in the following 

ex cerpt is the naive expectation of a young man seeking 



kni ghtly adventure and honor where there is none to be 

f ound . 

It happened in that yea r t hat his grace spoke 
freque ntly with me on many matters touching on 
my sea journeys, and I made his grace aware of 
my de s ire , that as soon as I heard of a 
worthy expedition of knigh ts to attach mysel f 
to them , wi th his gracious consent, and to 
follow their f ortunes, carrying myself therein 
in s uch wise a s to bring distinction to his 
gr ace's name. With this the duke was we ll 
c ontent . But at that time t here were, so 
far as I could learn, no warlike disturbances 
i n the country of any king or prince, for 
peace prevailed in all the kingdoms of the 
Christian world. And I began to think that 
it was useless for me to waste my time thus 
sitting still, for my gracious master also 
had t hen no particular business at hand, and 
spent the time at his court at Rottenburg or 
at Frieburg very pleasantly in racing, 
tourneys, and dancing; and suchlike pastimes, 
wherein I also took part as best I could, 2 and applied my self very diligently thereto. 

2 

The feudal system, like many other human endeavours, 

was doubtl ess hastened to an end by excesses of greed and 

vio lence. These, Tuchman says, are reflected in story 

and legend ; thus the Round Table of legend is broken by 

inner strife. But man, she says, no matter how rotten 

he may be, "retains his vision of order and resumes the 

search . 113 

The Arthur of history, to the best of our knowledge, 

was a Romanized Celtic warrior of the six th century whose 

valor in battle against the Anglo-Saxons inspired a strong 

sense of nat ional pride among the Britons in spite of 

their ultimate defeat by the Germanic invaders. The hope 

of the Britons was that he wou ld some day return to 



liberate their island. Arthur became the epic centerpiece 

for any number of Celtic and Breton legends describing the 

marvelous deeds and exploits of a warrior-hero to the 

extent that, by the twelfth century, Geoffrey of Monmouth 

felt no compunction whatsoever in compiling a chapter for 

his Historia Regurn Britanniae concerning one of England's 

greatest "kings." Sir Thomas Malory, writing in prison 

in 1469, attempted to compile a coherent narrative of 

Arthur's history out of the vastly complex body of French 

Arthurian Romance that followed Geoffrey's Historia. He 

recognized Arthur and his knights as characters of remote 

history, but he depicted them in terms of his own time. 

An especially interesting illustration of this in 

Malory's text is the zeal that Arthur and his fellows have 

f or the tournament and the obvious reli sh Malory takes in 

recounting the details of each one . The medieval 

tournament began as a dangerous but sporting free-for-all 

clash of men and arms, the supposed purpose of which was 

to hone the fighting man's skills between wars. In time 

it became a contest in the modern sense; the contestants 

separated themselves into "sides," observed a standard 

set of rules, were cheered on by a large crowd of 

spectators, and while it was never admitted to, could look 

forward to the prospect of material gain. The noblemen of 

late fifteenth century Europe, finding themselves with 

little or no need to protect their lands as government 

centralized under kings and finding themselves somewhat 

3 
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outmoded in the evoluation of warfare, gave themselves over, 

in some cases, to fighting in tournaments, sometimes 

following , as it were, a circuit like the rodeo. 4 While 

Malory 's character s are not anywhere near so listless as 

t hat, they do participate in jus t this sort of 

convent i ona li zed contest. The harness they carry, the colors 

they don, the descriptions of tilts, doubtless correspond 

to wha t Malory knew of knigh thood in the fifteenth century. 

While it is doubtful that thi s modernization is 

deliberate on Malory's part, it doe s force him to see an 

i mpor tan t contr a st between the knights of the romances and 

his own experience as a knight . England , by the 

mid - fifteenth century , had sunk into political strife, 

having lost almost all of its continental empire, its 

government tenuously held together under the reign of 

Henry VI , who had gone completely insane by 14 53. Di strustful 

of central author ity , land owners took to settling quarrels 

among them se lves by violence, conducting savage personal 

5 wars . The ensuing Wars of The Roses , the ci il war 

between the houses of Lancaster and York for s uccession 

to the crown, found Malory himself a participant, 

following the Earl of Warwick pres umably before and after 

6 Warwick 's breach with Edward IV . Malory died in prison 

before the end of the conflict, but he may have suspected 

what was coming . The conc lu sion of the civil war is the 

traditional dividing point between the medieval period 

and the modern; knighthood and chivalry were becoming 



obsolete . 

It is not difficult to imagine that Malory saw, in 

his redaction of Arthurian legend, the opportunity to paint 

a kind of "vanity of human wi shes," well before Dr . Johnson 

had the idea for the poem , nor is there any danger of 

assuming too much in making this statement . Often , when 

Malory intrudes on the text he follows, it is to point out 

that his own age is lacking in grace , virtue , and honor . 

He does so in the introduction to "The Knight of The Cart ," 

beginning with a lecture on Winter and Spring . Spring 

restores to the hearts of lovers, "olde jantylnes and old 

servyse, and many kynde dedes that was forgotyn by 

neg l ygence" (page 649, 1.5 ) . ~inter, he sa s, is like 

unstable love in man and woman: " for a lytyll 

blaste of wyntres rasure, anone we sha l deface and lay 

apart trew lo e ... " (page 649, 11. 9- 1 ) . Presently he 

abandons his struggle with metaphor and get s to the point: 

B t nowadayes men can nat lo e 
sevennyght but they muste ha e all their 
desyres . That lo e may nat end re by reson, 
for where they bethe s one accorded and 
hasty, heete sone keelyth. And ryght so 
faryth the l o e nowadayes, sone hote sone 
colde . Thys ys no stabylyte . Bu the old 
love was nat so. For men and women coude 
love togydirs seen yerys, and no lycoures 
lustis was betwyxte them, and than was 
love trouthe and fa thef lness . And so in 
lyke wyse was u s ed such love in kynge 
Arthurs dayes. 

Wherefore I lykken lo e nowadayes 
unto somrner and wynter : fo~, lyke as the 
tone ys colde and the othir ys hote, so 
faryth the love nowadayes. And therefore 
all ye that be lover s, calle unto youre 
remernbraunce the monethe of May , lyke as 

5 



ded quene Gwenyver, for whom I make here 
a lytyll mencion, that whyle she lyved 
she was a trew lover, and therefor she 
had a good ende. (page 649, 11. 22-35) 

It is clear from this co t mrnen ary that Malory is not paying 

mere lip-service to a literary convention; he believes in 

it. 

6 

In part ten of The Book of Sir Trystram de Lyones, 

Tristram chances to meet his clownish friend , Sir Dynada n , 

who f a i ls t o recognize him. Dynadan akes disparaging 

mention of a knight he has see lying b a fountai neither 

yet asleep nor awake, meani g that hem st ha e been some 

kind of lover . Tristram responds : 

' A, fayre sir,' . .. 'ar nat ea o ear?' 
' Mary , fye on that era ffte ! ' seyde sir 
Dynadan. ' Sir , that is ye ell seyde, ' 
[seyde] sir Trystram, ' for a knygh may 
never be of proues b f he be a o ear .' 
(page 4 20, 1 . 32 - 3 5) 

Tristram already knows Dynadan 's disposition and is 

merely having fun wi th h' , as he does ater o whe D nadan 

comes to Joyou s Garde ooking for h ' . Ha ing let Isolde in 

on his fun , Tristram sends her out t o e er ai D nadan . 

She tels Dynadan that no man may be called a good knight 

unless he engages in so e q arrel for a lady and requires 

him , for her love, to meet with three knig s to do battle 

for her. Dynadan replies that hew · 1 do so for love of 

no one . Isolde has a good la gh with hi and sends him on 

his way the next day . He o ertakes Tristram , who has left 

· him for the "coward" 
Joyou s Garde before him, and, knowing 

he had met the previous day, proffers to jo st · 
Tri stram 
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bumbles the encounter purposely and then re f uses sword play , 

much to Dynadan ' s irritation . Presently they meet Sir 

Gar e t h , who knock s Dynadan out of his sadd le , because 

Tristram has once again re f used to fight . Tristrarn's 

court ly rival , Pa lomi des, ar r ive s and , in turn, knocks 

Gareth out of his s addle , while Tristrarn s its idly by . 

7ris t r am te ll s Dynadan that he ought to re enge Gareth , but 

Dynadan r efus e s, Gareth being bigger than he i s. 

' A, sir Dynadan ,' seyde sir Tr strarn , ' now 
I s e and fele that yo re harte fal th you . 
And therefore now sha ll ye se wha I shall 
do .' (page 426 , 11. 1 - 12 ) 

Tristrarn proceeds immediatel to u horse Pao ides , pro ing 

that the t rue lover is the bet er ma of ar s . D nada 

does not even have to ask hi his arne . 

Geoffre had attached he idea o cour 1 

Arthurian legend in his His oria , an it as alread 

someth i ng to be satirized b Cha cer i the ate 

o e to 

fourteenth century , nor was there e e r a basis i realit 

fo r it . As a corollary to the concep of chi alr , lo e 

was s uppo s ed to in s pire a man o grea er ac ie ement ; a 

man u sed hi s might most glorio sl i he ser ice of a 

gen t l ewoman . Thu s Lancelot was always he ser ant of 

Guenevere, Tris tram t he s er an of I solde-- these two the 

gr ea t e s t knigh ts of the world . oblemen who read or heard 

by example , that true the romances cou l d see, 
ove made 

Vall.· ant , and honorable. one cour teous, 
Following that 

modifi ed the ir be havior ever 
example, these men may have 



so s l i ght ly , but that would be the ex tent o f their 

sub j ecti on t o love 's r ule . 7 

Ch i valry itse lf was an i mag i na r y code o f kn i ghtly 

behav i or that made f i ghti ng men the champion s of right and 

t he avenger s of wrong - doi ng in general . As a s ys tem of 

ethics, chivalry wa s dreamt up by churchmen of the twelf th 

century s o that they c ou d to er a~e the bea stline s s of the 

c~u s aders and so that t he cr us ader s could find s piri tual 

r eward i n t heir own beas t l y acti ie s . 8 Hence they became 

p ious cut- t hroats . As the code e e oped , kni ghts 

official l y be c ame t he s er a ts of ·ustice , right , p · e 

the chur c h , the widow, the orp a , ad he oppressed . 

Th e l is t compares e\e y with he c i alric oath 

fo und i n th e epi s ode of " orre a d Pe inore " i alory 's 

Tale of Ki ng Arthur . he oa h s a or ' s n·e tion , he 

being , at least , t he fir s t ong h r · a chro · c er s to 

8 



The man who could live up to this oath would be a perfect 

gentleman . Malory has unending praise for Tristram, whose 

name belongs on the book of gentlemanly activities, as we 

see in The Book of Sir Trystrarn . 9 

And every day sir Try s tram wolde go 
ryde an-huntynge , for he was called that 
tyme the chye f f chacer o f the wor l de and the 
nobly s t bl ower of an hor ne of all maner of 
mes ures. For, as bookis r e porte , of sir 
Trystrarn cam a ll t he good termy s of venry 
an d of huntynge , a nd all the s ys es a nd 
mesures of all blowing th a hor ne ; a nd 
o f hym we had fyr st al l the ter my s of 
hawkynge , a nd whyche wer e best · s o f chace 
and be s t is of venery , and whyche were 
ver myns; and all the b astis at onged t o 
all mane r of game : f rste o he 
unc oupely nge , t o he sek nge , o he 
f yndy nge , to the rechace , t o t he lygh , o 
t he deth , a nd o strake ; and man o ther 
blastis and te rms, a all ma er j a t lme 
hath c a use to the or es en e o pra 
Tr ystram a nd to pray for is s oule . 
SEYDE SIR THO S EORE (pa e 16 , 
1 9- 30 ) 

But let us a emp t o is el he no ·o ha real 

knights e er had c a us e to be a e as the ro aces ould 

have us bel i e e the beha ed . H 

some knights ine itabl d "d e 

in ad hawk · g aside , 

e o i o n ha the 

· deed s 1· able ode s oc ac i o , but not romance s were , 1n , 

without it pro i ng t o be ruino s t o hea h a o itical 

s tabi l ity . The Frenc h lost he batt e o f g incour i 

i htl alor han to 

9 

1415 by pay i ng more atten t · on to k 

fi ghting an inte l ligent bat t le , a s heir badl o t - umbered 

Engl ish opponents wer e do ing . 

