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“Never underestimate the power of a woman” (Beauvoir, 1999, p. 613). 

“In a generous woman, resignation looks like indulgence: she accepts everything, she condemns 

no one because she thinks that neither people nor things can be different from what they are 

[…] women always try to keep, to fix, to arrange rather than to destroy and reconstruct anew; 

they prefer compromises and exchanges to revolutions” (Beauvoir, 2009, p. 657). 
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ABSTRACT 
This work examines the Chivalric Christian presence of Arthurian women on the edge of power 
in Thomas Malory’s Le Morte Darthur. It replies to two main research questions: How does 
Chivalric Christianity intersect with the female religiousness in Le Morte Darthur, and how is 
Malory’s perspective of Chivalric Christianity portrayed in the narratives of women? What does 
the representation of women in Malory’s work reveal about their Chivalric Christian life on the 
edge of power, and what opportunities do Malory’s women have to seize and utilize power for 
advancing their own goals in their marginal existence?  

This work suggests a religious and gendered way of reading women’s narratives specifically in 
Le Morte Darthur and generally in Arthurian literature. It proposes that the omnipresence of 
Chivalric Christianity is manifested in the lives of the three women who represent the primary 
focus of this study. It also demonstrates that these women temporarily rise from the margins of 
power to grasp their moment and have either a political or emotional influence on the entire 
Malorian literary world.  Their reach to impact and influence is imminent and achievable for a 
transient moment, but their avenues to power are narrow and short.  

Malory’s work, written  in 1469–1470 and printed after Malory’s death in 1485, is based on  
writings from the sixth to twelfth centuries and on their transformation into later fictional, 
spiritually allegorical texts composed mainly during the thirteenth century. Some of the 
thirteenth−century sources confirm that a religiously pious ethic had a profound impact on 
Malory’s intentions for his work. A reading of Malory’s sources, especially for his tale of the 
Sankgreall, has provided this study with a predominant Chivalric Christian perception of the 
legend of the holy grail. The concept of storyworld guides the reading since Le Morte Darthur 
is an imaginary tale, located in the Middle Ages and populated by fictional medieval characters, 
however not limited or designated by time. The fictiveness of Malory’s characters requires a 
different approach than real medieval persons. A narratological character analysis is used to 
examine the cast of characters in Malory’s literary universe.   

The thesis is divided into nine chapters, of which the first five shape the scene and build a 
historical and theoretical framework for the study. They provide the background for 
investigation, read the previous research with a focus on women’s religiousness, contribute to 
an understanding of Malory’s sources and his own religious perspectives, and provide this thesis 
with the necessary theoretical foundation, to be able to focus on analysing the religiousness of 
the three selected women. Themes of predestination, a good death, and a lifelong Christian 
journey − exemplified by Elayne of Corbyn, Elayne of Ascolat, and Morgawse − are 
illuminated in their respective chapters. The topics of the Code of Chivalry and courtly love, 
power, and mystery of the Sankgreall, as well as purity and virginity, are in this work framed 
by Chivalric Christianity.  

The more general value of this study lies in the way it extends our recognition of late-medieval 
perspectives towards religion and history. Specifically, the study shows that the narratives or 
other historical writings were used to highlight and share Christian teachings. The examples of 
how to conduct a proper Christian life could be  revealed to the readers through the  moral and 
ethical attitudes and achievements of the literary characters,  not necessarily by direct models.   
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1. SHAPING THE SCENE FOR THE STUDY 
 

1.1 BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

 

One of Thomas Malory’s great achievements is his portrayal of this 

passionate, limited, and aristocratic society, with its own standards of success 

and failure (Brewer, 1963, p. 45). 

 

In Middle English scholarship, Thomas Malory’s Le Morte Darthur represents the pinnacle of 

the Arthurian literature.1 It is the last work in the medieval tradition of historical and legendary 

texts about the chivalric King Arthur and his valiant knights of the Rounde Table.2 Le Morte 

Darthur, compiled, abridged, and rewritten by Thomas Malory in 1469–1470, is based on both 

historical and literary interpretations of British history and its rulers since the 6th century. The 

Arthurian scholarship continuously reads Le Morte Darthur as a “romance, epic, history, and 

tragedy […] romance being the most common term” (Tolhurst, 2005, p. 133).3 Brewer (1963) 

confirms the “feeling of the history” in Malory’s opus and that “the effect of Malory’s treatment 

of his subject was if anything to increase its historical nature” (p. 49). He proposes further that 

Malory built from his sources a narrative with  “a pattern of tragedy, and a tragedy in history 

[…]  perhaps the first true tragedy in English, and one of the most moving” (pp. 50, 61). 

Malory’s work has been studied extensively since the 19th century.4 The focus of these studies 

varies from religion to spirituality, from geography to family feuds, from warfare to wizards, 

from kings and knights to queens, from jantilmen to jantilwomen,5 from landscapes to heaven, 

 

1 The latest edition by Peter C.J. Field, 2017, which is used as the primary source of this study, is called 
”Malory 2017” in the list of Primary Literature. ”Field 2017” means his introduction in this edition and 
is mentioned in the list of Research Literature.  
2 Le Morte Darthur illustrates several options for most names and readers may have their own favourites. 
The spelling of Arthurian names used in this study follows the nomenclature of Malory, 2017, pp. 
941˗975 (Index of Proper Names).  
3 See Tolhurst, 2005, p. 133 footnote, for discussion of Le Morte Darthur as a representation of courtly 
romance, epic, history and tragedy. 
4 For more on academic Arthurian literature, see e.g., Lacy, 2013, pp. 103˗119, and pp. 120˗137; 
Archibald and Putter, 2013; Lupack, 2007;  Pearsall, 2003; Fletcher, 1973, 1966; Loomis, 1959. 
5 Middle English words for gentlemen and gentlewomen.  
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and to nearly any other Arthurian theme. A substantial part of the contemporary research 

concentrates on Malory’s sources as well as on William Caxton’s role in printing Malory’s 

work in 1485,6 or whether he was “sensitive to political issues of his day” (Radulescu, 2003a, 

p. 37). A common method of examining Malory’s work is through a detailed comparison of its 

divisions with their obvious sources, as a basis in the interpretation of his oeuvre.7 This 

frequently used routine is not the main aim of this study. The primary reference is Malory’s 

own interpretation of his written sources, his textual narrative world, and the implied authority 

of his work (Abbott, 2009, p. 91). The intention of the present study is to keep the focus on the 

text of Le Morte Darthur, on the presentation of characters, and on their performance and 

agenda, as illustrated by Malory. The main exception is the tale of the Sankgreall, “Malory’s 

supreme version of the medieval portrayal of the Grail”, which clearly follows 12th- and 13th-

century Old French sources, which Malory used to build his most religious episode in Le Morte 

