Historicising Texts : Late Medieval Literature (CSENG4006)

Lecture 8: Sir Thomas Malory, Le Morte Darthur
Malory’s Arthurian World and the Failure of Fellowship
1) The Fellowship of the Knights of the Round Table and the Strands of Chivalry
a) The knights ‘enfellowship’ with each other (Malory’s own coinage)

b) The terms of the Round Table oath: to avoid treason and wrongful quarrels; to show mercy; never to offer violence, especially sexual violence, to gentlewomen, and to fight on their behalf. The quarrels in which a knight fights should come from God or his lady. Does Lancelot remain faithful to all of these? If not, which does he contravene?
c) The aristocratic (knightly and courtly) social basis is a premise almost universal in medieval romance, not least in Arthurian romance.
d) The ideal of secular Christian chivalry consists of three strands:
i. The heraldic strand emphases physical prowess, loyalty to blood relations and fellowship;
ii. The moral–didactic strand insists on an observance of one’s duties to God;
iii. The romance strand celebrates and gives primacy to faithful heterosexual love.
2) The Problematic Relationship between the Strands of Chivalry

Secular Romance and the Primacy of Love are in tension with the ‘moral-didactic’ and ‘heraldic’ strands 

a) The women who are presented most closely and sympathetically in Malory are the ones who love. What is the quality and character of the love in ‘The Knight of the Cart’?
i. Ardent and passionate, not platonic, but faithful and unchanging. It is also said that in the time of Arthur ‘men and women could love together seven years, and no lecherous lusts was betwixt them, and then was love truth and faithfulness.’ (p. 52) How does the love of Lancelot and Guenivere compare?
ii. Love is courtly and chivalric, and equated with the court.
iii. As far as the ‘ethics’ of love in Malory are concerned, the romantic love of Lancelot and Guenivere is distinct from, and may dramatically clash with the imperatives of dynastic marriage. It is adulterous, but would it be accurate to say that the court of love rather than the court of law is supreme? Does the text of Malory’s ‘Knight of the Cart’ sound any notes of caution or reassert the rights of dynastic marriage? How significant is the fact that Guenivere is childless?
iv. The three states of chastity in women consisted of virginity, in first place, chaste widowhood, and finally, marriage. From the point of view of the medieval church and the clerks and scribes in the service of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, adulterous love, however ardent and ‘faithful’ was never a chaste state.
v. Malory reserves his disapproval for women who are promiscuous, jealous, or violent, or who try to impose their desires by force or blackmail, or who betray lovers in orders to destroy them. (Compare this with the disparagement of ‘controlling love’ and debauchery in Marie de France.)

b) The knight’s position in regard to God can none the less be rendered untenable by the demands of a different, secular romantic ethical system. The clash of the two becomes the engine that drives Malory’s version of the Grail quest.
c) The Love of Lancelot and Guenivere
i. French tradition

ii. English tradition

iii. In Malory’s Le Morte Darthur
d) In the Winchester Manuscript, the last two sections of Le Morte D’Arthur are The Tale of Sir Lancelot and Queen Guenivere and The Death of Arthur. Malory designs these last two sections of his work around Lancelot’s three successive rescues of Guenivere from the threat of judicial execution. The problems of Lancelot’s prowess and faithfulness become apparent in these three successive rescues:
i. In the first Guenivere is charged with murder but is innocent

ii. The ‘Knight of the Cart’ episode. The convention in secular romance narrative is that the outcome of single combat is decisive not only in terms of military prowess, but also in terms of the demonstration of justice, in the proverbial sense that justice will prevail. In what ways does Lancelot’s prowess as rescuer and as defender of the honour of Guenivere become problematic? Consider whether in Lancelot’s defeat of Mellyagaunce in single combat, justice is strained or mercy lacking.
iii. In the third Malory acknowledges that Guenivere’s innocence is problematic: ‘In so much as ye were taken with her, whether ye did right or wrong, it is now your part to hold with the Queen’.