1453 , the Engli s h fell ict · 

the bat l e of Ca ais in 

to the s ame ki nd of 

J
·us t about kicked out o f France 

fooli s hness and were 



altogether. The ranks of the Ord er of The Star, a band of 

knights organized under Jean II of France and t oo closely 

modeled on the Round Table f ellows hip , wer e obliterated 

because they refused ever t o retreat in battle . 10 

10 

Although their arms we r e i n the service of t he 

church , the cr usaders of the e leventh a nd t we l fth centurie s 

tend ed t o do whateve r they plea sed on the ir o time or 

wh en out side the c hurch ' s domain . The fo llowing is an 

excerpt from a n anonymous hi s or o f the fir s t cru sad e : 

wa s no t 

THE SAC OF JER 

C:nter ing the c i 
pilgrims pur s ued 
t o t he Temple of 
as sembled and whe re 
f uri ously f or he 
blood fl owed hro 
Fina ll , ha ing o 
knights s eized a rea 
women , and hey kil ed ho 
whom hey i s hed he l e 
the er s aders r a th r o gho 
gold , sil e , hors e s , le s , 
o a kinds o good s . he 
weepin fro extreme ·o 
worship a the sep c 
Je s us and th sf l i l e 
hi . l 

E\· e if a k i gh ha s 

re s tricted 0 honorab e 

0 

a d 

r 
nd 
d a n 

... Soo 
c i , seizing 
hou ses 11 

an 
W 0 

a 
0 

0 so e of oat 

spor g co d C i 

, he 

war . 

I n t he r omance s, i t s a .... a s e w· cke g s ho ga ng . 

p , two or more , on the s ing le swo rn So et · es 

ld gain e r_ to a a led city by a group of kn i ghts wo 

declaring a lleg iance to i t s peop e , wh · 

would proceed t o slaugh te r all i ha b · a 

e o 

s. 

e i s id e they 

They had 
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sworn no oath to these people and were thus not in violation 

of their knightly obligations. 12 

I would not propose to say that Malory knew all of 

thi s, nor would I say that he meant to indict his own age. 

He may even have been a bit dreamy- eyed l ike Jorg Von 

Ehingen . If fle s h and blood knights were not capable of 

living up to the s tanda rd , t he r e i s s ome solace i n knowing 

that the legendary ones cou ld not ei her . Sir Gawain often 

means well but reg u l arly misse s the mark , e e n ga in i ng a 

reputa t i o n of be i ng a veng ef 1 , wic ked i h . ancelot is 

the bes t knight of the wor d ad a r e lo er bu f ail s in 

the spiritual qu e s t a nd re t ur s o Gene ere . ggra ai e an 

Mo r dred car e no th i ng or the o r e o g hood e xcep a s 

i t suits th e ir self ish e n s . G a ad s o rea 1 a 

but a d ivine e n t ' ty . Gare ho os c o se a ppr ox ma e s 

a the and s t he mora l standard of the oa h , dies ime 

of his be st f riend . Ar hur ' s s · s co e o e o r oost , a nd 

s · too 0 t he g l ory o f the ound Tab e s 

Eugene ina e r no e s i he i od C i o o h · s 

h he d . f erence be ee lor ed i t ion of . a lory ' s works tat 

and his French s ourc e s is i the il i a 0 0 heme 

behind the story . The Fre ch , he s a s , ca ed ess f o r the 

content of a s tory than f or t he a i a s 0 a or y 's 

success lie s in his abi l i to se · ze t e essage o f t he 

story and its relation to h a n expe rience , 

1 3 
explicit within the for m. 

The question remains then whether 

a i g these 

a or 's work 



represent s a tragic or comic view of life, and I would say 

that the d istinction here is thin, more so than one might 

think . Either dramatic form may be morally or socially 

instructive . Certainly there is po tential in Le Marte 

12 

oarthur for tragedy after the Greek mode l . Some well - eaning 

dramatist might come along and p 11 the essential e l ements 

o f the story into a good , spa r e , s er io s Gr eek "doom " as 

T. H. Wh1· te calls 1· t . 14 Th · ere i s , a s we s hall see, a 

d egree of ine vitabili t y in Ar th r ' s a e , an unconscious and 

wi llful transgressi on , on Arth r ' s par t , o: a h 'gher or der 

i n th e inscrutab l e u i erse , and , :· all , he en o ement 

that comes to Arth r n wil l · aci u o ha he kno s 

he has coming t o h im . here are a so f 'alor 's 

tra ged y , flaws he o ub les s 

otwiths t an ing the d ubio s 

in a lory ' s text , the 0 er 

mentor , Mer i I and he cl 

mi ght in eed ha ve a r ea "do 

i her 

n t re 

a p 

s i ess 

" on 

o: 

of 

0 

s sources . 

r ' s character 

en re of h ' s 

s s rdi a e s, we 

n s . 

But there ar e , ine s capa l , ele ents of he co i 

i n a l oq ' s inese tation . We 0 0 

as a f au l t in alor 's p a ing ; 

clear d ramatic notio s a bo the s 

writing . The l ong and ye t s et e 

unity says as much . or does e 

from a desire on Malory's part t o 

human wishes, although, e en as an 

vanity theme strengthe ns what coed 

ha e 0 00 a h ' s 

0 b at he ad any 

or he e s a r ed 

ar e t 0 1a or 's 

omed ecessari ly result 

ustra e e a ity of 

c o scio s no ion, the 

there i s in the book . 
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Although Ar thur precipitate s his own fall or appointment 

with destiny , and although he marc he s brave ly forward to 

meet i t , it i s the combined actions of h is subord inate s tha t 

compl e te his destruc tion for him . Their s t ories, 

pr inc ipa l ly tho s e o f Gawain , Gareth , and Lancelot , are moved 

by comic act i on , no t necessari y humorous , although there 

i s s ome of t hat as we ll . 

What t r agedy and comedy r e: ec o heh an 

experie nce is a distinction betwee 

15 
our concep s of fate 

and f ortune . Tragedy i s ac o go erned b a e , mo ing 

ste ad i ly t oward a n i ne i ab e concl sio . Comedy 

repres e nts the tu rn i ng of or · ne ' s wheel , · ch rai s e s 

and lowers ma n ' s prosper · ty co i al ni ts rn i g . 

We might thin k o ag ic ac io as roceeding in a 

str ai ght l i ne tow r d i s des i a o ado co ic ac io a s 

pr oceedi ng rh hm icall 

s pecif i c or a ha ha za 

an 0 

o c s · o 

o a so e le ss 

e ay a so s peak o 

t ra ged y ha i ng rh t , a s ncopa ed or offbea rh t 

wh i c s ems f r om the isr io o e ersa or der of 

t hing s . Once a pr o a o s a s bee 0 ... S 

ki n of sit a ti o , he is p s ed a o s o:fbea 

C e · s des 0
4 

ed hythm until he reac he s a poi tat 

or i n s om e wa y abs o l ed , where in he act · o r e s es the 

rhythm of uni er sal order . 

Suzanne Langer i l stra tes he d ' c o t o o f f ate 

ife a 

i mpul ses. I nd iv i d al s die ; the a: .:.ty rege erates. 
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Tr agedy is therefore representative of the individual life , 

comed y of the life of the species . 16 If, as Northrup Frye 

suggests, tra gedy is actually unc ompleted comedy, 17 then 

it repre sents a d rama of the ind i idual mind , apart f rom 

that of the species . The i ndi idua l man , a creature of 

both fate and free wi ll , is enn obl ed in asserting hi s will 

to act again s t his destru c ti e fa t e . o t ing has e er come 

along t o obliterate the s pecies; i con inue s t o l ie , 

f al l ing and rising o er a nd over aga i n . Th ' s s h co ic 

character s are often inde str c · be an am s · n , a s they 

are beaten down and rise aga 

in the sense o f commu i 

n ar ed . The hope 

sex ressed i he fact 

icit 

that c om ic action ge nera l y re so es o he ps ng . The 

pr otagonist has then o er co ea he obs acles an 

advers a ries s e t agai s h ' 

his JUbilance , and , i he is 

g ir l o f his choice . 

he ccrn.m i 

c · enou 

joi s i 

he arrie s he 



Chapter 2 

ARTHUR AS HERO 

It i s difficult to accept. a ory ' s King Arthur a s 

a tragic hero for four reasons : (1 ) Arth r ca o t be 

considered r es ponsible fo r his own fate -- rue, he s l ept 

wi t h hi s s i ster Morga se nwit ng y and b her begot the 

s or. who wou ld be his ndoing , bu 

complicated circumstances of h · s 

a ac io s es from the 

br · g ng; he 

responsibility ultima ely belo s o er 

Arthu=, as a young man , is s o e a 

( ) .1a or ' s 

and corn·cal; he 

ascends to the throne o Englan a c ·ae ~, not 

through any particul ar mer· or a or ; (3 ) hr s no 

a great King through an a e 

Merli 's abi i y as a ili ary s ra 

rebel kings, thereb} sol i "fy n 

Eng land . Arthur ' s conq es of he 

to the strength and ski of ho s e 

o lon er has erl · ' s ass· sta e 

Lancelot has by tha tie ·o· ec 

figures heavily in the su cess of 

di s appear s from the narrati e of 

o e so; i s 

e s ha foi s he 

h r ' s co ro o: 

Ro a re owes ch 

e W 0 sene He 

t a c pa g 

e a 

e pa r h r 

hur af er 

"The Tale of King Arthur an The E peror c s," wile 

h t rs and oa tern of e•e -~lory d evelop s the c arac e 
ts that 

lead to Arthur 's downfa l • 



Arthur is not morally responsible for his fatal 

commission of incest because the circumstances of his 
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birth and upbringing prevent him from knowing hi s sister. 

This is why T. H. White's Merlin runs around scratching his 

head be fore he goes to meet his own destiny . There is 

something he had wanted to tel Arthur . Brother and s~ster 

discover each other only after the fact of · cest, and it 

is then that Merlin warns Arthur o& he co seq ences . 

Ar thur i s a little bit 1 · ke Oed ip s i is respec , 

having been raised as an orpha , b Oed i p s s set awa 

by his pa rents in the hope hat he w· 1 o , a s t he ha e 

been warned, grow p to · 1 s fa er n ar r 

mother . Ironical l , i t is eca se as 

knowing his mother a d a her a e 1 s 

anyway . I n Arthur ' s s or e e is no S C iro 

j ust a set of unf or a e C re s a ces . 

Arthur ' s fa her, er Pendrago. , s s 

Ig r a ine , wife of the D ke 0 i ag eca s e 

amorously disposed to ar he e 's ' e , er 

the couple to isit with hi s o t ha e a "ha 

her . " f -1 he Igr a i e rea zes The project ai s 

s 

no 

s des n 

C is 

a: e r 

he s s o 

i es 

e 1 e n by 

er' s 

intentions and insists to her sba n ha he ea e a 

once . They do so . Th s h ar ed , her i a es a 

personal war on the D ke who , appropria e a re 

his wi&e in the castle Tinta l for sa_e eeping a 

d ct his de f e se . i~ another from which to con 

installs 

himself 

. the D ke's caste, b i the course 
Uther besieges 



of the siege grows ill to the point of death for both 
love- sicknes s and anger . He tells the cause of his malady 
to sir Ulfius, one of his knights, and lfius promises to 

bring Merlin to him . Merlin arrives and says that he can 

arrange for Uther to lie with I gra ine that ight . With 

Igraine , Merlin tells him , he will beget a child who must 

be deli ver ed immediately into Me r li 's keeping . ther 

readily agrees and, finding h ' s stren h re urned , lea es 

the battlefield with Mer l in and l is . Sensing an 

opportunity to exploit he si a o , he d e co e s ou 

of his castle to fig ht bu is k 'l ed al OS i ed · a e 
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Later that nigh I her and fi s a i e a castle 

Tintagyl disguised by Merli ' s a 

his men. Merlin instruc s the 

Ig:-aine and that he mus ea e b 

his instruct ions and, on 

again until se eral months la e 

obviously pregnant and is as e 

fa ther is, since she knows a he 

same ni ght that s omeone ho looked 

as e d e a d o e o: 

a e s 0 alk 0 

a brea ther obe s 

oes 0 see ra ne 

She , a a e , s 

a e o sa j S L ho he 

sba d as illed he 

i e he sband sept 

with her . Somewhat embarrassed , s he e s S 0 her 

who, in turn, confesses his e ep ion . he o are 

married, and when Arthur is born, 

to Merlin without much question . 

he de · e t e child 

Igraine already has two a gh ers by he D ke of 

Tintagyl , one of whom, weds Ki g Lo of Orkne orgause, 

at the same time that Igraine weds ther. Lot ater becomes 
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one of the rebel king s who , not knowing Arthur to be anything 

but a bas t a r d pretender to the throne , r e fu ses to accept the 

young man a s king . In the cour s e of the rebellion , Lot 

send s Morga use t o Arthur ' s court as a spy . She ends up in 

bed with him. 