Darthur. Here the aim is to understand what he had drawn from the centuries-long Arthurian 

tradition to highlight the presence of a religious immanence in his Le Morte Darthur (Barber, 

2004, p. 221). Also, the narratives of the chosen Arthurian women are referenced in relation to 

earlier source versions. 8  

Malory’s chivalry encompasses Christian devotion which is pervasively embedded in his work 

and can be read specifically on several occasions and by several allegories. Malory draws upon 

the Code of Chivalry, which commands “to fear God and maintain His Church” and “to keep 

faith”, and it has a profound impact on his characters, their allegiance and integrity, and the 

deeds performed in the name of chivalry.9 Malory’s Christianity is seamlessly intertwined with 

chivalry and chivalric conduct. 

Female characters appraise chivalric deeds, as well as social and courtly behaviour. The 

importance of womanhood in Le Morte Darthur is demonstrated by the manner in which both 

the opening and ending of Malory’s work highlight the seminal influence of female characters 

in the story of Arthur. From Arthur’s mother Dame Igrayne to the Lady of the Lake, Malory 

invites his readers to consider gender as a relevant denominator, however, his treatment of 

women, from the minor to the most impressive ones, is rather inconsistent especially when 

 

6 The Caxton print later came to be called the Winchester manuscript. 
7 See, e.g.: Burrow, 2019, 69–83; Norris, 2019, 32–52; Putter, 2019, 36–52; Taylor, 2019, 53–68; 
Windeatt, 2019, 84–102.  
8 For Elayne of Corbin, see Chapter 6, pp. 93–94; for Elayne le Blanke, see Chapter 7, p. 121; for 
Morgawse, see Chapter 8, pp. 142–143. 
9 The Code of Chivalry is discussed in Chapter 2.2.  
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highlighting his major themes of the Rounde Table, the Pentecostal Oath, and the tale of the 

Sankgreall.  

Despite the importance of female presence in both the beginning and the end of Le Morte 

Darthur, female characters are few. Out of the 29 women featuring in Malory’s narrative, 19 

have a pivotal role in the storyline by their presence or performance. They are portrayed as 

daughters and sisters, wives and mothers, gentlewomen like damsels or maidens and ladies, 

queens, sorceresses and enchantresses. Most of those women, who are given a name, represent 

the gentry and are “active agents” (Cooper, 1998, p. xviii). Malory ordinarily presents his 

female characters in the midst of chivalric enterprises or courtly love scenes where King 

Arthur’s knights either provide the ladies with their knightly prowess and succour or are looking 

for chivalric amorous unions in the manner of courtly love.  A few of these women have 

consistently interested scholars and have invoked an abundance of studies, such as Queen 

Guenever and her adulterous love relationship with Sir Launcelot, the Lady of the Lake, who 

with her enchantment guards King Arthur’s reign, and King Arthur’s malevolent sister, Morgan 

Le Fey, who by her magical approaches seeks to destroy Arthur.  

However, women and their performance in the context of a religious chivalric world, and 

specifically the religiousness of women, have thus far been a rather sporadically explored 

category of Malorian research. This seems to be a recognizable gap in Arthurian literary studies, 

and this study seeks  to fill it by examining the combination of chivalric religion and women in 

Le Morte Darthur.  

This thesis will inquire how Malory’s perspectives of Christian elements and beliefs are 

embedded in his narrative, how religion appears, and how his portrayal of a Chivalric Christian 

worldview pertains to women in Le Morte Darthur.  Since the female Chivalric Christian 

perspective has until now been rather neglected and requires further exploration, it is of utmost 

importance to understand Malory’s representation of women in his literary universe and give a 

voice to his female characters.  

The aim of this study is to read Malory’s work with a gendered mindset and to examine his text 

for the purpose of comprehending how the representation of selected women illustrates their 

Chivalric Christian presence on the edge of power in Malory’s literary world. A feminist 

perspective is a valid approach for a deeper analysis of the scattered female presence and 

question of gender in Le Morte Darthur. The strong female-oriented perceptions of Simone de 

Beauvoir will be used when studying selected women to justify their existence and growth by 
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their experience. The works and concepts of other gender theorists are also applied. However, 

this approach is not primarily theory-driven (Armstrong, 2003, p. 7). Rather, the works of 

contemporary feminist writers are utilised within a reading and analysis of Arthurian women’s 

narratives and their performance, exploring and following their literary footprints to 

comprehend their role in Malory’s storyworld. 10 The prevailing medieval perspective presented 

in Le Morte Darthur will guide the way to understand the female roles and to uncover the 

women’s religiousness. 

The concept of a storyworld guides the reading, since Le Morte Darthur is a fictional tale, 

written in the Middle Ages and representing medieval persons and deeds, although not clearly 

designated by time. The fictiveness of his characters calls for a different approach than factual 

medieval figures would entail. 

The Chivalric Christian perspective calls for justification. Brewer (1963) explains that ”for 

Malory − and we shall never understand him if we do not understand this − there is no essential 

incompatibility between the values of Christianity and those of the High Order of Knighthood, 

of ideal Arthurian chivalry” (p. 58). This statement establishes a solid foundation for 

religiousness in Le Morte Darthur: it is Chivalric Christianity. Christianity in Malory’s work is 

not practised by clergy, but by his ordinary characters performing in a chivalric community 

whose religiousness is best described by the term ‘lay’. Malory has been seen to have omitted 

some of the Christian elements which were present in his source materials, but contemporary 

scholarship has challenged this, especially Lewis (1963), who argues that Malory’s handling 

“of the Grail story sounds deeply religious” (p. 7), and Hanks (2013), who claims that “the 

Christian theme clearly is evident throughout Le Morte” (p.10). Whetter (2017), concludes that 

“Malory was religiously faithful, especially devout to Christ’s blood” (p. 132).  

