Historicising Texts : Reading Medieval Texts (CSENG4006)

Lecture 7
 : Sir Thomas Malory, Le Morte D’Arthur
The Historical Arthur and the Medieval Literary Tradition
1) Arthur, a Briton of the later fifth century, led a series of successful encounters with invaders (Angles, Saxons, and possibly traitorous Britons) – a glorious career which later generations thought of as ended not by external defeat but by dissension within the war-band.

2) Annales Cambriae: ‘At the battle of Camlann, Arthur and Medraut [Mordred] fell.’ The battle is dated to the early sixth century.
3) Geoffrey of Monmouth, History of the Kings of Britain (1130s): Arthur a conqueror (both within the British Isles and on the continent of Europe), supported by a group of warriors, notable among them Gawain and Kay.
4) In Chrétien de Troyes’ verse romances Lancelot achieves prominence as the lover of Guenivere and as Arthur’s best knight, displacing Gawain.
5) The French tradition

a) Chiefly interested in Lancelot

b) The true quest – the seeking out of the high secrets and hidden things of God – the Quest for the Holy Grail

c) The Vulgate Cycle
i) a connected series of prose romances written by various authors, covering the whole history of the Round Table from the pre-history of the Grail in the generation after the Crucifixion of Jesus Christ down to Arthur’s death in battle against Mordred.
ii) The fall of the Round Table is brought about as divine retribution for sexual sin – Arthur’s incest with his sister Morgan le Fay, and Lancelot’s adultery with Guenivere

6) The English Tradition

a) Gawain is the most popular knight
b) The alliterative Morte Arthure
c) The stanzaic Morte Arthur: a verse translation of the last part of the Vulgate Cycle
Sir Thomas Malory and Le Morte D’Arthur
1) The fifteenth-century cult of chivalry

a) tournaments and individual chivalric combats

b) Jacques de Lalaing – knight errant from Burgundy

c) Orders of knighthood: Edward III’s Order of the Garter (est. 1348); Malory based oath sworn by the Knights of the Round Table on that sworn by Knights of the Bath

2) Malory and authority

a) In writing Le Morte D’Arthur, Malory worked with four principal French sources, supplemented by at least two others, and two major English sources.

b) Malory’s version of ‘The Knight of the Cart’ is an episode which begins in Book XVIII, Chapter 25, of Le Morte D’Arthur, as published by William Caxton in 1485, and ends at the end of Chapter 13 of Book XIX, though in the version you have the section from the end of Book XIX, Chapter 9 to the end of Chapter 13 is edited out, so that after Chapter 9 you have only the closing sentences of Chapter 13. In Le Morte D’Arthur, ‘The Knight of the Cart’ forms a part of the Tale of Sir Lancelot and Queen Guenivere, which in the version of the text that was printed by Caxton, is told over several books. In the Winchester Manuscript, the work is not divided into twenty-one books, like the printed version, but is rather divided into a smaller number of large sections, of which one is the Tale of Sir Lancelot and Queen Guenivere.
c) Malory’s sources for The Knight of the Cart

i) The stanzaic Morte Arthur
ii) French prose Lancelot
3) Malory’s choice of prose

4) The passage with which ‘The Knight of the Cart’ commences, on the flourishing of love in the month of May, and on the hatred that cuts down the flower of chivalry like ‘winter’s rasure’, is entirely Malory’s invention.
5) Lancelot in Malory’s Le Morte D’Arthur
a) Le Morte D’Arthur as a secular ‘history’

b) Lancelot as a knight of this world, representing positive values attainable in humanity, extreme virtue in all earthly matters
c) Lancelot’s failure is due to his desire for Guenivere, as in the French tradition

d) Intrigue in court results from those who speak of Lancelot’s love

e) Lancelot’s epiphany

f) His vision of the Grail

g) After his failure in the Grail Quest, Lancelot is more modest

h) Questions to think upon, which we will consider further in the next lecture:

i) How should we understand the love between Lancelot and Guenivere?

ii) What causes the demise of the Fellowship of the Knights of the Round Table in Malory?
To do for the next seminar ...
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.
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