The s ource of Malory's account of Arth r's conception 

of the 

pseudo Robe~t de Barron cycle of prose ro aces . s i s 

name s ugge s t s, the Suite is primar as ory abo ~ erlin , 

as was the original poem by Rober de Borron . Rober 's 

erlin i s in turn icarious l der · ed ro Geoffre o 

Monmouth ' s Historia , wh ich wa s respo s · b e or pop ar · zing 

Merlin as a central charac er h r · a ro ance . 

the Historia , erlin arrange s or her ob i h I erna , 

wife of Gorlo is . Arthu is bego en jus ore Gor o s 

is killed, and Uther arr es er a i edia el a er . 

Because only Merlin and her s a e h s ecre of 's 

conception , Arthur gro sup s a her's co a d 

inherits the throne as a mat er o d e co se . Rober de 

Barron gives e en more po tance o er ' s o e b 

placing the marriage of the a 

after the conception . Thus to a er 

e a so e o ont s 

he ssib · 1 · of 

the C · din o the ca e of a foster scandal , Merlin gi es 

3 fat her. Malory himself makes cha ges i he sto which 

as s ign virtually a 1 respon s ·bili for Ar h r's conceptio 

. ther akes o e o and i t s cons equences to Mer 1 · 

ch· d the conceive 
Igrai ne wi th the unders ta nd ing that the 
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will be g i ven to Merlin. Malory s tresses the idea that the 

Duke of Tintagyl i s killed three hours before the 

conception , later pointing out that this legality , combined 

with the fact that Uther eventually marr i es Igraine , 

makes Arthur a completely legitimate he ir t o the throne . 

There is no mention o f the need t o a oid scanda 

Merlin places Ar thu r i he care of Sir Ector , not 

out of any perceivabl e necessi y , b f or a rea so hat he 

does no t disclose. Why , then , does erl i n no war Ar thur 

e s s , as . H. ite s uggests, that Mor gause is his sis er 

he pla i nly forgot . It hard s eems a ir fo r rth r o all 

victi~ t o this s e t of circ stances he , · a or , i s 

Merlin who has c ontrived al e co jo · i ng o Ar h r 's 

parents , his f oster upbr inging , is seen ance o he 

throne . 4 The r e ader must res e a hog er 1 · as 

insight into the fu t ur e , it s e r e s h " o e chin 

him ho¼ t o act in ac cor ace i d es i He o s , for 

exampl e, that he will bec o e n a a ed i h nee , hat 

she will take ad antage o s a at · o o earn he 

secre t s o f enchantment, and t a e · 11 e a o , her to 

imprison him in the earth nt i l he e d o e . s 

be f ore he leaves Arth r fo r the a s e , er te s h . 

why he is l eaving and gi es hi s o e la s a ice . h r 

asks why, if Merlin knows what i s goin to happe to hi , 

t e l s hi 
h · 0 pre e t i doe s he not do somet 1ng e r 

not be. II 5 Art r appare t ly 
simply , "Nay hit woll 

gi no ore tho g t to what 
explanation and es accepts t.his 
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Merlin has told him of his own d • 
estiny--that the son he begot 

by Morgause would one day destroy Arthur and his kingdom. 

There is yet one complication; book one of the Tale 

of King Arthur concludes with an account of how , by Merlin 's 

advice, Ar t hur conducts a purge of all chil dren born on 

May Day in order to destroy Mordred . In t he l i gh t o f 

Merlin ' s cormnentary on his own f ate, ca see no 

explanation for this senseless piece o ad ice except that, 

becaus e Mordred sur vives , Ar hur i s orced O s ee t he 

futility of trying t o a ert one's de s t i n . 

What makes a tragic hero tragic i s accep ance of 

fate . Nobil ity of charac er s ta sou he a hero 

perseveres in spite of i ne i ab o erwhel ing a e . Bu 

some how this principle doe s not appl 0 alor ' s hr . 

The difference in Ma or is ha beca se erl · 

a s an active and t angib e age 0 des i I arran i g 

Arthur 's life for him, Ar th r has 1 · e ca ce o asser 

his own will; he is too pa ssi e o be heroic . horo g ly 

conditioned to his role i t he er s a o e o thing s, 

he almost happily accepts it . He oe s o r a e 

speeches about it . ( I fin t h is s ome ha re res i g . ) 

Arthur 's passi ity at t imes a e s appear to 

be a bit obtuse, unthinking eno g h, fo r ex Pe , o t ake 

Merlin's advice and conduct the purge, t hick- head e a s the 

you th who discovers quite b accident t hat he is Eng and 's 

rightful king. Why else does T. H. \ h ite portra 

Once and rut re King ? as a half - wit boy in ~T~h~e~~=-~~.:....::..:.-----

Ar thur 

There can 
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be no basis for the liberty he takes in so doing except 

that Malory's characterization of Arthur s ugg ests such an 

interpretation . There is something lacking menta lly in a 

young man who can perform the miracle of t he sword in the 

stone and then fail to percei e its sig ificance without 

being prodded. 

As Other Pendragon nears his dea h , erli asks 

him i n the presence of a few w· tnesse s i he i s wi ll ing 

t hat Arthur should inherit his hr one . (T s sho ld be a 

s urpr ise to anyone else hearing t he q e s io , a s o o e , 

not even Sir Ector, knows ha he as a so , bu alor 

doe s not consider the possib "l i . ) 

i s wi lling for Arth r to beco e i 

her a fi s ha he 

an dies shor 

after . His kingdo f a ls into chaos or in e e a e 

per i od of t ime. Malory s ay s ha 

time in jeopar dy , there be ing a 

he ea as a lo 

be o po e f o ds 

and baron s who we re anxious o c1a · t er ' s ro 

Merlin approaches he Arch i s ho of Ca erb ad 

tell s him to ask al l the knig hts and lor s of e i do 

to come to London at Chris as, ha God i he re eal 

by mi racle who is to be En l and ' s ki 1 s do e a s 

he asks . The nobles come to Lo 0 a e e r 0 a ss 

and prayer at the city 's larg e s ch re he he irs 

disco ered i the h re ard a 
Mass is done, there is 

large stone into which is se t a a il beari g a" a re 

there were wryten in 
swerd naked by the point, a nd l e tters 

gold about the swerd that saide h s: • HOSO P LETH OUTE 



22 

THIS SWERD OF THIS STONE AND ANVYLD IS RIGHTWYS KYNGE BORNE 

OF ALL EN ( G) LOND . ' " A few men try their hands at removing 

the sword and fail . 

In order to keep the nobles from leaving town and 

thereby learn who is to be king, the Ar chbishop ordains a 

tournament and j oust for ew Years Day . ews of the 

tournament brings Sir Ector, his so ir Kay (newl - made 

knight ) and Arthur t o London . a realize s a he a st oment 

that he has forgotten his swor d and a s ks r hur i f he i 1 

go back home and ge t i t . Thorough e o red of hi s 

"brother, " Arthur joyf lly agrees o o so . Re r ng home , 

in 

Lond on and that he ha s no way to re rie e hes ord . gry 

with himself , he vows t ha Ka w' l no be hou a sword 

tha t day ; it comes t o his in ha hes or i 

will do nicely . He re turn s o Lo do ad , in 

hes one 

he 

stone unguarded, remo es t he sword an a e s i 0 a 

h r ; he 

h. s he is to 

Kay is not much br igh e r a 

recognizes the sword for wha t it i s b 

be king . He te ll s his fa t her the es . 

and asks where he got the s ord . Ka 

brought it to him . Asked wher e he go 

Ee or s s r · sed 

e es ha 

he s rd , h r 

recount s his frustration at no t bei n a le o retri e e 

ing p lled the swor d fro Kay 's s word and confesse s to ha 

the s tone "without ony payn." 

t he ch rch ard , a They r eturn to 
th r 

P 11 the sword from the 
demon s trates ho~ ea s y it is to 

r 
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stone . Ector and Kay are not able to do so. 

Arthur 
realizes the nature of the miracle 

only when Ector tells 

him . He does not seem too happy about it; rather he is 

pained at the revelation that Ector is not really his 

father . Slowly he accepts the idea of being King o f Eng land , 

and the three of them go to break the news to he Archbishop . 

It requires only a little imag i na io 

i n what follows . 

t o see he co ed 

Not conten t to have a bas ard c hild of low blood 

f or their king, the barons ag r ee top to f trig the 

matter until Candlemas whe n eac w aga 0 11 

sword from the stone. ~hen the baro s reco ene , eac 

fails the task while thur f r s a es he o o hem b 

withdrawing and replacing he swor ea s · 1 

repeated twice , at Easte r an a he eas 

the barons being each time "so r e agre ed " 

no doubt feeling ridic ulous, a s r pa 

to withdraw and replace the s r e r e 

common people assembled t o see the ria 

proclaimed their wil l , "\ e i e a e 

i Kyng ! ," the trial may have go ne o 

There remain fie nobl es , Kin 

i 

King Uryens, the King of Scotlan , an t he 

he see e is 

0 Pe ecos I 

and · ndig a 

e ues 

no a he 

a a last 

o o r 

e 

n a tres, 

ng of t he 

Who refuse to acce t the o t co e o Hund red Knights, 
the 

trial . 
fe l ows offer g · fts 

For Arthur's coronation these 

d sho l'ers." .er in 
of "hard swerdys betwixt the neck a 

e 

explains to them that Arthur 
f t her Pendragon . is the son o 
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"The nne is he a bastard," t hey sa y . 
Merlin points out that 

the Duke of Tintagyl was dead three h 
ours be fore Arthur 

was conceived . Some of the kings are swayed by this 

information, but the rest J·ust laugh d 
an call Merlin names. 

Arthur finally agrees to meet with the fi ve , fails at 

diplomacy (swearing to make them all bow ) , and f ' nds 

himself with a war on his hand s . 

Merlin warns the rebe l s tha the y do not ha ve a 

chanc e to succeed, but they i gnor e im . He a so ar s 

Arthur ~hat he cannot wi n withe the p and e sh ' who 

to ask for it . From this po i 

Merlin is strictly in contr o of 

o he co cl sio of Book 

r ' s affairs . i s 

he who leads the armies o h r ' s al ies o e bat ef · e d , 

and it is he who make s the ba le p 

mar velously in quelling t he r e o l io 

s hie or so 

e rebe s are , 

in short, d ispensed with, a nd AI hur i s · r 1 es a ished 

as king . 

Before we too much di scred · h r e s 

remember that he does, in alor 's ex , o e d is i i s h 

himself as a valiant warrior . her e are ero s ex p e s, 

foremost of which must be his bat e i cco 0 H"s 

11 the mor e ·ncred . ble beca se strength and resolve are a 

, ha ed sword a Accolon fights with Arthurs enc scabbard . 

In spite of his di sadvantage, Ar hr e nd reS, i a 

· d f ting Accolon . regaining Excalibur and e ea 
0 er example 

is to be found in the brief war with the f ie ki g s . 

are forced to retreat f ro 
and three of his knight s 

Arthur 

bat le 
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but finding their retreat cut off a t the Humber River , turn 

t o f ight again. One by one they defeat t he five king s who, 

too eager in their pursuit , have left their own armies 

behind. Find ing their chieftains s lain , the remainder of 

the invading armies surrender immediate l y . 
l tho gh the se 

battles demon s trate that Arthur is a alia t warrior in 

indiv idual combat, they ar e no t the po itica tr i phs tha 

the v ictory over the rebe l king s o r the conqu es t of he 

Roman Empire are. These latter ake h r ' s co rt he 

most renowned in Europe. 

