Historicising Texts : Reading Medieval Texts (CSEN4006)

Seminar 5
The Implied Author and the Real Author of Le Morte D’Arthur
Historical Identity; Biography; Intention; Expression
At the end of the last lecture you were asked to do the following:
1) Consider what is meant by, and what you understand by, the following terms when used to refer to the author and their relationship to their literary work:

a) Real and Implied Author

b) Authorial Intention

c) Expression

d) Biography

2) Consider how our knowledge of each of the above may affect our interpretation of a literary work.

Now, in pairs, discuss your thoughts about 1 & 2.
3) The historical identity, biography and intention of the author of Le Morte D’Arthur
a) Sir Thomas Malory or Maleore (with variant spellings) of Newbold Revell
i) He may have soldiered at Calais under Richard de Beauchamp, 13th Earl of Warwick (1382-1439), in the later stages of the Hundred Years War

ii) Knighted by 1441; MP

iii) His offences include, before 1450, grievous bodily harm, and, after 1450, attempted assassination, cattle-rustling, extortion, abbey-breaking, armed assault, and rape.
iv) Unprecedentedly large forces were sent to arrest him

v) He twice escaped from imprisonment

vi) His jailors were threatened with record-breaking penalty clauses in the event of a further escape

vii) He was exempted by name from two separate general pardons

viii) Prayers in Le Morte D’Arthur for help and deliverance; work is written by ‘a knight presoner’, and completed in the year 1469-70.

b) The fifteenth-century feuding and civil disturbance as contemporaneous with the foundation of chivalric orders, founded to set standards of aspiration in a world that was less than ideal
i) Weak adult rule of Henry VI culminated in civil war between his house of Lancaster and the rival dynasty of York

ii) 1469-70:

(1) Early of Warwick seized power and captured Edward IV

(2) Edward released and reconciled with Warwick

(3) Warwick rebelled with Edward’s brother, George the Duke of Clarence

(4) Henry VI restored to the throne, forcing Edward IV into exile

(5) Edward IV regained power in March 1471

c) Violence and questionable behaviour in ‘The Knight of the Cart’

d) The parallel between the fall of the Knights of the Round Table, split from within by warring factions (e.g. Gawain and Lancelot), and civil war in England between the houses of Lancaster and of York

i) Malory’s French sources identify the cause the demise of the Fellowship in the failure of earthly knighthood; i.e., sexual sinfulness is responsible

ii) The Fellowship of the Round Table sought to reach across families and go beyond loyalty based on kinship

iii) The question of responsibility for the demise of the Fellowship in Malory:

(1) Does it lie with those who speak against Lancelot?

(2) Does it lie with those who seek personal rivalries and blood-feuds?

e) The parallel between Sir Lancelot and Sir Thomas Malory of Newbold Revell?
f) How biographical knowledge of the probable author affects our interpretation of the literary work: perhaps as one of the following:

i) a re-telling of the stories of the noble Arthurian knights perhaps suffused with remorse and regret for a life turned (ir)redeemably bad and removed from that noble ideal

ii) a cautionary tale and contemporary commentary on the contradictory chivalric order and national disorder and dissension of the time 

FURTHER READING ON THE HISTORICAL SIR THOMAS MALORY AND HIS CULTURE

The main biography of Sir Thomas Malory of Newbold Revel is:

P.J.C. Field, The Life and Times of Sir Thomas Malory, Arthurian studies, 29 (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1993)
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Also informative on historical matters are the following two works:

Larry D. Benson, Malory’s Morte Darthur (Cambridge, Mass.; London: Harvard University Press, 1976)
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Felicity Riddy, Sir Thomas Malory, Medieval and Renaissance authors, v. 9 (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1987)
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Elizabeth T. Pochoda, Arthurian Propaganda: Le Morte Darthur as an Historical Ideal of Life (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1971)
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Makes a case for the work as a political study of kingship.

Gweneth Whitteridge, ‘The Identity of Sir Thomas Malory, Knight-Prisoner’, Review of English Studies, 24 (1973), 257-65
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