Malory associates religion with chivalry and fellowship with a symbiotic affinity. Kaeuper  

(2016) suggests that chivalry in Le Morte Darthur is throughout “in dialogue with religious 

ideals” (p. 264). “Knights […] were traditionally religious”, already from their childhood by 

domestic spiritual education and often assumed a pious and respectful role assigned to them as 

obedient “sons of Holy Mother Church” (Kaeuper, 2016, p. 256; 2009, p. 5). As they recognized 

that their career in arms required religious redemption, Kaeuper (2016) proposes that  

 

10 For more about Malory’s storyworld, see Chapter 3.2. (especially p. 53) and  Chapters 4.1, and 4.2. 
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knights and men-in-arm managed, in alliance with clerics close to them, and with 

confidence of their piety and orthodoxy, to craft a religious framework suited to their 

particular requirements. Without disregarding the broad framework for Christian life 

offered to all believers, they found a set of ideas that valorized and blessed their 

particularly hard work as warriors, even if this framework offered guides for its ideal 

practice that they could accept (p. 272). 

It can be argued that Chivalric Christianity represents Malory’s religious perspective in Le 

Morte Darthur. In this thesis, Chivalric Christianity will be examined in the context of Malory’s 

storyworld as represented by characters who are members of the laity, not clergy. They show 

allegiance to God as well as to the king in minor details of everyday life, such as obligatory 

Sunday Mass, praying, blessing, asking for God’s mercy, and repenting. The Malorian 

community lives by Christian precepts and is surrounded by chivalric ideals of piety and 

kindness towards those in need of help, as dictated by the Code of Chivalry and the Pentecostal 

Oath. Christian virtues of justice and mercy are applied daily when needed. Mercifulness shows 

the religious attitude of Arthurian knighthood as embodying Christian virtues, rather than being 

based on brute force. Especially in the quest of the Sankgreall the Christian devotion suppresses 

other aspirations and the journey of those who are entitled to achieve the Sankgreall is guided 

by religious exempla (see e.g. Rovang, 2015).11 

 

1.2 ARTHURIAN WOMEN IN PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

 

The female characters of Le Morte Darthur have extensively been studied throughout the 20th 

and 21st centuries, albeit rather marginally in a religious context (Wheeler and Tolhurts, 2001; 

Kelly, 1999a).  This chapter presents an overview of the previous scholarship by focusing on 

the presence of women in the Arthurian realm, and, in particular, their relation to religion.  

 

 

11 Rovang (2015) argues that “Exempla, didactically illustrative stories often featuring quasi-historical 
figures to model a virtue or a vice and its rewards or consequences, would have been familiar to Malory’s 
audience not only through sermons but also via works from Boccacio’s De Casibus Virorum Illustrium, 
Lydgate’s Fall of Princes and Chaucer’s Pardoner’s Tale” (p. xxi). 
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Throughout Malory’s work, women are central to the plot, signalling and initiating adventure, 

encouraging knights to deeds of arms, and sometimes encountering their own adventures. Since 

Malory’s work as a literary genre is a romance, knights’ adventures were provided to touch the 

imagination of the feminine bibliophile, the primary readership of a romance (e.g., Davidson, 

2006; McNamer, 2003; Kruger, 2000). Female characters, as Davison (2006) summarises,  

“most commonly assist in the construction of knightly identity, providing knights with 

opportunities to prove their abilities or serving as rewards for their prowess”,  positing them as 

passive bystanders who “watch the knights, desire the knights, want to protect the knights” who 

as masculine characters of Le Morte Darthur are determined through action (p. 21). Kaufman 

(2007) challenges the recent studies on Le Morte Darthur due to their aim of locating female 

characters in a role of coaches and guides of the knights.  

Women in Le Morte Darthur are repeatedly interpreted through chivalric codification. Arthur’s 

superior knights Sir Launcelot and Sir Gawayn, “successfully pass through the female spaces 

and the challenges they present to ‘chastity, courtesy and the keeping of faith’” (Rigby, 1983, 

p. 260). Chivalric faith and chastity are posited to allow a knight to approach the vicinity of 

women. The knight in Le Morte Darthur employs courtesy, like Launcelot trying “to keep 

women’s desire at bay, maintaining that no lady could make a shameful sexual demand on an 

unwilling man” (Larrington, 2015, p. 63). 

Contemporary research has focused mostly on the presence and performance of a small number 

of Arthurian women in the prominent role provided to them by Malory. The major protagonist 

is Queen Guenever, who as the queen of King Arthur exerts her authority over Arthur’s first 

knight Launcelot, her adulterous lover. The sorceress Morgan Le Fey, King Arthur’s sister, uses 

her magical skills to maliciously imbalance Arthur’s power (Larrington, 2015). The Lady of 

the Lake performs in several ways − as King Arthur’s benevolent adviser but also of her own 

accord and without his knowledge, as one of the  “deceptive temptresses” who benefits from 

wizard Merlyn’s sexual desire to learn all his magic, or as  “intermediary beings, that is […] 

goddesses and their human avatars” (Wood, 1996, p. 8). A few other women in minor, but 

pivotal roles have evoked interest among Arthurian scholars. Two insignificant maidens in 

Malory’s work, Elayne of Corbyn and Elayne of Ascolat, have been considered worthy of some 

scholarly discussion, mostly due to their liaison with Sir Launcelot (for Elayne of Corbyn: e.g.,  

Sklar, 2001; for Elayne of Ascolat: e.g., Hildebrand, 2018; Noble, 2001; Knepper, 2001). King 

Arthur’s eldest sister Queen Morgawse, the mother of Arthur’s incestuous son, Mordred, who 
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eventually commits patricide and destroys King Arthur’s realm, is among those women (e.g., 

Larrington, 2015; Armstrong, 2001).   

Scholarly opinions about Malory’s attitude towards his female characters vary from accusations 

of Malory’s misogynism (e.g., Kaufman, 2019; Sklar, 2001; McInerney, 2001) to a defence 

against these allegations (e.g., Wyatt, 2016; Hodges, 2005b). Malory is often regarded as 

“blissfully ignorant of − yet simultaneously revelling in − the misogynist stereotypes he creates 

and reinforces” (Kaufman, 2019, p. 164).  

“Pawns, Predators, and Parasites”, a feminist perspective by Robeson (1998) on Malory’s 

women, represents Elayne of Corbyn as a “pawn” in obeying her father’s command to fulfil a 

prophecy by sleeping with Launcelot for the purpose of  becoming pregnant with Galahad, the 

future knight of the Sankgreall. A “predator” is exemplified by Morgan Le Fey, the female 

enchantress who successfully deceives, controls, and exploits knights of King Arthur’s court. 