Once Arthur is f irml i con ro of E g a d ,· he 

gr eatest knights of the word are s er·o sl dra o 

his court , t he name of each being agica scr · bed he 

Round Table . Although it is h r ' s pe 

answer the Roman Emperor ' s dema s o 

it is the prowess of t he knigh s o t e 

ensure s the s uccess o f the Ro a C 

1.·n warning him a ai s sen a t ors s ay 

aig 

r h 

reso e o 

e ,i h ar , 

ab e a 

s L ci s ' s 

e co pa 

of the Round Table i s the greates on ea h . 

' And of all the so era 
e\ er he i s the r oyal ys ge 
lyvyth on erthe, f or we 
day at his Ronde Tab e 
the f ayryst fely s hip of d the r e o 
hyrn that durys on l _ e , ah ad a 
wysedome and of fa re spec f e e of 
royalte and rychesse he a 
(page 116, ll. 28- 32 ) 

f ail to recogn · ze Nor does Arthur 

0 e . I 

he gra der of 

· fo r ex amp e, , . Dur1.· ng the Roman campaign , n1 s company. 



Lancelot and several th 0 er knights who have lately joined 
the Round Table lead 

a group of five hundred knights who 

are charged with taking Roman pr· 
1soners of war to Pari s . 

They meet an ambush of sixty thousand Roman allie s who are 

easily routed . When Arth • k · ur s nighs ret rn t o the 

battlefront with news of the success, Arth r co 

his fortune as king. 

'Be my fayth, there was ne er kyng sa ff 
myselff that welded e er such ygh s .' 
(page 130, 11.16 - 17 ) 

ents on 

It is much t o Arthur 's credi a , a n co and 

o such a great company of me , he a a e ef · nes 

of ethics that governs his ni h ' s beha io . 

e code 

Thro ho 
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Le Ma rte Darthur , Arth r ' s p c p 

the i deal . Although the conques a 

for Arthur as a matter of perso a 

s ai a nin 

h · s British ancestors were 

) 7 
1· t b Emperors , ecomes a ma 

nity througho t the empire . 

rec 

er of 

O ce 

the battlefield, Arthur con i n es 

Europe toward Rome, depos · ng , as he 

C 

egea 

he C 

oes, 

s ' s em re beg s 

ce (c a ng a 

S 0 e Rom 

g e socia 

s efeate 0 

aig across 

ra ca ords 

and establishing new las "tha re· log af ir" (page 135 , 

11.39-41 ) . 

It is clear then tha he eg end of ' · 9 hr , 

in Malory ' s hands, follows the pattern° 

the establishment of social order thr 0 

r ama c co e y-­

h the e:forts of 

the hero. 
h a ·ctates that Our concept of fortune, owe er, 

nothing is immutable . Great societies st i e · tably 



decline. Arthur ' s r ole as hero , f inally , is t o strive t o 
keep h i s po l i tical gai ns i ntac t . 

So pe r va sive is Arthur ' s interes t i n maintain i ng 
the new or d e r th a t all other interests, howeve r personal , 

are s econdary . Guenevere 's infide li t y , for example , means 

nothing t o Arthur except for the politi ca d i ffi cult ies it 

cause s . Re a l iz i ng , fina lly , tha he cannot a o i d a cos tly 

war wi t h Lancel ot, Arthur r egr e s o 1 

f i ghting men . 

he loss of good 

a r for ood ' And much mor e I am sor 
knyghtes losse than for 
fayre quene ; f o r qu en s 
inow , but s uc h a f e l shyp 
s hall never be togydirs 
(page 685 , 11 . 29- 32 ) 

he losse of 
g ha e 

good n 
no compa 

h es 
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Beyond his commis sion o ices , r does o hing 

ac , 1 gel to precipitate h is own f a ll . He , i 

disappears from Ma l ory ' s narra i ea er 

and Lucius , thereafte r s e ing as a bac ro or po 

reference f or the ad e ntu res o o he r heroes . 

of 

ur 

ha s thu s become a passi e c harac er , he c e i o o his 

destiny de pends on the actio ns of ho se ca ac er s alor 

develops in Arthu r ' s s tea , a he Ro d 

th rs ri es o pr e s e e , are Table , the ideal s tha t 

indiv i dual interes t s whic h sere odes o e i deal . 



Chapter 3 

LANCELOT 

In hi s notes to the s econd book of Le Mor~e Dar thur 
( "Of King Arthur and Th e Emperor Luciu s" } , E ge ne ina er 

ma kes the following assessment O Lancelot ' s character : 

Malor y 's 

i s more 

~o reader of Malory 's Tale wo 1 gather fro 
it that he had been fr_o _ _ he begi ing a 
courtly he ~o , that he had firs appeared i 
medieval literature as a cam io 0 
courtoisie, and tha i a s as he pro ago is 
of Chretien de Tro e s' Cone e a Chare e 
that he had won his world wide fame . I 

initial depiction o La celo i 

epic than courtl and s ere co s s e 

the Lancelot of previous lege ace 0 as fro 

"·' th 

he 

beg inning o f his pop lari y a b esq e of e cou hero . 

Chretien had d rawn the charac er of ace o he Co e 

de la Charette to a laug ha ble ex e 0 de o s a r ze 

the rigid code of beha i or tha a s s ppos 0 go er he 

cour tly lover . 2 ina er s gges ts a or· "ag ra ize " 

Lancelot in keeping with his ob 0 s pre ere ce or i 

throug hout Le Morte Dar th r . Yet , he no e s , he 

characterization is s til nter a ly t . thoug 

Mal ory attempts to upgrade Lancelo thro ho s 

f • to Lancelot 's prowess, narrative, continually re erring 

saying, for example, " for i a 1 
rne entes , j s t s, and 

deth , he pas sed a 1 other 
dedys of armys, both for lyff a nd 

28 
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knyghtes, and at no tyme was he ovircom but yf hit were by 

treson other inchauntement" {page 149 , 11 . 6- 9 ) , much of the 

burlesque still survives . 

Some of the comedy s a · 
urro n 1ng Lancelot in Malory ' s 

narrative is s o obvious that it seems impossible hat 

Malory should fail to recognize it as such. Con s ·der , for 

example , the following scene fr o a or 's first acco 

of Lancelot's adventures . Tired rom his day 's tra e , 

Lancelot ha s gone to sleep in a pail o he has foun 

unoccupied . 

Than within an owre here 
~hat ought the pa 
his lemman had layne i 
leyde hym adowne b s · r La 
him in his armys and bega 
And whan sir Launcelo fe 
kyssing hym he ster e ou e o 
lyghtly, and the oth · g 
And evthir of he ga e he · r s erd 
their~hondis, and o he pay 
wente the knyghte of pa 
Launcelot folowed hi d 
lytyll slad sir La ce o 
nyg h unto the deth . 
to sir La unce ot , and 
so that he wo lde tell 
that bed . (page 153 , - 35 ) 

The scene is purel s laps ick , ar fast pace 

and physical humor . A s i ar n e n a nee scene oc 

and Elaine" episode of the fif book . La ce o has go e 

mad , having been rebuked b G ene ere . a eri g e 

forest he comes upon a knight's pa i 0 I a s i se 

proceeds to c=eate no with one of the knight's swords, an 

small disturbance . 
. d ar& at emp~ to 

The knight and hi s w L -

l ot breaks the s ord o reason with him, but Lance 
the 

ot 
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kni ght ' s head and rushes into h 

t e pavillion, scaring the wits 
out of a lady lying therein. 

And than sir Launcelot ran into the pavelon, 
and russhed evyn into the warrne bedde . And 
t here was a lady that lay in that bedde; and 
anone she gate her srnokke , and ran oute of 
the pavylon , and whan she sawe her lo rde lye 
at the grounde lyke to be dede , than she 
cryd~ and wepte as she had been rnadde . And 
s o with her noyse the knyght awaked ou e of 
his sowghe , and oke p wek y is e 
(page 496 , 11 . 21 - 26 ) 

Lancelot ' s madness is supposed o be a serio s a er, bu 

t he situation lends itsel ~ o chance h or . 

One of the bes exa ples o tis d of ro gh 

physical humor occurs i he ir par~ o: e Boo o : s · r 

Launcelot and Queen Guine ere . I ore o a o e or 

havins worn the emblem of he Fa aid o s o a I ce o 

has promised to wear an emble 0 Guene ere ' s a e nex 

tournament. To rest and re esh h . se or a 

tournament , Lancelot epairs o a er a e where ai he 

naps by a we ll . By c hance , ah ess o 

h . at th er s ot here ace o pursues a in o e 

and prepares to ki 1 the beas . 

And anone as sh e ha s 
brode arow in her bo ea 
hynde, and s o she o ers o 
so by myssefort ne the aro s o e 
Launcelot in the thy ke O he b 
the barbys . eh 

Whan Sir Lau celo fe 
hurte he whorled up wood 
lady that had sm tten h d s· 

orna he say e · knew she was aw d ll what s o 
' Lady or ame se ' 

Yll tyme bare }e h s 
be, inane ht r', (pa e 

d You as o e • devyll ma e 
11. 32 - 40 ) 

re i o 

s s eep · n 

a 

o er 

e 

e 
he 
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The comedy of the situation i s h 

eigh tened by the threa t ened 

Pos sibility of Lance lot ' s inab · i · 
i ity to ride in the next 

tournament becaus e of his inJ·ur y . G 
uenevere ha s sever al 

t imes already d emon s trated her 
unreasonabl e natu re , and 

it is not di ff i cult to imag ine wha t her r e s pons e would be 

i f Lancelot fail ed to s how up at the t o r narne t with her 

embl em. 

The cons i s ten t a nd c omic fea ure of Lancelo ' s 

adventures is h is hapless r e l a t ion s hip with Gene ere . 

she i s a volatile a nd jealous o a who derna s u wa ering 

per fe c t i on and l oyalty f r o her lo er , h ' c spi e of 

appear an ces , Lancelo t a l wa s s pp es . e c ed of 

t he i r relationship is derived f rom t he nco gr o s 

combinat ion of Gue never e ' s freque a ro g ab se 

o f Lancelo t a nd his unfai l ing de o io o er . By ood 

and il l f ortune , he wend s i s a a d o o.c Gee ere ' s 

fav or until th e ir r elat i ons h i p co e s o is d 'sas rous 

climax . 

I t is e er the l og i c of Gene ere ' s ho 

t ha t s ustains the far c i c a t one of he o e 

re lationship . She ha s once dri e 0 

refu s ing to be lieve i n hi s s i nce ri s e 

when , t o allay suspicion s at co r t , he ha s 

cau ses of other ladies i n batt e , an he 

h ' s accord ed , she blame s him for not doing 

que ll rumors. 

s ' 

a ess b 

reb es 

.. ake p 

the a r e 

0 5 

h . 

he 

agai 

0 



'Sir , year g tl 
b h re Y to blame thus to holde 

you e ynde my lorde. What woll 
enemyes and m youre 
11 . 12 - 13) yne sey a nd deme? ' (page 622, 

There i s alread y a note of frustrat1.·on and sarcasm in 
Lance lot ' s voi ce a s h 1· 

e rep 1.eS , "Hit ys of late com syn ye 

Were woxen s o wyse!" Th 1 e overs again fall out when 

Guenevere learns that Lancelot, following their new plan , 

has accept ed the emblem of Elaine , the Fair aid of 

Asto lat. Guenevere does not forgi e Lancelo ti 

Elaine has made a large production 0 of ki i g hersel: 

for being so much in lo e with hi . She he has he 

nerve to say : 

' Sir, ' ' ye · gh ha e 
bownte and jantilnes w c 
preserved hir 1 f . ' (pa e 

s ome 

o a e he in 
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o human being could real ly be ex c 

of trea tment that Guene ere seres u o Lace o h ' s is 

the s atire of courtly lo e . 

