‘To what extent and in what ways can our knowledge of the probable author of Le Morte Darthur affect or inform our interpretation of the literary work itself or our understanding of the author’s intention in writing it?’

For the purposes of the essay I am assuming the probable author of Le Mort D’Arthur to be Sir Thomas Malory of Newbold Revel (1415X18-1471), son and heir of John Malory esquire (c.1385-1483/4) and Philippa (d.1441X5), daughter of Sir William Chetwynd of Ingestre in Staffordshire and Grendon in Warwickshire.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The British Academy, Oxford Dictionary Of National Biography, ed. By H.C.G. Matthew and Brian Harrison, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), Vol. 36, 359] 


To begin, I must mention some important points I learned in the lecture; that Malory used four principal French sources for Le Morte Darthur, supplemented by at least two others, and in addition, two major English sources. With a  such well established history to the already well known tale of King Arthur, it would at first seem unlikely that the retelling of the story could give much of an insight into the author, however I find it interesting to note that although Malory used established versions of the story of King Arthur and The Knights of The Round Table, many of the events in Le Morte Darthur could be said to echo the real life events of Malory’s lifetime; with regard to King Henry VI, his wife Queen Margaret, and their relationship with the court. Although I will refer to Le Morte Darthur as an entire work I will be basing my observations mainly on The Knight of The Cart in The Tale of Sir Lancelot and Queen Guenivere with occasional specific references to other chapters of the book as I have read them during my research. I will also be referring to the preamble to the story which is known to be an original piece if text of Malory’s own invention. It is reasonable to assume that Malory had a good reason for writing this section and thus we can assume that it can give us clues as to his intention when writing the story.

Malory wrote Le Morte Darthur (at least in part) while in prison. It is doubtful that he found this environment to be in itself particularly inspirational from an artistic standpoint, so we must assume that the book was written because he felt he had a tale which needed to be told. We must therefore in our search for a meaning, look beyond the simple words on the page and try and peer into the mind of a man seemingly fallen from grace, a nobleman turned thief, rapist and potential murderer.  He allegedly turned to crime soon after receiving his knighthood and was tried for the first of his misdemeanours along with an accomplice; Eustace Burneby of Watford on 10th October 1443. They were jointly accused of insulting, wounding, imprisoning and robbing Thomas Smythe at Spratton,Northamptonshire.[footnoteRef:2] The exact date Malory was  knighted is still unknown, however the first official document referring to him as ‘Sir Thomas Malare’ (sic) is a paper of trusteeship granting rights in land to Malory (along with several others) dated 8th October 1441.[footnoteRef:3] These two events imply his corruption occurred approximately two years after becoming a knight. It is worthy of note however that after this initial infraction, records indicate he was a respectable and law abiding member of the court (and of parliament) until January 1450 when he was accused of attempted murder. A considerable escalation in severity from the crime of which he was initially accused in 1443. [2:  P.J.C. Field, ‘The Malory Life-Records’, in A Companion To Malory, ed. by Elizabeth Archibald and A.S.G. Edwards, (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1996, repr. 1997, 2000) pp. 115-30 (p. 120)]  [3:  Field, p.119] 


It is common knowledge that a long period or repeated periods of incarceration have a marked effect on the psyche regardless of whether or not one is guilty of the crimes for which sentence has been passed. We shall endeavour throughout the course of this essay to find clues in Le Morte Darthur from which we might draw conclusions as to Malory’s guilt or innocence, to pose the question; did he abuse his status as a knight or was he the victim of a conspiracy after discovering ‘behaviour unbecoming a member of the court’ in his brethren? And at the same time we will seek out information relating to the socio-political situation of the time which may point toward Malory’s intention in writing Le Morte Darthur.