Queen Guenever acts as a “parasite” when she confuses Arthur, by not giving him an heir, and 

abuses Launcelot by her whims. She lures them from their main achievement which is to 

establish a governing system to execute justice, the protection of the weak and defenseless, and 

punishment for those who act against it. 

The categorisation of Arthurian women by Scott, as “the Good, the Bad, and the Uglies” echoes 

the macho spirit of the 1960’s western film by Sergio Leone (Scott, 1982, p. 21, as cited in 

Martin, 2010, p. 193).12 “Good” characters observe and praise the knights’ actions, lead them 

onto adventures, or can be saved from danger themselves as “maidens-in-distress” (like Elayne 

of Corbyn), or exemplify Christian dignity (like Percivale’s nameless sister on the quest of the 

Sankgreall). “Bad” women, Queen Guenever being a specific example, degrade men; “ugly” is 

the malevolent sorceress who hides in the woods to confront men and/or to allure them (Scott, 

1982, p. 21, as referred in Kaufman, 2006, p. 9).13 Scott concludes that in Le Morte Darthur 

women are depicted as “nearly all pawns in the game of the knights are playing, pawns to 

Malory’s great chess game […] they are a bloodless lot” (Scott, 1982, pp. 28−29, as cited in 

Kaufman 2006, p. 10).14 

Archetypes of Arthurian women have been designated by Fries (1998)  as “female heroes, 

heroines, and counter-heroes” and “contrapuntal to rather than independent of the male 

 

12 The citation is given due to the unavailability of Scott’s article.  
13 The citation is given due to the unavailability of Scott’s article. 
14 The citation is given due to the unavailability of Scott’s article. 
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functions − king, warrior, and seer − they complement or defy” (p. 67). According to Fries 

(1992) the female hero is “a woman living without a permanent attachment to a man” (p. 1), 

and she  “always acts only for knightly benefit” because “her agenda […] exists for patriarchal 

− male rather than female − purposes” (p. 15). The Lady of the Lake illustrates a female hero 

in Le Morte Darthur. She exemplifies women who are “more active and, at least for a time, 

autonomous,” and none of them married (Fries, 1992, p.15). Beautiful, enticing women like 

Queen Guenever are heroines; they are called “passive figures whose beauty and favour operate 

to guide and/or guile the hero to his destiny” (Fries, 1992, p. 16). Counter-heroes are not usually 

married either, they are voracious for sex and use their magic and seductive tricks to advance 

their own rather than male Arthurian ends (Fries, 1992). As a magical sorceress who acts her 

own benefit, Morgan Le Fey is an exemplary counter-hero. 

As Armstrong argues (2003), female identity in Malory’s imagined Arthurian community is 

“deliberately constructed” as “passive, submissive, and marginal” from the beginning of his 

narrative, a construction designed to ensure the primacy of “male homosocial bonds within this 

patriarchal kin-based social order” (pp. 181, 48). Linton (2017) exposes the silence and 

marginality of three queens in Le Morte Darthur - Igrayne, Morgawse, and Morgan Le Fey − 

as a major location of disempowerment as well as a subversiveness to Arthurian society (p. 24).  

As noted earlier, contemporary research has mainly focused on the existence and chivalric 

presentation of a few female protagonists, and only rarely considered the context of women’s 

religiousness in Malory’s work. Nevertheless, religion is still understood as an essential part of 

Le Morte Darthur. Since Scudder’s interpretation (1917) of Malory’s aim to “present the 

controlling interests of the Middle Ages – love, religion, war − in their ideal symmetry and their 

actual conflict” as ‘secular’ (p.  185), the religious nature of Le Morte Darthur has been defined 

in various ways in both secular/lay and religious terms frequently associated with chivalry.15 In 

addition to Brewer (2009) who calls it “the great secular story of western Christendom” (p.12), 

descriptions like “Spiritual” (Radulescu, 2019, pp. 211-226), “Sacralised Secularity” (Whetter, 

2017, pp. 105, 115), “Lay Chivalric Christian Piety” (Moffett, 2017, p. 47), “Lay Piety” 

 

15 The definitions of ‘secular’ or ‘secularity’ have served the purpose of capturing Malory’s worldview 
in Arthurian scholarship, which originates mostly from the disciplines of language, literature, and 
history. The contemporary Arthurian scholarship mostly uses the term ‘secular’ or ‘secularity’ instead 
of ‘lay’. In a Christian context, the terms ‘lay people’ or ‘laity’ are commonly used as synonyms for 
secular.  
Apart from the citations of the previous research, the terms of ‘lay’ and ‘laity’ are applied in this study 
to replace ‘secular’ or ‘secularity’.   
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(Moore, 2014), “Secular Chivalry” (Holbrook, 2013), “Secularized Salvation” (Jesmok, 2013), 

“Lay Spirituality” (Windeatt, 2013, p. 94), and “Secular Christian Chivalry” (Cooper, 1998, p. 

xiii) have been applied to exemplify Malory’s consideration of religion. These expressions 

clearly indicate how the major part of contemporary scholarship regards the Arthurian realm as 

a synthesis of religious and chivalric perspectives. However, these themes focus on Arthurian 

chivalric religiousness in general, not particularly on that of Arthurian women.   

Another approach to the religiousness in Le Morte Darthur is opened in an inspiring and 

thorough present-day collection of Malorian studies, A New Companion to Malory, with a 

comprehensive analysis of the evolution of Malory’s “secular” and “spiritual” ideals in Le 

Morte Darthur (Radulescu, 2019; Robeson, 2019).  The collection emphasises that Malory’s 

work is no longer examined exclusively in the light of Christian morality or classical literature 

but instead as a reflection of the historical cultural institutions and communities of Malory’s 

time (Robeson 2019). From this perspective, scholarship has addressed issues such as the social 

class of gentry and nobility,  themes relevant  in the present study such as the overlapping of 

the domains of the  “sacred” and the “secular” (Cherewatuk, 2013), the influence of gentry 

culture on Malory (Radulescu, 2003b), and the focus on the role of women in chivalric 

communities (Armstrong 2003).  