I t is impossible 0 sa jus 0 a o ie ed 

the material he borrowed fr his Fre ch so r es , b t 

believe that Malory , on the hole, a es a elo se 0 S 

not satirically . That the grea es 0 a poss e 

legendary heroes shou d be bese w h a be of ri a 

mi sad\ en ture s and comic diffic ties is co sis e w 

anity of h a ishes . sp · te of 
Malory ' s theme , the 

their difficulties, Malory means for Lance 0 a 

Guenevere to be the greatest of lo ers a 
therefore the 

I call attentio agai mo st v i~tuou s of persons. 
0 



Malory 's commentary in the b . 
eginning of "The Knigh t of 

The Cart . " 

And therefore a l l 
unto youre remembr ye tha t be l ove r s, calle 
May, l yke as ded aunce t he monethe of 

k quene Gwe nyv f ma e here a lytyll me . er , or who I 
l yved she was a t r ~cion , that whyle s he 
s he had a good end:w ~ver , and therefor 

· page 649 , 11 . 32 - 35) 

Whe ther or not Malor y recognized the h 
or in the lo e 

affair be twe en La ncelot and 
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Guene ere, it is most porta t 
t hat he r e t ain s Lancelot as a stea :as co r lo er . 

eeps co ng back 0 
It is in part becaus e Lancelo 

Gue nevere wi t h a forg i ing heart 

fall s apart . 

a he ro d ta e 

The dramatic struc re L o e ore Dar hr is a 

a · sas e s he little unu s ual in this respec , 

result of e ssentiall comic ac o b Lance o 

warn s, in h i s own dictamen , hat he res 1 o 

one ' s "pleas ure wi th per amours" · s : 

t hat woll I ref use : 
fo r d r ede of God , for n 
adventur e s s holde na be ado 
lec he r ou s, for than they be n 
fo r tunate unto he werr s; 
shall b e ove rc om with as 
t han t he y be hemself , o her e s 

a 

a 1 

ir 
o her 

hey 

s l e by unha ppe a nd hir cursednesse ir 
men than t he~ be hemself . nd so o tat 
usyth peramours s hall be unhap , ad all 
thynge s unhappy that is abo et e . ' 
(page 161 , 11 .5-11 ) 

he I r onical ly, Lancelot is descr i bing the s it atio 

f inds himself in during the Quest of he Holy Grail , 

self 

g 

ater 

wherein he can win no spiri tua l or earthl g or' and 

st ill later with Sir Gareth, wherein he s lays a man he 



loves while rescuing Guenevere f 
rom execution. 

In spite of Lancelot's pronouncement, I am not 

altogether certain that Malory sees Lancelot 's continued 

adultery as being wrong. Although the love affa ir is 

never directly mentioned in Lancelot's early ad ent res, 

l· t 1· s often hinted at . Mor L 
gan e Fay and her friends , 

while attempting to force Lance lo t t o choose among them 
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:or a paramour, tell him that i is we kno hat no one 

but Guenevere wil l ever have his lo e fr ee y . Shor t 

thereafter an unidentified maid en who ha s so ht ancelo t ' s 

help tell s him "hi t is noy sed ha ye o e que e Ge ere , 

and that she hath ordeyned by enchau eme e ha e sha 

never love none other bu t hi r " (page 60 , 0- ) . 

Alt hough Lancelot denies th e a le a i o he e ar 

wi h which he sends his prisoners o e d o G e e ere 

s ggests that t hey are alre a 0 er s . e ace o 

con tinue s to be a superman , an a en er 0 0 s a a 

very successful knight o f a e n r e s . s 0 i l 

uest tha t Lancelot 's for unes chan e a d e 0 or 

the dura tion of th e quest. 

Malory 's preference for Lance 0 S S C a 

uest of The Holy Grail might e be r ee t ' ed " he 

Penance of Sir Lancelot. II \ h · 1e Ga l ahad s a ra g 

success in the spiritual quest, he is no the eas bi 

interesting as a character• tis far more interes ting 

in incible La ce lo to watch and pity as the 
i s shamed 

it not for and continually reminded that' were 
i s 

he 

s 



grievous 

quest. 

s in , no other knight could 
surpass him in the 

Still , once Lancelot is 
properly shriven, he is 

privy to mor e divine revelation 
than any of the other 

knights except Sir Bors, Sir Perceval, 
and Sir Galahad . 

for a knight who has so greatly s1.·nned 
(and remember that 
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ad ultery is his only si of 
consequ e nce) Lance lo pe r fo r ms 

quite well in the Quest. 

Many readers of Malor a b f no ou ee a grea sense 

of relief once the matter of the Que s is pu as ide and 

Lancelot is again a champion among me a or se f 

seems to feel more a t ea s e wit Lance o bac is 

proper place, inc l ud i ng the fa 

up with the queen aga in . 

Than , as the booke s e 
to resorte unto quene G 
f orgate the pro s ea 
he made in the q este ; 
seyth, had na t sir La 

ha he 

prevy thoughte s a nd i 
inwardly to the quene as he 
outewarde t o God , the r e had 
passed hym in the ques e o 
But ever his thoug t is pre y 
quene, and so th ey loved togy 
hotter than the u ofo eha 
(page 611, 11.10-17) 

The important ideas in t his passage a e 

outward appearance and i nwa rd r eal ' 

Lancelot had to do to make his "per fecc·o 

a e a es 

a 

e 

e ones 

se s a a 

" . the e s 

was to admit to his sins . "Ever his thought is pre ly 

W "means that Lance lo ere on the quene 
ne er rea y ga e 

up anything in the Quest, yet he 
as pr i i eged e oug h to 

h led to him. ave divine mysteries revea 
once he has 



returned from the Quest he is again the 
queen's invincible 

champion in right and wrong 
quarrels. 

Lancelot's crowning achievement is the healing of 
sir Urry who , it is said, can be healed by the best knight 
of the world. As this tale is Ma l ory's own n ention, it 
is c l ear that he means to minimize any blame that may be 

pl aced on Lancelot for resorti ng t o Guene e r e aga 

R. M. Lumiansky has suggested tha t Arth r co and s Lance lo 

to attempt the hea ling of Sir rr beca se he s s pec s 

Lancelot and Guenevere, knowing hat i ance o were o 

f ail , as all the men who ha e r i ed before a e , 

will mean that he has gone back on he pr s e s he ma e 

during the Quest .
3 

But th i s i e s re ches he oo 

far in the direction of in t rigue . 

would be so petty as to ma ke the c 

o s ugge s 

and o 

a h r 

asis 

is to deprive him of what nobi l it o charac er he re ans 

in Ma lory 's narrative . r r 's reco er old o 

secondary concern at best, and we wo l ha e o a cep 

Arthur as, foremost, a i ic i e cc ol • 

consistent with the character hoc o se 

oath to suppose that Arthur unders an 5 

too humble to presume his wo r hiness 

loyal to refuse his king's comman 

or 

r 

a 

s o e 

he c a 

ce o 

e as a 

fac 

a 

C 

s 

00 

St 1 for anyone else i e s an examp e his co pa i g t 

share Lancelot's reluctance by 
ak · ng the f ' rs a pt 

at healing Sir Urry . 

36 



'And for to gyff 11 . 
a othir m f currayge, I rnyselff Wol l a en of worshyp a 

sonne, and so shall k say to handyll your 
that ben here present~n~es , dukis and erlis 
pres umyng uppon me that t thys tyme, nat 
heale youre son be m d I _am so wor thy to 
cor r ayge othir men i edis , but I woll 
woll do .' (page 66~ w

1
o
1
rshyp to do as I 

, . 27 - 32 ) 

Following his command, Arth r 
eases Lancelot 's 

conscience by telling him not to 

that he mu s t simply do as the res 
ake the mater wrong 

of 
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Even Arthur has a profound respec t for 

hem ha e doe . 

ancelot's nobi y . 

And wyte you well ' se 
Arthur, ' and ye pre aye ' a a 
I dare sey there ys no k gh e 
t hat may hele hyrn . ' (page 668, 

ge 
e 
s o de 

. 6- 8 ) 

Once Lancelot has s ucceeded i hea g Sir rr he eeps , , 

not because he has narro y escaped r ' s s Sp 0 I 

but because he really does belie e se o be or h 

of the miracle he has per fo ed . ere s 0 e 

dr amatic moment in Le orte Dar r . 

Since Malory holds Lance 0 sue h · g es ee I 

in spite of his comic difficul ies a d i sp e o is 

dalliance with the queen, the reader s 

for a cause on which to lay the bl e or 

oo e se here 

e co a se of 

the ideal society . Arthur's Ro nd Tab e coex · s~s w 

o e ea and to some extent rests o the co r 

Both ideals are vain human wi s hes . a e o a e e ere 

th · adultery is o be may be condemned only in that eir 

exploited by petty and jealo s me , 0 he er e 

a 1 concerned . 

The fate of the Round Table rests 
i ate 

of 

0 
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sir Gawain 's choice of action ; he wavers between the 

pettiness and jealous y of hi s br o the r s Agg rav a i ne and 

Mordred and h is deep admiration f or h i s brothe r Gareth 

throughout Malory 's narrative . When t he latter i s kille d , 

Gawa in is depriv ed of h is only ink to irtue ; he ca onl 

. e in t o the tendenc ies of the former pa·r . 
g 1V 

no t ad u ltery , und oes the Round Table . 

eng enace , 



Chapter 4 

GARETH 

It is pos s ible that Malory had beg n to grow 

impatient with his imprisonmen t by he i me he wrote 

The Tale of Sir Gareth. At l e a st · 
s eem s ha t he · s sho i ng 

a little despair at the c lose of the ale hen he writes : 

AND I PRAY YOU 
TO PRAY FOR HY 
SE DE HYM GOOD 
AMEN . 

ALL TH T 
TH TH 

DELYVERA Y. 

ace in Le I t is as much of himse lf a s he shows at a 

Morte Darthur . I t is po ss 'ble , altho h ca o sa ho 

probable , that Malory took co or g s a e , 

a comed y , perhaps drawn o wha S za e L nger ca s a 

"pure sense of life " i n t he ta e . 

This human li e - f e eling · s 
comedy . It is a t o ce re igio 
knowing and de f ian t , socia a 
individual . The i lu s io of 
com i c poet creates is he on o 
f raught with dang e r an ?pport 
is , with physica l o r s oc a e e 
b y chance and bi d i n p he co 
with which indi i dual s cope accor 
their lights . 1 

f 

e 

Danger and opportunit are at he hear o Gareth 's 

tale . The young nobleman is an ad e n r er , a argel 

he m s t o e rco ea serie s through hi s o wn contrivance, 

• es his d esire . of obs tacle s before he achie 

of the tale i s derived, fir st , fro 

39 

th e protag 

he ac io 

i s t 's 
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problem of equilibrium, the pattern 

of the upset and recovery 
of his balance , and from tens i 

on created by incongruity and 
irony in th e various situations in whi'ch 

the protagonist 
finds himself . 

The action occurs in three d istinc bocks o time 

withi n th e tale. The fir st is the initial sit a i on that 

governs , directly or indirectly, all the rernai g ac ion 

within the tale . It covers the per' od of e f r o Gare h 's 

arrival at Arthur ' s court to his ic or o e r I r onside a 

the sei ge of the Castle Perelous . he ex s e 

attraction of the lovers , Gare hand Lo e sse , heir oal 

of union, and the s eries o f obs ac es he s face be o r e 

they succeed . The las is a 0 0 a e 

social order in the cornmuna ce e ra ion o e 0 ers ' 

union , covering the time fr o he r 0 he o r e 

at the Castle Perelous to the weddi of Gar e ad 

Lyonesse. If we thi nk of f ortu e a he a e co ro li 

comic action , it is appropria e ha he co c us o 

of the tale , the action has come f ull ircle , e g i 

the precise spot in which it began . 

There seems to be a ki s h: p be ee e ac 0 i 

The Tale of Sir Gare th and the charac e r 5 c s of come 

derived from the Menandrine tra itio 
or 

Frye describe s in his "Argume n of Co ed · " F e i es 

co ic oedip s s 
that New Comedy unfolds f rom a 

theme the success f l effor 
having for its main 

a io , 

o a 
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young man to out-wit an opponent 

and possess the girl of 
his choice. The girl is often a 

slave or courtesan and the 
plot turns on the discovery of birth that 

makes her 
marr iageable. The plot th en, since she i· s an accessib l e 
object of de sire, takes on a wis h 

fulfillmen t pa t t e r n. 

rr ye later s tates that New Comedy ha s a socia 

an individual theme which must be sought •n 
a s well as 

he atmosphere 

of reconciliation that makes t he ina arriage po ssib e . 