In The Tale Of Sir Lancelot and Queen Guenivere, Malory treats the adulterous relationship between the two lovers with great sympathy. Could this for example be an indication that the rape charges lodged against Malory on 23rd May 1450 and again on 6th August the same year (a repeated offence against the same woman; Joan Smith) were in fact not rape but rather in relation to an affair between she and Malory? The charges were after all brought not by the supposed victim under common law but by her husband ‘under a statute of Richard II intended to make elopement into rape even when the woman consented.’[footnoteRef:4]  Alternatively, could this tale have been a commentary on the ineffectiveness of his own King Henry VI; a gentle, devout and kindly man[footnoteRef:5] but who was perceived as weak and easily led by his advisors, who’s rule was supported in no mean way by his strong-willed wife; Margaret of Anjou, who was regarded as ‘an excellent lady, of great wit and resolved courage, ambitious of honour and fully furnished with all gifts?’[footnoteRef:6] She is regarded by many historians as being the power behind the thrown and it is noted that she ‘held it in great disdain that her husband should be ruled rather than rule, and be governed rather than govern, even in the affairs of state.[footnoteRef:7] In the story Arthur, although undoubtedly noble and chivalrous is not portrayed as being particularly strong in character, whereas Guenivere is extremely confident and forthright and is shown on many occasions to be more than capable of controlling people and events. She is accused on several occasions of treason throughout Le Mort Darthur and is defended at least verbally by Arthur on each occasion. Another example of Guenivere’s ability to control and even manipulate a situation comes from her negotiations with both Meliagaunt and Lancelot in The Knight Of The Cart after she has been kidnapped by the former and the latter has come to her rescue.[footnoteRef:8] A character trait which may be likened to Queen Margaret. Perhaps Malory saw himself to some extent as the valiant but ultimately flawed Lancelot although it has not been suggested that there was ever any impropriety between Malory and the Queen. [4:  Field, p121]  [5:  Henry VI, 1422-61, < http://www.englishmonarchs.co.uk/plantagenet_11.htm> (Accessed 2nd November 2018)]  [6:  Robert Glover and Thomas Milles, ‘Henry VI’ in The Kings of England, ed. by Derek Parker, (London: The Folio Society, 1995), p. 303]  [7:  Glover and Milles, p. 303]  [8:  Thomas Malory, Le Morte Darthur, The Winchester Manuscript, ed. by Helen Cooper, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998, reissued 2008) pp.451-2] 


It perhaps seems at this stage that delving deeper into the life and times of Sir Thomas Malory is in danger of raising more questions than it answers. In contrast though it is in the very act of looking at the broader picture that we might discover a clearer view of Malory’s intent in the writing of Le Mort Darthur. 

The rule of HenryVi was far from successful, he inherited a country at war and was in the unfortunate position of becoming ruler at just nine months old when on 30th August 1422, after the death of his father Henry V, he was named King of England, France and Lord of Ireland.[footnoteRef:9] Due to the new King’s tender age there were several people who ruled in his name for the initial years of his reign; the Duke of Bedford was pronounced ruler of France and the Duke of Gloucester protector of England, they were Henry’s older and younger cousins respectively. Henry was eventually deemed ‘fit to rule’ at the age of eight and was crowned at Westminster on 6th November 1429, after which he resided in France where he was coronated King of France on 17th November 1431. It is from this date that Henry’s shortcomings as a ruler became apparent, with a succession of uprisings in France leading to increasing loss of territory and petty squabbles and shifting allegiances between the nobility in England. This period of instability continued for many years and it is reasonable to assume Malory became actively embroiled in the situation as he became a member of parliament in December 1441. Furthermore, it seems likely that his political allegiances played a part in at least some of his criminal convictions, the most prominent of which being that he was accused of the attempted murder of the Duke of Buckingham in January 1450. The first attempt to bring him to trial for this crime a year later signalled the end of Malory’s career in parliament and the beginning of a new chapter in his life; that of a convicted criminal. Before his incarceration, Malory is also noted as being in quarrels with the Duke of Norfolk at around the same time and was initially bailed to Sir John Baskerville of Eardisly and others in an attempt to bring him back into Warwickshire society. [9:  Glover and Milles, p. 302] 


The details above merely scratch the surface of the political instability of the fifteenth century but it could be argued that this real life instability was echoed in the instability of the knights of the round table in Le Morte Darthur. We can even draw parallels from as close to the beginning of the book as The Wedding of King Arthur. During the conversation between Arthur and Merlin at the start of this chapter Arthur says; 

“My barons will let me have no rest, but needs I must take a wife, and I would none take but by thy counsel and advice.”[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Malory, p. 50] 


This echoes in many ways the situation of Henry VI being ruled by his advisors and taking Margaret as his wife in order to appear stronger. 

I believe that in creating Le Morte Darthur, Malory saw an opportunity to take established texts and subtly alter and add to them to fit a situation to which he was actually a witness. This could be one explanation as to why he added his own passages to the stories to tie them in with reality. For example, with regard to Malory’s original passage at the start of The Knight of The Cart his reference to the month of May and the flourishing of love could be interpreted in several ways which would point towards King Henry. The month of May could refer to the youthfulness of the King, or perhaps his reign. It could even point to the King taking his bride at that time in his life. As the passage goes on, it mentions the hatred that cuts down the flower of chivalry, this could be a reference to Henry V, who is referred to as ‘that flower of chivalry’ in his obituary. Likewise, Sir Meliagaunt could represent one of the Dukes charged with the protection of England and France during the infancy of Henry VI, he lives in a castle which was given to him by the King but he ultimately turns out to be a traitor, as the various nobles plotted against and sought to bring down King Henry, there was indeed a great deal of treachery in the courts of the King and although it is not mirrored exactly in Le Morte Darthur, the symbolism of the infidelity of Guenivere, the betrayal of Arthur by Lancelot, and the failure of the quests of the various knights of the round table due to impurity could very well be symbols for the treasonous acts of the members of the court of Henry VI. 
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