It is rather inexplicable that the religiousness of Malory’s female characters is mostly neglected 

by the contemporary scholars. As an example, Elayne of Corbyn is mentioned only once in the 

above mentioned collection (Lynch 2019) where Malory’s spiritual worldview is exemplified 

with the Sankgreall (Radulescu, 2019, p. 211).  Radulescu summarises the spiritual landscape 

of the Sankgreall as the most religious of Malory’s tales, yet her reference to the presence of 

women on the quest  focuses only on Percivale’s sister, as is relevant since she is indeed the 

only woman  participating in the quest (Radulescu, 2019, pp. 211, 225−226). However, neither 

Elayne of Corbyn’s patrimony through the Sankgreall nor her role as its keeper and arbiter of 

its healing power, nor her participation in the begetting of Galahad,  all crucial prerequisites 

prior to the quest, are  brought into the discussion.  Elayne of Corbyn’s importance in Le Morte 

Darthur and her individual performance in her roles requires and deserves a deeper analysis. 

The religiousness of her role needs to be made visible, as well.    

In previous research done on women and religion, Queen Guenever has been of particular 

interest. She exemplifies one of the Arthurian ladies whose narrative has an omnipresent 

religious undertone. In her narrative, all things work together for the good of those who love 

truly − if not in this world, then in the next.  The adulterous lovers call for God, especially in 
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the discourse of a passage where Sir Mordred and Sir Aggravayne aim to reveal the sinful 

relation between Queen Guenever and Launcelot.16 If Launcelot were to die when attacking 

those two, she would accept her own death “as mekely as ever ded marter take hys dethe for 

Jesu Crystes sake” (875.19−20/Cxx.3).17 This scene resembles Christian martyrdom, as 

Guenever imagines herself as a martyr, in her mind Jesus is replaced by Launcelot. The 

metaphor can even be extended to relate Launcelot to God by suggesting that “Launcelot 

becomes an ersatz God for Guenever, with the subtext that he is what is keeping her from the 

God – a parallel to the way Guenever is explicitly what keeps Launcelot from God“ (Moffett, 

2017, p. 72).  

Contradictory readings of the adulterous relation between Queen Guenever and Launcelot 

address the appearance of religious zeal at the end of Le Morte Darthur. To Olsen (2013), 

Malory’s principles undergo no significant alteration, and his faith in the worldly values of love 

and chivalry remains firm to the end, however, “Malory recognizes the spiritual and moral 

shortcomings of those worldly values and ultimately turns away from them, pointing his readers 

in the end to higher, eternal realities” (p. 29). Yet to Hanks (2013) Malory’s religiousness is 

linked to his own comprehension of human love as a dignifying force ultimately originating 

from God: “ it can be irresistible; […] it can be sinful; and […] it can be forgiven” and “God’s 

grace is part of Malory’s universe” (p.13). Malory gives to Guenever and Launcelot an 

opportunity to be sinners in love yet have grace if they repent, as they do at the end of their 

narratives (932.29/ Wfol.484r −934.4/Cxxi.10).    

An integral constituent of the religiousness in Le Morte Darthur is the theme of magic, a crucial 

ingredient of the Arthurian legend. Magic echoes through Arthurian romance from its origins 

in the twelfth century to its modern manifestations. Supernatural and surreal imagination related 

to female characters has continually provoked contemporary research. Women with magical 

capabilities and enchantment skills are pivotal in Le Morte Darthur. Many of its most resonant 

motifs are linked to the supernatural − quest and adventure, magic and enchantment, prophecy 

 

16 Malory guards their relationship carefully, as he speaks “whether they were abed other at other maner 
of disportis, me lyste nat thereof make no mencion” (874.8−9/Wfol.451r). 
17 All quotes of Le Morte Darthur are from Malory (2017) (page. line numbers/ ref.).  The reference 
type with a cross-reference to the Winchester manuscript (Wfol.) or Caxton’s print (C) follows Leitch 
and Rushton (2019).  In Malory (2017), uneven pages are referenced to Caxton’s print, and even pages 
to Winchester manuscript. Exceptions of this rule can be seen: first, pages 1−15 and 933−940 are 
referenced to Caxton’s print only, and second, sometimes there is no reference to the source, especially 
on the first page of the chapter; in that case the source is not referenced. 
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and destiny, miracle and marvel, the search for the Sankgreall − as well as some of the legend’s 

most powerful figures, such as Merlyn, the Lady of the Lake with her multiple avatars, and 

Morgan Le Fey. When Merlyn, Arthur’s major wizard and counsellor, is incarcerated under a 

great stone by the Lady of the Lake in the first chapters of Le Morte Darthur to never again 

emerge to lend Arthur aid, she and her female cast of enchantresses swarm in to take the lead 

in facilitating King Arthur’s reign. However, contrary to Merlyn’s omnipresent existence these 

ladies emerge and disappear at their own will. Morgan Le Fey uses her potent magical skills 

mostly for Arthur’s harm. 18   

None of the major Chivalric Christian symbols in Le Morte Darthur allow women to actively 

partake in the achievements of men. Women are not allowed to join the Fellowship of the 

Rounde Table. Despite the empowering Ladies Clause of the Pentecostal Oath women are left 

as petitioners for succour and solidarity.19 Courtly women are also excluded from the quest of 

the Sankgreall. Malory has delegated them to the edge of existence – and influence.20 A major 

part of the Arthurian research focusing on religion has followed Malory’s footsteps and 

primarily concentrated on the male chivalry of the Rounde Table and the Pentecostal Oath as 

well as the masculine adventurous achievements on the quest of the Sankgreall. Studies on 

female performance, women’s piety and Christian devotion, as well as on the role and necessity 

of female existence in relation to these religious symbols is scarce and has largely been limited 

to Queen Guenever and a few pious and chaste women on the quest of the Sankgreall (e.g., 

Moffett 2017; Schwartz, 2016). The Pentecostal Oath has provoked some scholarship on the 

relevance of the Oath as the most empowering element of the Code of Chivalry concerning 

women in Le Morte Darthur. The contemporary female-focused research on these themes will 

be discussed in more detail in respective chapters.21   

 

18 For examples, see Malory (2017): Arthur entrusts the scabbard of his sword Excalibur, which has the 
power to prevent its holder from bleeding to his sister Morgan Le Fey (62.29−34/Wfol.28v)who gives  
Excalibur to her lover Sir Accolon to fight Arthur. Through the magic of the Lady of the Lake, however, 
Arthur gets his sword back and slays Accolon (109.23/ Civ.7−114.20/Wfol.53r); Morgan Le Fey sends 
a precious mantle as a gift, but again the Lady of the Lake intervenes by advising Arthur not to wear it. 
Instead, he asks the lady who brought the gift to put it on; doing so she burns to ashes 
(121.30/Civ.15−122.21/Wfol.58r). Morgan Le Fey informs Arthur about the adulterous relationship 
between Queen Guenever and Sir Launcelot, but he refuses to believe it since he recognises her sister 
as his great enemy (490.29/Wfol.254v−491.24/Cx.26). 
19 See further Chapter 2.2.1. 
20 See further Chapter 5.3. 
21 On the Rounde Table and Pentecostal Oath, see Chapter 2.2.1; on the Sankgreall, see Chapter 5.3.  