e) There is a strong sense, however, in Malory’s Arthurian world, in which Lancelot is in the right: not necessarily over the question of what happens during his secret liaisons with Guenivere, but because he is (paradoxically) ever faithful to Arthur as his lord. It is arguable that Malory’s Arthurian world operates by the principles of a shame culture, rather than a guilt culture:
i. Traditional heroic and romance notions of reputation and shame exist in a ‘shame culture’ where worth is measured in terms of reputation, ‘worship’ --- ‘“Alas!” said Sir Lancelot, “now am I shamed for ever, unless that I may rescue that noble lady from dishonour.”’ ‘“Alas,” said Sir Lancelot, “that most noble lady, that she should be so destroyed!”’ (p. 56) 
ii. In a ‘guilt culture’, by contrast, worth is measured in terms of what one’s conscience, the moral sense of one’s soul, may declare to be right or wrong.
iii. In the passage on how true love is likened to summer (specifically the month of May) which opens the ‘Knight of the Cart’ episode, Malory insists that Guenivere ‘was a true lover, and therefore she had a good end’.

iv. The healing of Sir Urré (Book XIX, Chapter 12) is followed in Chapter 13 by an explicit attribution of blame for Arthur’s death and the demise of the fellowship: ‘But every night and day Sir Agravain, Sir Gawain’s brother, awaited Queen Guenever and Sir Launcelot du Lake to put them to a rebuke and shame. […] And because I have lost the very matter of le Chevaler du Chariot, I depart from the tale of Sir Launcelot, and here I go unto the morte of King Arthur; and that caused Sir Agravain.’ This is echoed in the words of the narrator in Chapter 1 of Book XX, which claim that the dreadful trajectory that Malory draws in the final books of Le Morte towards dissension and civil war is the responsibility of ‘two unhappy knights, the which were named Agravain and Sir Mordred, that were brethren unto Sir Gawain,’ for it is they who insist that King Arthur is ‘shamed’ by the love and intimacy of Lancelot and Guenivere. This follows one of the passages on the flourishing of love in the month of May, and on the hatred that cuts down the flower of chivalry like ‘winter with his rough winds’. These passages are original to Malory, who explicitly associates that hatred and anger with Agravain and Mordred.
v. The fellowship of the Round Table comprises principally knights of two groups, those related to Arthur and Gawain and those related to Lancelot, each binding its knights together by kinship relations; the two groups being bound together by bonds of loyalty to their King and overlord, Arthur, and by the fellowship of the Round Table, founded on a shared chivalric ideal which transcends kinship loyalty. When the fellowship breaks down the knights re-group according to kinship relations.
vi. How are the conflicts or contradictions between shame and guilt, and between strands of chivalry, exposed by the episode of ‘The Knight of the Cart’? What are the causes of the division of the kingdom, civil war, and the demise of the Fellowship of the Knights of the Round Table?
The seminar …
Read the questions that appear in italics in this lecture handout. There are five of these. They appear at 1(b), 2(a)i, 2(a)iii, 2(d)ii, and 2(e)vi, and they are reproduced in order below. Think about what answers you might provide to these questions. We will discuss them in the seminar.

1 (b)  Does Lancelot remain faithful to all of these? If not, which does he contravene?
2 (a) i  How does the love of Lancelot and Guenivere compare with the ideal of love presented in the preamble to ‘The Knight of the Cart’? 
2 (a) iii  The love of Guenivere and Lancelot is adulterous, but would it be accurate to say that the court of love rather than the court of law is supreme? Does the text of Malory’s Knight of the Cart sound any notes of caution or reassert the rights of dynastic marriage? How significant is the fact that Guenivere is childless?
2 (d) ii  In what ways does Lancelot’s prowess as rescuer and as defender of the honour of Guenivere become problematic? Consider, for example, whether in Lancelot’s defeat of Mellyagaunce in single combat, justice is strained or mercy lacking.
2 (e) vi  How are the conflicts or contradictions between shame and guilt, and between strands of chivalry, exposed by the episode of ‘The Knight of the Cart’? What are the causes of the division of the kingdom, civil war, and the demise of the Fellowship of the Knights of the Round Table?
In the seminar we shall explore possible answers to these questions by discussing the following passages from ‘The Knight of the Cart’:

1) Mellyagaunce’s capture/kidnap of Guenivere (pp. 53-54)

2) The reconciliation of Mellyagaunce and Guenivere (pp. 59-60)

3) Mellyagaunce’s accusation of Guenivere (pp. 63-65)

4) The entrapment of Lancelot (pp. 65-67)
5) The judicial single combat between Mellyagaunce and Lancelot (pp. 67-69)
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