~As the hero gets closer to the heroine a a O pos · io i s 

overcome, all the right -think ' ng people co e O er O his 

side . Thus a new social anit · s formed 0 e s a e a d he 

mome nt t hat this s ocial unit er s a 1 · zes is 

comi c resolution." 
2 

e o en of 

When Arthur hold s cour a i e a o b he 

seaside on the feast of Pentecos , Gare h arr · es, a ood 

boy sent by his mother to acco plish a s ec C as . e . I 

t o join his brothers, Gawain , Gaheris , a ra a e, as a 

kni ght in Arthur ' s cour t , b t he a es no sho of 

or the harness given him. In stead , e e ers o r 

f eebly , l eaning on the shoul ers of o a e ans 

before the king's dais, "t i s onge m che a P 

abak and easyly [stretched] str e yghte 

just this sense of the dramatic (or pra 

pr g 

s ess ) 

tale t o Perpet ate i se lf 
allows the action of the 

e 0 

so e 

s 

a 

il 

the boy Gareth can enter society i t h h ' s o pee ia r 

sense of style. (A character l ike To Sa er ope rates on 

ha 



the same princ iples. ) 
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Only when that action is near 
complet ion does his mother 

'Morgause, (somewhat before the 
fashion of an Aunt Polly ) tell Arthur that 

he was growyn he was [mervaylous ly wytted. 

1. 25) . 

"ever 

. . ] 
II 

sytthen 

(page 210, 

With no explanation of h 
is ide tity or his inte t, 

Gareth requests of Arthur only that he be g· e 
s s enance 

for a year and that he be granted 
mor e r eg ests a t 

the end of that time. Cheerfull , he se e s 

a kitchen knave, allowing the scor 

his only identity, "Bea aynes," 

This is an amusing set-up or t e e 

Si r Ka 

ng "Pre 

C 

tale when Pertolope , Perimones , Persa e , 

each with his own retinue of knig t s , 0 e 0 

court to yield themselves t o a ma 0 0 

Hands. " Nor can we do anything b lau h he 

having left to follow the q est o t e s e e 

t o l"f e as 

o gi eh " 

Ha s . " 

a er i e 

ro side , 

r 's 

as "Pe 

I Gae 

p e ous, 

Kay rides after the boy he ca s "Pre a s, a e ges 

him , and comes away s ore! beate Fi a e ac o 

ne 1 s co identity is the right impetus for 

rejection of Gareth. Imagine her horror e , ha · ng 

come to court seeking a knig ht o res e her s · s er, s e 

come s away with a n unseemly o ng 

on hand-outs for the past year . 

a ho as bee 

Lacko recog i 0 

t ate the ac io ad funct ions doubly here to perpe 

i i g 

he 

f k · ng as we situation; she has no way O nowi ' 
o , hat Gareth 

. . . her own ref sal t 
15 of a noble house, and it is -



herself at court that er t 
ea es the situation. Arthur will 

allow no sworn knight to follow her quest as long as she 

refuses, so Gareth gets the second of h1· s 
requ ests. 

The pattern of re j ection f un ctions her e a s the 

rhythmic change of fortune that unde r li' es 
comi c action . 

As Gareth's tasks grow mor e d i ffi cult s ince ' each k i ght 
he faces in the quest is more powerful tha he l as t , 
1ynet 1 s abuse grows proportio ate She el he s 

stinks, ca lls him a coward and a t ra itor , s a s hat eac 
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of his successes owes to mischa nce or reache he humor 

here i s the horrib le incong r i t be ee ha ab se and 

t he prowess he has a lread y de o s ra ed ; e as ou h 

Lanc e lot t o a stand s till a d bee igh e b 

third request ) . Sti ll , Lyn e t rie s o sea e f 0 

t he quest on a curious turn of o rds : " ho s a one 

be mette withal l, that thou wold s na 

t hat ever thou souped on s o lo eh 

182 , 11.1 8- 1 9 ) . She cane en make 

o a he bro h 

i he ace" ( page 

ride a a d · s ce 

f r om her because of t he imag ina s e 1 o e · che 

Gareth, meanwhile, ca lmly passes eac h s a e 0 he 

Pere l ous Pa ssages; d e f ea ting Gerarde an old le Bre s e , 

Perarde the Black Kn ight, Pertolope he Gr ee · h , an 

Perimones the Red Knig ht. 

After each o f these e ncounters, L net ac 
ses 

Gareth of cowardly conduct. 
Each s l rring r emark is a 

setback of the reader's expectat i ons. 
Howe er the 
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situation may be, deliberately 

humorous or not, it is clear 
that Gareth uses each setback as a 

achievement and that this patt 
springboard to greater 

ern, Lynet's abu se against 
his prowess, perpetuates the t · 

ac i on un t il the final 
battle before the seige of the c t l 

as e Perelous. The re 
Lynet finall y relents in her ab 

se and ad is hat Gareth 
is probably a high-born fellow ' and there Gareth e sher , 
"In the more ye seyde the more e angered me , a d 

wretthe I wrekid uppon them tha I ha ado witha 1 . II 

Presumabl y , Gareth is i ns pired b he rnor a a d c or 

defeats Perseaunte. Therea f ter he i h s O l o e , 

inspired in his ba t tl e again s t I r ons ide by j 5 e s i h 

of t he be seiged d ame Lyone sse . 

What ha s transpired thu s ar he ale s ca 

f ar e fo r Ma lor y , descriptions o f ba e e e ai 

with much t a lk about chiva l r a nd hono o l 0 s is 

muc h mor e intriguing and certai n! ore 

won t he battle against Sir I r ons i e a 

for a fe w d a ys, Gareth arms hi se a 

Castle Perelou s, full of expecta t·ons . 

his obvious intentions a nd reg ires tha 

year to prove himsel f . Under s tandab 

but consents to do as she says. She P 

f idelity ; he nonetheless sets O t , e er 

es e 

r e s 

0 esse 

e abo 

are h 

ises i 

e 

t o wande r aimlessly. The d r amatic probl em OW 

Ha g 

se 

0 

re ses 

0 a 

s pse 

er 

a ged -dog , 

s get 

th e boy and the girl together , or bette r , 
o pose a 

Probl ems t o be overcome b 
sufficient number of 

the boy 



45 and the girl before they 
are united, thereby sustaining the 

comic action and rhythm . 

In s pite of his actions 
up to this point, Gareth 

still faces a social barrier · th . 
' e question of his birth , 

although he no longer labors 
actively t_o o ere . It ome it. 

is Lyones s e who must satis fy h 1 erse f that Gareth · s 

marriageable, and to that end, s he bids her bro her 

Gryngamoure to follow and to find Gare h an, wh ' le he 

sleeps in his sadness, to steal his dwar Gr ngamoure does 
j ust that . Gareth awakes J·us t 'n t•me t • • o see Grynga oure 

leaving , arms himsel f and follo s, b chooses s ro e 

badly, contending with the dark , he ood , he :::-e a d 

the bog , which does nothing to irnpro e h ' s a · s s o 

There is every possibi lity ha Lyonesse d he sis er 

would expect Gareth to come to his arf' e sc e , ea i g 

that something bigger is afoo e expec e s s ers, 

knowing that Gareth is coming , to guestio e d ar 

civilly and r eassuringly ; the threa e 0 i 

life if he does not reveal Gare h ' s origi • 

i s possible to see this as a fa · 1- sa e l o , 

of the situation and the despera io o t e 

are unavoidably surprising and funn 

Similarly surprising is the f ' ppanc 

t he sisters and their brother Gryngamo re he 

having told them all they wish to know, begs 

warning them that to detain hi r rt er Yi 0 

master . se rep i es , ad "Be as be may," Lyones 

riso or 

ho gh 

e nco gr i 

q e s , 

ex ib · ted by 

the dwarf, 

s re ease , 

he 

ager his 

hree 



of them calmly sit down to dinner. 

in the social context, for 
It is perfectly normal, 
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noble persons to have such light 
regard for a dwarf. It is surprising to 

find so little 
consideration for Gareth, whom they know to be a 

nobleman. 
The incongruity of the situation 

1
· s 

better under stood if 
it is protracted a little. 

The sisters have a ice chat 
during dinner. Lynet tells Lyoness wha 

t o Gareth and how well he has taken t , 

a pig she has bee 

his t o confir or 

add credibility to his noble character . Gareth , b thi s 

t ime quite angry, finally arri es and begins O shou t his 

threats and promises toward the cas e; we s bear i 

mind that he has no idea who Gr ngamoure s or ho is 

the castle with him, aside fro 

leans out the window and tell s h ' 

he ar Gr ng o e 

o sh 

in the language of chivalry : " lee h bos ng ord s , 

for thou gettys t nat thy dwarf a ai " ) . Gare els h ' 

el , 

to come down and fight then, and Gryn oure is j s abou 

to do s o when Lyonesse, finall. r d ' g e er o e o 

the knightly service Gareth has done her, ass no 

to. While it is true tha t almost an exc se i o fo r 

• L r , o e a f i ght between two kni ghts 1n ~e__:_:==-~----

the situation get this far out of han a d cane o t e 

. 1 battle would ha e to see point of physica 
ex re e o 

even the medieval mind. 

This is not all that Malory (or h ' s pres 
ed source ) 

. . the lo ers together; not w i e 
has to say about bringing 

fail re of reco nition . 
there is more fun to be had wi th 
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Lyonesse tells Gryngarnoure to let G 

areth in; she wants to 
talk with him, but she makes it 

1 c ear that she does not want 
him to know who she is . Gryng 

amoure meets Gareth at the 

castle entrance and apologizes, but then t ells an obvious 

lie , saying , "as sone as your a 
war ff tolde me what ye were 

and of what kynde ye are corn and what noble 
dedys ye ha e 

done in this rnarchis, than repen t ed me of dedy s" 
(page 204, 11. 9-12 ) . 

Gareth is led inside and, indeed , unders anda y , 
fails to recognize Lyonesse whe he rnee s er face to face , 
since he has never had mor e t han a g irnpse of her fro a 

dis t ance . What is no t for gi eab e is e C t a he 

beg ins to wish that the lady of the Cas le Pere o s ere 

as pretty as the woman he s ee s e o e 

grows until , as Malory s a s, "he pass 

he ass ·o 

arre 

his reson . " Gryngamour e noti ce s h · s beha o a els 

his sister that were she be t e r ta she s , she a 

still be well bestowed upon such a ma He e e s 

Gareth that his sister is as ch in o e 

is with her . He invites Gareth to s ta as 0 

h · as e 

she ' kes . 

The height of irony is that Gareth s ea er o o so, 

saying that this is easi ly compa t i ble wi S 0 p s 

the a 0 he Cas e since, remembering his promise t o 

for e next ear 
Perelous , he has to stay in the area 

anyway. 

kiss and pro 
Gareth and Lyonesse meet' ' 

se t o 



love each other, and~ Lyonesse tells 
him who she is. 

Hot in love for each other, the 
couple arrange a t r yst to 

"abate their lustys secretly." 
Lyonesse, because s he is 

young, Malory tells us, is not t 
erribly good at keeping a 

secret. Thus, sister Lynet is 
soon pl ann ing , by s btle 

crafts, to frustrate the lovers' · 
i nten tions. 

After supper that ni ght, G 
a r eth announces that he 
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will be content to sleep in t he ha l l . 
Bedd i g i s pr o i ded , 

and, as appointed, Lyonesse comes and l ies do be s · de 

Just as they embrace, Gare th s ees a d k a e i gh co ng 

t oward them and r uns for h i s s word . he fi gh an Gare h 

s t rike s off the knight's head , but o be ore he has 

himse lf been bad ly wounded . Whe he co f s io aba es , 

Lyne t g l ides in, rejoins he kn i gh ' s head o · s bod , 

and takes him back to her r oom . t i me Gae hea s . 

.lmother tryst is arranged , but this e Gar e h s 

shar p-witted enough t o have hi s a rrno r ea 

knight approaches j us t a s the l o ers ee 

of this battle opens Gar e th 's o l wo nd . 

knocks the enchanted knigh t down, strike s o 

a he 

he s a 

· ng , he 

the ea , 

and this t ime cuts it into a hundred a 1 pieces ich he 

casts out the window, whereupon he f aints f r o loss of 

blood. While Lady Lyonesse a nd Gry amo re b s 

L net co e s a l ong a d t hemselves in sorrow over Gareth , 

S
e ered head toge ther. She gathers the pieces of the 

• · the head to 
truct s the head , r e J01. ns annoints them, recons 

t he body, and revives the enchanted kn i ght . 
1 of thi s 



action takes place in plai·n 49 
sight of everyone, including 

Gareth, who has by this time re . 
gained consciousness. 