21 

 

1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND OUTLINE OF CONTENT 

 

The key inquiry of this thesis comprises two inter-related research questions. Primarily, how 

does Chivalric Christianity intersect with the female religiousness in Le Morte Darthur, and 

how is Malory’s perspective of Chivalric Christianity portrayed in the narratives of women? 

Secondarily, what does the representation of women in Malory’s work reveal about their 

Chivalric Christian life on the edge of power, and what opportunities has Malory given to his 

women to seize and utilize power for advancing their own goals in their marginal existence?   

The contents of this study can be outlined as follows.   

Chapter 1 shapes the scene for the study by explaining its purpose, examining the religiousness 

of Arthurian women in previous research, stating the research questions, and outlining the 

content. 

Chapter 2 provides a historical background to Malory’s work. The three subchapters discussing 

chivalry and courtly love, the Code of Chivalry including the Fellowship of the Rounde Table 

and the establishment of the Pentecostal Oath, and late medieval English Christianity, focus on 

the interpretation of Malory’s Chivalric Christian perspective in Le Morte Darthur. 

Chapter 3 describes Malory’s Le Morte Darthur as a literary text by providing an overview of 

Malory’s literary sources from the 6th  to the 15th  century, introducing his text and style as well 

as the characters of his storyworld, also presenting the three most prominent editions and giving 

some brief comments regarding their editors.22 

Chapter 4 introduces the methodological framework of the study, which draws on narratological 

approach and employs character analysis as a tool to examine the literary figures as actors in 

Malory’s storyworld. The feminist point-of-view which leads the inquiry throughout the 

analysis of the religiousness of the chosen women is discussed in this chapter as well.  

 

22 For a thorough overview of the tale’s content, see, e.g., Field 2017, pp. xxv−xxxi. For a quick look at 
the content, see, e.g., https://www.aresearchguide.com/le-morte-darthur-summary.html: A Research 
Guide -> Literature -> Literature Guides -> Le Morte Darthur summary. 
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Chapter 5 concentrates on the religion in Le Morte Darthur by examining what is known about 

the historical Thomas Malory and his religiousness, and describing the predominant Christian 

theme in Le Morte Darthur, the Sankgreall, together with Malory’s 12th˗and 13th˗ century Old 

French sources and related contemporary research.   

Chapters 6−8 cover the analysis of women whose life exemplifies the Chivalric Christian 

perspective in Le Morte Darthur and give a voice to three women, each of them personifying 

one of the Chivalric Christian themes heavily resonating and deeply connected to Arthurian 

women in Malory’s work. The Sankgreall and predestination are the key elements in the tale of 

Elayne of Corbyn. Virginity and reaching for a good death designate Elayne of Ascolat’s short 

life. Queen Morgawse represents knightly chivalric conduct and courtly love, and her narrative 

personifies a steadfast Christian peregrination towards God’s salvation.  

Chapter 6 is dedicated to Elayne of Corbyn. She is the only woman in Le Morte Darthur who 

abides in the most Christian environment of Malory’s storyworld, namely in the constant 

vicinity of the Sankgreall. She is entitled by her pedigree to carry the Sankgreall. Her story 

commences as a minor character augured to give birth to the only knight who can achieve the 

Sankgreall. By her providence as the mother of the knight of the Sankgreall she assumes the 

role of a protagonist.  Chivalric Christianity is integrated in her story as a predestined condition.  

Chapter 7 proceeds with Elayne of Ascolat’s narrative which embeds virginity as an overall 

demand for her short life. Her story reflects the Chivalric Christian perspective and an aspiration 

to a good death as an example of her Christian devotion. The pages written to Elayne, the Fair 

Mayden of Ascolat, are few and locate her in a minor role, and Malory does not allow her any 

possibilities to rise above that.  

Chapter 8 analyses Queen Morgawse, sister to King Arthur, whose role extends from that of a 

minor daughterly character to the major independent role in King Arthur’s realm. Malory 

introduces her as the mother of Arthur’s closest knights and his son Mordred who in a final act 

of patricide-filicide slays King Arthur. Malory, however, has given her only a few sentences of 

dialogue in Le Morte Darthur. She is integrated in the Chivalric Christian society and her 

circumstances are totally predefined by the suppressive knightly culture. The theme of a lifelong 

Christian journey represents her individual religious vocation.  

Chapter 9 concludes the discussion about three marginalised women and their presence on the 

edge of power in Malory’s storyworld. This study offers a less explored perspective to the 

female Chivalric Christian religiousness in Le Morte Darthur and highlights the confrontation 
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between demands of masculine dominance and female resignation, immanent in Le Morte 

Darthur and in the narratives of these women. The knightly masculine prowess and valour 

needs the female vulnerability and succour, as established by the Pentecostal Oath, Malory’s 

interpretation of the Code of Chivalry, thus rendering the powerless femininity temporarily 

significant and substantial (Armstrong, 2003, p. 36). 

Chivalric Christianity intersects the religiousness of Elayne of Corbyn, Elayne of Ascolat, and 

Morgawse in various ways, deriving from the religious depth of their respective individual 

Christian environments in Malory’s storyworld. They all accept the codes of Arthurian chivalry 

but follow their personal conduct and implement their agenda with diverse outcomes and 

degrees of prominence. Each woman resides in the milieu where Chivalric Christianity fulfils 

her own vocation and provides her with an individual religious mindset and perspective. Each 

individual woman embodies an aspiration to seize momentary power that appears  significant 

and substantial, but quickly falls back to her otherness. In parallel to the individual approaches, 

the three women are also concluded through a collective viewpoint regarding their existence 

and encounters in his Arthurian realm.  