If the lovers are 
not able to control thei· r passions 

before they are honorably • 
united in marriage, Lynet will 

do it for them. Gareth · 
is made to understand that his 

wound cannot be made whole 
again ex cept by her that cased 

the enchantment. Lynet sti ll has he r 
enchanted k i gh , 

and, obviously, Lyonesse is sti ll not able 
o keep a secret . 

rt is a minor setback for the love r s, mean · ng tha 
hey 

must take steps toward marriage if their pass io s are 

be s a tisfied. 

The action o f t he ta e s h · f ts no..., 0 e 0 

of a new social order whic h cu ina es he 

a 

0 

on 

of 

the lovers. The knights that Gareth defea e que s 

of t he Castle Perelous, al l of th em ha g pr e ous 

been sworn enemies of Ar th r, ha e by this t · e c e o 

Arthur and yielded t hemsel e s o is s e ice . o s 

for news of the valiant youn k i g h , r s 

Lyonesse to court. There s he announces, accor 0 

Gareth's instructions, a t ournament a the Cas e Pee o s, 

to be f ought between the kni ghts of the Ro d ab e ad 

. h "Tha ' " s he e s a par ty o f her own kn1 g ts. r , 

"I am sure I shall hyre o f sir Gare th · " 

A tournament among knights is no ng or e a a 

h . h the part i c i pa friendly social gathering in w ic 
s choose 

sides and have a bit of sport for 
s s 

at t he Cas l e Per e o s. 
especial y true of the tournament 



Wher e before there had been . 
serious + war~are there i s now 

sport in earnest between f ormer e . 
nem1.es. Pe r seaunte, 

perimones, Pertolope, and Iro . d 
ns1 e partic ipate , not 

grudg i ng l y or out of a sense of d 
uty , but out of genuine 

l ove f or Gareth and, hence, fo r all 
of Arthur's company . 

Even Ma lor y seems t o take more than the usua l amount of 
delight i n listing the name s of each p t· . 

ar 1.c1pant and 
de t ai l ing each encounter. Th t 

e ournamen brings al of 

so 

society together , kn ights and ladies , or the 
arger p rpose 

that Gar eth may publicly win his lady 's ad. 

sa i d , he does so in hi s own peculiar and , for 

Brie 

e os par , 

anonymou s way . By the time he qi s the f ' e d he as 

performed s o well that al present are a o s o a e 

him back , ju s t , it s eems , to ce lebra e h's be · n 

It i s obvi ou s by now that this good- hea 

fellow is a un i fy ing force who works thro g 

irresi s table cha rm . Ha ing qui the f · el at 

ig 

Gareth find s s t i ll more oppor uni y is wan e 

expand t he social ci rcle, resc ng i o e 

fr om t he Brown Knig ht without Pit and w 

of the Duke de la Rose , another pre io s 

Arthur . I t is Gawai n who notes, after the or 

e 

e 

yo ng 

a 

0 

a es 

of 

nate 

that Gareth is personal battle between t he t wo brother s , 

· ht o er o responsible for send i ng more knig s 

f the fi e best side i n the past year t han any 0 

the round table except Lancelot . 

th 's 

·gh s of 
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The wedding o f Gareth 

and Lyonesse i s, t hen , no t 
on l v the culminati ng po i nt f 

- o t he lovers' , . 

ano t her but of the fo rmation of 
ae s ire fo r one 

a new socia l order . 
vir t ual ly a ll the characters we 

have met earlier in the 
tale participate i n t he wedding 

celebrat ion and fe ast . 

a r e the pr · · parti cula r l y notable 
incipa l kni ghts he has 

defeated. Per to lope a s ks t o be G areth ' s chamberla · . 

perimones asks t o be chief butler a t t h e feas Persea 
asks to be ch ief s teward . Ironside wants O 1 the 

pri vilege of carving the me a t. The act ·o as ow co e 

fu ll circ l e , r eturning , as it began , 0 i g Ke a 0 

the sea s ide , where a feas t and o rname are he d o 

celebrate t he young man who had one t · e c o e 

mysterious ly into court there . 

Wilfred Guerin wri te s of he a e at 

ping 

e 

portrayal of Arthurian s oc iet at 

por t r aya l of t he young knig ht , o 

s o e r g , he 

he g r ea es he o o 

b 

t ha t society , who repre s en t s t he s p ' ri a nd le er of he 

chiva lr i c oath , and the a ff irmation o f i e and C r · s an 

love found in the tale prepare the reader, b con r as , 

for the collaps e of socie t , bro ght abo a ice , 

venegeance , and adultery , as i i s port r aye in he 

Most Piteous Ta le . 3 Malory pa · l _ s t a e s near he en 

of the tale tha t Ga r eth recognize Gawai 's e ge f 
a 

te 

murde r ous nature and eve r after re f ra ined 
f r o s brot er ' s 

aerie w' th the 
company , d rawi ng h imse lf into carnara 

th r Lance lot . 
adu l t erous hero of Le Morte Dar u' 

t is 
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sadly ironic t hat the happy almost picaresque hero of 

this tale becomes the middle man between the f orces that 

destroy 
th

e glory of Ar thurian society in the l atter tale, 

that the c ollapse should hinge on the death of this young 

ma n at his beS t friend's hands. But the fact remains that 

Gar eth is more the victim of chance than of f a t e . It i s 

chance that places Gareth in the court yard u a ed 
O 

t he 

day t hat Lancelot comes to r e scue Guene ere , and it i s b_ 

chance that Lancelot fail s to recogn ize hi s f r ied i the 

confusion, no matter how trag ic the cons equence s o a 

act i on may seem. 

The Tale of Sir Gareth , cons ide r ed se f , · s a 

comedy . In the context of the en t · r e ~Le..::._..;_;; ___ __ _ 

o e b it is a comic moment , not the o 1 

I ts affirmation of life and co i c rh 

the reader that , when Arthu r ha s depar ed 

1 t Guenevere, a nd Gawa when Lance o , 

l·tsel f continues, and the ·aea impul se 

reached fo r. 

a e 

he os co 

s e e or n 

or 

' ed , 

a o , an 

a a a 

e e . 



Chapter 5 

GAWAIN 

It may be said that G 
awain's troubles begin wi h 

Arthur 's ascendance to the throne . 
Gawai 's fathe r, ing 

1ot of Orkney , opposes Arthur and is at as ki ed n 
battle by King Pellinore. For Pellinore, an no or 
Arthur , Gawain and his brother Gaher · s reser e a spec a 

hatred . When Pellinore is made a knigh of t e o nd 

Table, young Gawain vows t o k . h . H's o nger ro er 

Gaher is wants to put the matter off u 

become a knight, because he too ants t e 

e as , se f, 

e s e o 

reve nge . Gaheris adds that , for the sake o r d ce , 

they oug ht to put the matter o he "a a e h 

ou te of courte, for and we dud so e s a 0 

hyghe fe ste" (page 63, 11. 6- ) . 

Whether it has been thr s upo b 

circumstance or whether the are aura d . s O S 

all the brothers from Orkne exce t s · r Gare ga 

reputation for being vengef a ice, as s e 

. h to Aggra ·aine and Gaher s . 1n Tristram's speec 

. , de sir Tr str 'But hit is shame, se n of 
. e and ye be co ' tha t sir Gawayn · four bretherne 

so grete blood, that. efor ye be cal led 
be so named as ye be. and rtherars 
the grettyste di stroye~s no · n the 
of good knyghtes that ~d as ha e arde 
real.me of Ingelonde. h . brethirne, 
say , sir Gawayne and ye, 1.s 
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e s 

0 

a 

e 



amonge you slew a bett · 
any of you was, whych ir knyght than ever 
noble knyght si r Lam w~s called the 
hit has pleased God ~ra de Gal ys. And 
'I wolde I had bene'b s~yde sir .Trystram , 
day .' (page 422 ' 11. ~3 - ~ ) at his deth 

It appears mo s t strongly that 
Gawain 's charac t er 

is shaped by the death of his f ather and 
tha t , as the 
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eldest of Lot 's sons, he bears cons iderable i f l uence on the 

dispos i tions of his younger brothers. 
Ha ing o ce gi en 

in to a wicked bent , Gawai n find s it eas · er t o do so 

again from time to time. Ther e is in alor q i ea 

cata logue of less than honor able if ot horoug 1 

ou trageous actions c onduc t ed by Ga a i e co r se o 

hi s adventures . Gawai n , from his f irs appearance · e 

Morte Darthur , is a character o wholl to be tr s ed , ad 

he ma i nta ins a pa ttern of reprehensib l e beha i or hro go 

Malor y f irst mentions Gawain in repor ing a he 

"r evenged the deth o f hys fadir the te e r e a r he as 

made knyght , and slew kynge Pel ynor h s o e ho · s « 

(page 48 , 11 . 42 - 43 ) . The r eafter , Ga ai 

athwar t the principles t hat make up the oa 

whic h may be set out briefly in fi e po s : 

ar 

of C 

1. 
2. 
3 . 
4 . 

'never t o do outerage no hir o r ir ' 
' allwayes to fle treson ' h 
'gyff merc y un t o h that as 1 :~~ 
'a llwayes to do l adyes, darnese s, i 
jantilwomen (socour: ] s t ~e ~~~~r~e 
hir ryghtes, and nefe~ t~e ' 
them, uppon payne O- b:t t l ~s in a 

5. 'tha t no man take nlof no l o\ e ne f or 
wrongefull quarre l or 

· il worldis good1.s 
. abl e to answer 

If Lancelot, for examp l e, 15 

s 

a r. , 

es 



positively to each of these h 
c arges, Gawain is almost as 
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consistently apt to fall short of 
the requirements. "THE 

FYRST BATAYLE THAT EVER SIR GAWAYNE 
DED AFTER HE WAS MADE 

KNY GHT" proves to be a rather • .. 
inauspicious beginning for a 

Young man of arms. Gawa1· n and G h 
a eris have been sent in 

auest of a white hart, which is 
• at last tracked down and 
~i lled by Gawai n 's hounds. Th h 
r-. e art's owner , 

unders tandably upset, kills the hou ds and proffers o 

f i ght with Gawain. Gawain overcomes the knight an, 

hl·mself a little upset at the loss of · h , is o a s, r e uses 

mercy when asked. At the crucia l mo ent , he g 's ad 

throws herself in the way and is beheaded or her r o es . 

Gawa in and Gaheris are then se upo b o r ht s 

whose de sign is t o punish Ga ai for h ' s sh ef con c . 

"And as they sholde ha e bene s ayne , rt a or sa s , rt here 

com four fayre ladye s and besough the g e o gr c 

for s ir Gawayne" (page 67, 11.1- 2) . The ad ' e s eq re 

Gawain to return to Camelot with the bod o he a 

has slain and to give a full acco n of his ac i o s . 

Guenevere, when she has heard the a ter, char es 

"ever why le he lyved to be with al 

for hir quarels" (page 65, 11.38 ) 

a es a 0 f g 

e 

not re form so easi But Gawain does 
I s nex 

love-s tricken Sir Pe adventure, he befri ends 
eas , an , 

inces Pel eas that 
through no apparent force of logic, con 

he can win Ettarde's love for him 
erel by appear ng before 

the lady in Pelleas's armor an 
t o ha es ain him . d clai ing 



on the strength of that claim, Gawai n w1.·ns 
hi s way i nt o 

Ettarde's bed and stays with her for three days. 
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cur iou s after Gawain fai l s to retur n , 
Pellea s di scovers 

Being 

Gawai n 's betrayal, debat es whether or not to 
ki 11 the pair 

as they sleep , at last r eso lves to lea e h1.·s 
sword across 

the i r t hroat s , and vows t o lie down and starve himself to 

de ath . As she r ecogni ze s Pelleas's sword , Ettarde rea i ze s 

Gawain' s deceit and tells him "that all lad ye s and damese l s 

may bewar e be you and me ," but the f 11 consequence 
0 

the decei t has no t yet been seen. Pel eas is sa ed b he 

Lady of t he Lake , who, through encha e , cases E arde 

to fall hopeless ly in lo e w·th h ' . Pelleas ej ec s 

Et tarde , and s he dies broken hear ed . U s a ad 

apparently i ndifferent , Gawain re r s o Came 0 

In a later episode , Gawa i a s a a I! 0 a 

knight called Sir Froll , who as a el e be 

Sir Larnorak. Lamorak accosts Ga a b ex ses 0 

learning t hat he i s Arthur ' s nephe a a he r s 

on Sir Fro l l , "but the knyght wyth p e h s o e 0 

w· h " ( age 80 , sir Gawayne and toke his lad 

Lamorak feel s duty-bound to a enge a a beca se" e 0 

h re's core," e sey me di shonoure in kynge Art 

with Sir Frol l , and kills h' I s ba e o 

g s 

a 

b 

- 8 ) . 