This chapter also advances several reflections on the novel approach of this study, the analysis 

of the Chivalric Christian presence and the performance of Arthurian women in Le Morte 

Darthur. The marginalised women have a remarkable effect on the Arthurian community. They 

accept their individual agendas and unhesitatingly execute it, showing determination and 

stamina which raises them into the league of the rare few whom Malory allows to live by their 

own free will. However, although they may rise from the brink of power for a transient moment, 

they never stay too long in the centre of Chivalric Christian dominance. 
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2. CHIVALRIC CHRISTIANITY 
 

2.1 CHIVALRY AND COURTLY LOVE 

 

The age of chivalry in the Middle Ages is marked by the boundaries of the 11th century’s First 

Crusade and the Reformation in the beginning of the 16th century. The word ‘chivalry’ derives 

from the French word ‘chevalier’, meaning as Keen (2005) suggests, “a man of aristocratic 

standing and probably of noble ancestry, who is capable, if called upon, of equipping himself 

with a war horse and the arms of heavy cavalryman, and who has been through certain rituals 

to make him what he is” (pp. 1−2). The term ‘chivalric’ relates to military prowess, bravery, 

and valour, but also to the polite, kind, and respectful behaviour of men, especially towards 

women; chivalry also means an order and a social class (Keen, 2005, p. 2). The Christian 

connection with chivalry is defined by Gautier (1891): “Chivalry is the Christian form of the 

military profession: the knight is a Christian soldier” (p. 2). Chivalry is seen − by Keen (2005) 

− “as a profession that had been instituted by God and that was in its own right necessary to 

human well-being” (p. 5). 

In the medieval context the concept of chivalry has multiple meanings. Most importantly, it 

relates to the medieval institution of knighthood and the code of knightly conduct known as the 

Code of Chivalry, developed during the late 11th century.23 Moral, religious, and social codes 

of knightly behaviour were consolidated in chivalry which entailed an idealized life and 

knight’s manners. To Thomas Malory personally. it represented “a declaration of ambition” 

(Field, 2017, p. ix). According to Huizinga (1924), “in the fifteenth century chivalry was still, 

after religion, the strongest of all ethical conceptions which dominated the mind and the heart” 

(p. 47). 

A chivalric knight could gain honour in the tournament, but engagement in a battle − “prowess 

in the field […] to be the first to set foot on the enemies’ land from the sea […] , and to have 

fought hand to hand in a mine beneath its fortifications” − gave greater honour, and   

participation in a crusade entitled a “special, sovereign honour” (Keen, 2005, p.170). Geoffroi 

 

23 See Chapter 2.2. for a discussion about the Code of Chivalry. 
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de Charny, who lived in the early 14th century and was an epitome of chivalry in his time 

(Kaeuper 2005, p. 1), advised his followers on the knightly path to serve God with love, to 

always “have a true and certain hope that comes from God”, and to not endanger their life before 

having established “a good state of relation to God” (Charny 2005, pp. 90, 97, 99, 72, 105).  

Kaeuper (2005) reflects on medieval chivalry which “served well as the ideological framework 

for lay society for nearly five centuries” providing a viewpoint concerning “violence and 

honour, piety, elite political and personal relationships, love and gender relationships, and 

rightful material possessions” (p. 2).   

The knights were “loyal sons of the Holy Mother Church” and dutifully committed to their 

kings and lords while benefiting from their patronage and joining their armies (Kaeuper 2009, 

p. 5).The age of chivalry witnessed the growth of religious piety among the laity who advocated 

more independent religious ideas like “anticlerisism [and] outbursts of heresy” (Kaeuper 2009, 

p. 6).24 The medieval lay and clerical ideology reconciled chivalric violence and practices in 

late-medieval Europe. In England, where the Church was dominated by the centralised papal 

office, which justified the crusades to the Holy Land and for which the Roman Canon Law was 

still valid until the Reformation, the connection between violence and religion needed a new 

perspective, as well as a novel theology for the laity (Kaeuper, 2009 p. 8; see also Sherman, 

1920). A pragmatic approach eased the way for clergy to substantiate the necessity of violence. 

Crusading ideas and practices were linked to chivalric ideology which entailed, “the knightly 

embrace of ascetism [which] emphasized the degree of independence” (Kaeuper, 2009, p. 7). 

A crusade could be seen as a penance, which came after contrition and confession, and the 

crusaders in “the service of God, truly confessed and contrite, are considered true martyrs” 

(Kaeuper, 2009, p. 75).  

The knights were, on one hand, lay and pious Christians; on the other, they constituted an 

exceptional and powerful group among the laity. Kaeuper (2009) defines the knighthood as 

“pious on its own terms”, and “the knightly piety asserted that securing honor in the world 

through vigorous prowess could not be hateful in the sight of God” (p. 20). There seems to have 

been no difference between the knightly piety and the lay piety, both referring to the religious 

practices and faith of those who were not clergy (Kaeuper, 2009, p. 35). Kaeuper (1988) 

suggests that piety was such an integral part of the knightly attitude “that it is useful to consider 

chivalry the aristocratic form of lay piety” (p.187). Knights applied similar religious habits and 

 

24 For more on heresy, see Chapter 2.3.  
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norms as the laity, but due to their military vocation they often complied with their own practice 

of piety, “one highly compatible with their violent ideal of prowess winning the honor”  and 

paving the way to salvation. (Kaeuper, 2009, p. 35; 1988, p. 187). Keen (2005) confirms that 

the conception of knights’ connection to the pious laity separated them from the Templars of 

the crusades who were bound to the “ascetic obligations of obedience and chastity”, which 

liberated them from secular loyalty while uniting them with the authorities of their order (p. 