Larnorak is thu s for ced to kill a 

tha 

frien I 

Ga\ ai 

b t 

repa s 

e ac s 

orak's 
made worse whe n he r emember s 

"kindne ss" with murder. 



Yet Gawain is not a co 
1 mp etely evil man . Malory 

provides a number of accounts in which 
Gawain conducts 

himself honorably or even heroically . 
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Gawain is paying 
more than lip - service to knightly ethics, for 

examp l e, when 
he speaks out against the treachery of Mor gan Le 

Fay . 
' Fy for shame ' s d · . , ey e s1.r Gawayne, ' tha t 
evir such false treson sholde b 

d · e wrough or 
use in a quene and a kyngys s yst i r and a 
kynge and quenys doug ht i r ! 1 (page 3 5 
11.24 - 26) ' 

And, in spite of Malory's pre fe r ence for Lance lo , Ga an 

is still something of the epic hero · 

King Ar thur and the Emperor Lucius." 

1a or ' s " a e o 

to 

So by that tyme was s ir Ga a ne be e 
woodys syde me n commynge woodl 
maner of wepon, fo r ther e rode, t he e 
Ethelwolde havy ng one the r hal eAna ore 
thousandys;\and the de ke of o ch e 
dre ss ys hym afti r/ana passis i P s 
knyghtes. Than Gaway e he good knig 
he chered his knyghtes and s ayde , 

'\.'Greve you na , ood en , or 
gre t e syght,/and\ be na aba sshed o r 
boyes in hir bryghte weed is ,/ fo r a 
feyg ht in f ayth the f e e is o s ! '/ 
(page 141, 11 . 10 - 18 ) 

Finally, Gawai n i s the t · rs of Ar 

vo l unteer f or the ques t of he Ho Gra 

r ' s g 

is 

espec i a l ly surprising , si nce t he rea er a ead 0 S 0 

Gawai n 's participation i n t he rde r of ora an a 

d Gawain , be a se o number of other misdee s. 
· s pas 

s 

1 to repen , i s actions and his refusa 
nab e o accanp · sh 

b the i s i s tr e tal anything in the quest, u 

. hts to enter the gues t . t he rest of Arthur's kn1.g 

to enter the ques t , a Gawain has made his vow 

0 i 9 

o ce 

he other 



knights of the Round Table f oll . 2 ow suit. 
58 

Gawain is perhaps most b l 
ameworthy in that he allows 

his brothers to be infected ' th . 
wi his vengeful d i sposition. 

Mal ory says that Gawain plots wi th his 
brothers t o bring 

their mother to a castle near 
Came l ot , thereby to entrap 

s ir Larnorak, Queen Morg ause I s lover. 
When he arr ives, 

Larnorak goes immediatel y to the queen , 
5 

bedch arnb 
e r . 

Gaheris enters with the i ntent t k o ill La.mor ale , b 

apparently overcome with anger at seeing hi s mo her i 
bed 

with Larnorak, he strikes of f her head . Gaher · s i ron ·ca 1 

decl i ne s to kil l Lamorak because t he latter i s 

f ollowi ng a heated exc hange of word s , he a llows 

t o es cape. 

a ed , and , 

or 

Gawain 's r eaction to the news o 

is cur i ous; he is "wrothe tha s ir Gahe s 

s o er 's ea 

s a e is 

mod i r and lete sir Lamerok as cape " (page 3 8 , 1 . 26 - 9) . 

Gawain 's an ge r seems to be qua lified . he wor ng o 

pass age i mplies t hat he could better acce hi s o er 's 

death had Lam orak been ki lled as wel l . Gaheris se 

j us tif i e s hi s mothe r 's mu r de r to Laroorak he he sa s 

"And now is my modir quytte of he , f or she s a 

shame her chyldryn" (p age 378 , 11. 18 - 19 ) · 

By plotting and planning f aro il} re e ge w 

e er 

s 

b them t o se tt e a r othe rs, Gawai n onl y encourage s 
the · 

e 

problems with violence. 11 Prompts the bro hers wh a t fi na 

to kill Lamorak, for ex ample, i s j ea l ou sy . 

already upset with h im (and pe r haps righ t l 

The are 

s o) fo r 



59 consorting with their mothe r. 

bel.·ng Fellinore's son. B t 
They like him even less for 

u when Lamorak 
defeats each of 

them at tournament they make up th . 
e1r minds to kill him .3 

Thus it is easy for Aggravaine d 
an Mordred to make up for 

havi ng been beaten in combat by Sir Dynadan: 

And to make a shorte tale . 
hym downe of his horse tha~1~_Dynadan smote 
nye brokyn And in th' is necke was 
sir Mordred and sir Aggersaame wyse he smote 
. h vayne . And a f t . 1n t e queste of the sank re 1 ir, 
felonsly they slew sir Dy~ada , cohwardly and 

d an , w yce was 
a g rete amage, for he was a grete 
bourder and a passynge good kny h ( 
379, 11.39-44 ) g · page 

Aggravaine and Mordred never dis t i ngui sh he s el e s 

as men of arms. R. M. Lurniansky points ou tha gg a a e 

neve r wins a battle in t he whole o f Le or e Darth r, "a 

situation hardly conducive to h · s be i n a hap a " The 

combi nation of what he has l earned fran Ga a · a Gaher · s 

and his probable feelings of j ea l ous and f s ra i on a e 

Aggravaine the extreme opposite of i r tuo s S · r Gare h . 

Mordred 's character is no doubt equa 1 de e b 

influence of Gawain, his lack of disti c on a s a i g 

and a probable desire to get back at A.r t ur for ha i 

once tried t o kill him. According t o a or , "al as 

he 

the destructl·on of "the loure o longe " on these two for 

chy,alry of [alle] the worlde" (page 6 3 , 
- 0 ) • 

In The Most Piteous Tale Gawain beco es the 
os t 

. position be ween the 
complex of Malory's charact ers; his 

·1 force him to ake 
extremes of virtue and selfish evi 

We have already seen tha 
several important decisions. 
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Gawain as often as not mak es thew 

rong choice of action in 
any given situation; he tends to 

make mistakes. 
and Mordred plan to denounce Lancelot 

Aggravaine 

Arthur, and, rightly , Gawain h 
and Guenevere to 

c ooses not 

them . When the brothers carry O t . u their 

to s ide with 

pl an , Gawain is 
faced with a more difficult choice. 

Aggravaine is killed 
and Mordred badly wounded as they attempt 

to entr ap 
Lancelot in the queen's bedchamber . 

Gawain 's sons, Sir 

Florens and Sir Lovell, are kil l ed a s well . 
Even Lance o 

dreads Gawain's vengeance . " I ha e s layne th s nygh s · r 

Aggravayne , sir Gawaynes brothi r and or h s case 

now am I sure of mortal l warre" (page 680 , 1. - 5) . For 

a man so dedi cated to f ami l y that he wo 1 rder or he 

sake of the f arnily, the decis i o t o l et t e ea s of is 

brothe r and his sons go un avenged has t o be d ' ic 

revenge me nothynge of t heir dethy s " ( pa e 6 3 , 5- 6) . 

Twice Gawain speaks in defense of ce o o ing 

Ar thur, before and after the aborted exec i o of G e e ere . 

H b 11 Wed r · a b co ba e asks fir st that Lancelot e a o 

but Arthur refuses. Guenevere "sha 1 ha e 
e a . 11 

Lancelot will come to Guene ere's re sc e is a forego e 

conclusion . Thus Arthur a s ks Gawai n to be re se w h 

armor at the execution . Gawain re fu ses, this t e i 

Gareth and Gaher · s agree 
defense of the queen's honor . 

a 

in de f erence to Lance lot . 
be Present but without weapon s , 

0 



when Lancelot has rescued Gu 61 
enevere, G . 

awain again speaks in 
Lance lot ' s defense, saying "h h 

e ath done b ut knyghtly as I 
wolde have done myselff and I h d 

a s t onde · 1 i n yke case (page 
686 , 11. 3- 5) ," but he does not Y t k 

e now that Gareth and 
Gahe r i s hav e been killed in t he . 

confus ion . 

Gi ven what we know o f G 
awa in 's pas t ac tions, it i s 

safe to say t ha t he will make th 
e wrong c hoice of actio 

in at leas t one ou t o f three s ituations . 
Cold Gawai 

forg i ve Lance lot f o r the dea t hs of Gaheri s and Gare h , 

Arthur mi ght have a chance t o keep his ello sip 
0 

knights and h i s kingdom toge the r . Ga ain wo 1 a e t o 

accept t he deaths of his brothers as an nor u e 

consequence of Lancelot 's doing (as Ga ain ha s area 

admitted ) what he had t o do . Ga wa i n is par ly j s 'f ied 

\o;anting revenge a s long as Lance lo f a il s t o eJ p a s 

ac tions , but whe n Lancelot ha s ade his exp a a ons ad 

Art hur i s content to ma ke peace , Gawai r e ses o o a ong . 

As Gawain 's ki nsman , Arthur ha s no cho ·ce b o 

continue the war with Lance l ot . I r e si 0 be 

accorded with Lancelot, ev en at the behes of he Pope , 

Gawain unwittingly compl etes Arth r 's des 

t he war he allows his one rema ining bro t her 

implement h i s plans for treason . Ha\ i g a rea 

by p o on 

e o 

s pe t too 

Wa r agai s t La ce ot , 
much of his armed s treng t h i n t he 

d d a home . Ga ai 
Ar thur i s ill pre pa r ed to battle Mor re 

hl.· s dy1.· ng moment the f tilit never realizes unti l 
a d the 

t res tore hi s . t wi ll no 
lt i rnate cost of his v engeance ; 1 

g 



cheri shed brothers Gareth and Gah . 
eris t o him. 

stubborness he has only managed t .. 
o facili t ate 

his last belov ed kinsman, King 
Arthur . 

I n his 

the ruin of 

' And thorow me and <my, d 
. h h . .,pry e ye hav 11 -c. ys s ame and d isease f e a 
noble knyght, sir Laun~e l~~ had th~t 
you, as he was and wolde h , ben with 
unhappy warre had never b ave ben , thys egunne , (page 709, 11. 35-3 8) · · · 
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The fall o f t he Round T bl 
a e is the culminatio of a 

serie s of accidents t hat begins with Arthur ' s co 
issio 

of incest. Included in this s eries of acc i den s are the 

on- again- off -again relationship of Lancelo d a Gee ere , 

t he untimely cho ic e Gareth a nd Gaher · s ake O ate d 

Guenevere 's execution unarmed , and Gawa · ' s e o g habi 

of getting h i s revenge . Be fore he cold e er rea ze he 

con s equence s, Gawa in ha s a l ready taught ggra a e d 

Mor dred that one can overs tep jus tice ad order · i 

ser ve s one 's ends to do s o . Thi s i s the mos profo d 

expression of the vanity of huma wi s hes, ha the os 

ideal sys t em of jus tice and or d e r s ho ld be so eas 

des t royed by the wrong c ombina t·on of circ 

lt imately by human nature, which ake s 

s aces--

s a es i s · te 

of the be s t i ntentions. Thus alor y writeS, fo ow 

his cata logu e of Mordred 's atrocities: 

Ye nat wha a Lo ye a ll Englysshemen, se the 
? For he t ha t wa s 

myschyf f her e was· k ht of the 
mo ste kyng e and nobelys tth~yi e l ship of 
wor l de, and mo s t e lovedh they all wer e 
noble knyghtes, and by ym t thes 
upholdyn , and ye t myght natente with h 
Englys hemen holde them con 
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LO thus was the olde custom and usayges 
of t hy s londe, and men say t hat we of t hys 
1onde have nat yet loste that custom. 
Alas! thys ys a greate defaughte of us 
Engly sshemen, for t here may no t hyng e us 
please no terme. (page 70 8 , 11 .36- 41 ) 

Malory evidentl y believed the l egend of King Ar thur 

historical fact. Feeling as he did about the pol i tica l 
to be 

d 
socia l ills of his own age, it i s nots rpri s ing that 

an 
t o make a contemporar y rendition of Ar thur ian 

he chos e 

l egend. 
He had a moral purpo se . 
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