50). 25 

Knightly piety is widely discussed, however. For Charny (2005) piety and chivalry were 

“inseparable, almost interchangeable” and a “distinct knightly independence” from the 

ecclesiastical domain, thus allowing the knights to perform their vocation with God’s will and 

approval. The core of the knightly lay piety was the implementation of the “power and self-

sacrificing service of the Order of the Knighthood” to ensure the true religion and order in the 

world (p. 35). The knightly piety was linked with the warrior-saints commissioned as soldiers 

in the Roman army and martyred for their Christian faith. The cult of these warrior-saints was 

appropriated among Western knights and it is speculated to have formed an important precursor 

to knightly piety and a part of the knightly identity (see, e.g., MacGregor, 2004). 26  

The romance literature of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance saluted an idealized and often 

forbidden form of love in which a knight or courtier devoted himself to a noblewoman who was 

usually married and assumed disregard to guard her reputation. The notion of “courtly love”, 

incorporated in the chivalric codification prescribed the behaviour of ladies and their chivalric 

lovers in the later Middle Ages (Ousby, 1994, p. 249).27 The term of “courtly love”, or amour 

courtois, was coined by a French philosopher, Gaston Paris (1883). The target of his term was 

Chrétien de Troyes’s Conte de la Charrette and his illustration of the adulterous, hidden love 

between Queen Guenever and Sir Launcelot.28 The term “courtly love” is mostly used in 

contemporary research of medieval literature, not by medieval writers (Lupack, 2007, p. 83). 

 

25 The Templars were one example of religious knighthood. 
26 For more examples of knightly piety, see Chapter 2.2. 
27 Courtly love offered a theme for a genre of extensive medieval literature, beginning with troubadour 
poetry in the courts of Aquitaine, Provence, Champagne, and Burgundy and the Norman kingdom of 
Sicily by the end of 11th century. The vernacular poetry of the romans courtois included many examples 
of courtly love. Some of them are set within the cycle of poems celebrating King Arthur’s court. More 
about the Code of Chivalry, see Chapter 2.2. 
28 Le Chevalier de la Charette, in Chrétien de Troyes, 2004, pp. 207−294.   
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The idea of courtly love, described by Paris, was quite incompatible with conventional medieval 

views on sexuality, in which man was thought to be superior to woman, sexual relation (actual 

or desired) were permissible only within marriage, and sensuality was considered a hindrance 

to union with the divine. Courtly love contradicted such views, embodying acceptance of 

opposite notions than the conventional standards of the Middle Ages (see, e.g., Markale, 2000). 

There is no historical evidence of courtly love having actually been pursued (Lupack, 2007, pp. 

83−84; Benton, 1962). However, the non-fiction genre of courtesy books − books of manners 

covering issues of etiquette and behaviour, which focused primarily on the life in nobility courts 

and were published since the 13th century by both French, English, German, and Italian writers 

−, can be used as an evidence for the practice of courtly love. 29    

The literary concept of courtly love that spread across Europe was greatly influenced  by Queen 

Eleanor de Aquitaine (1122−1204),30 the inspirer of Bernard de Ventadour (1135−1194), 

known for some of the greatest troubadour poems. Marie de Champagne, Eleanor de 

Aquitaine’s daughter and patroness of Chrétien de Troyes, who enabled him to create his 

chivalric poems of Arthurian Romances, requested Andreas Capellanus to write a study about 

courtly love. Charny (2005) illuminated it in his Livre de chevalerie by advising courtly ladies 

about their conduct with the knights. Other examples of connecting the concept of courtly love 

with chivalry can be found in the texts of Wolfram von Eschenbach and Geoffrey Chaucer.31  

Andreas Capellanus wrote a treatise called De Amore in the late 12th century. The rules of his 

De Amore, written in 1184−1186, hardly comply with the Code of Chivalry. “To respect the 

honour of women”, one important rule in chivalry, is not covered by any of his precepts. The 

very first rule – “Marriage should not be a deterrent to love” − provokes tactful adultery (for all 

the rules, see, e.g., Haskell, 1985, pp. 513−514). 

 

29 Most of the major medieval authors illustrated the concept of courtly love in their works. In France:  
Chrétien de Troyes’ (1130−1191) Arthurian Romances, (see more in Chapter 3.1), the poems of Marie 
de France (1160−1215), Lais de Marie de France includes poems about Lanval, a knight in the court of 
King Arthur (https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/11417). In England: on Geoffrey Chaucer (c. 
1340−1400), see Goghill 1979, pp. 19−47; on John Gower (1325−1408), see Pearsall 1979, pp. 48−56; 
on Malory (died 1471), see Field 1993. In Germany: on songs of Minnesingers, see, e.g., Classen 2002; 
on Hartmann von Aue (1160−1210), Wolfram von Eschenbach (1170−1220) and Gottfried von 
Strassburg (died c. 1210), see Hasty, 2002; Wisby 2003, p. xxxv (especially for Tristan and Isolde). In 
Italy: Dante Allighieri (1265−1321) combined his devotion to Beatrice with courtly love and allegorical 
illustrations of the afterlife and was guided in his La Divina Commedia first by Virgil through Hell and 
Purgatory, and finally by Beatrice to the divine Paradise, see e.g., Shaw, 2014.  
30 Eleanor de Aquitaine was first a wife to Louis VII of France, and later to Henry II of England.  
31 Wolfram von Eschenbach, Parsifal; Geoffrey Chaucer, Canterbury Tales.  
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The version of Capellanus’ courtly love has been extensively debated by contemporary 

scholarship, for a variety of reasons. O’Donoghue (2006) briefly notes that “courtly love can 

be defined as a systematic account developed to cope with the complexities” in understanding 

the concept and habits of love in medieval Europe (p. 9). According to Robertson (1968), the 

idea of courtly love tempts contemporary research, and therefore it still a target of interpretation 

and criticism, however he was never convinced about courtly love actually having existed (p.  

257). Earlier Robertson (1952) even argued that “praising love was ironic, really intending to 

show courtly morals to be adulterous and even blasphemous” (p. 53). Silverstein (1968)  also 

has contrary opinions about some medieval texts as representations of courtly love, and he 

suggests that the theme should be addressed as an aesthetic poem, where the strain between 

chivalry and love displayed not only by idealised passion. He also attaches the concept of 

courtly love with Chrétien’s collection of Arthurian Romances.32 Other scholars have contested 

Capellanus’ rules, as well. 33 

 

2.1.1 Chivalry and Courtly Love in Le Morte Darthur 

 

Concepts of chivalry, knighthood, and courtly love are deeply embedded in King Arthur’s 

narrative. These concepts, adapted and adopted in the medieval culture, are an integral part of 

medieval romance literature, with Malory’s Le Morte Darthur being one example. According 

to Rovang (2015) “Arthurian chivalry was a benchmark by which subsequent private, social, 

and political virtues were measured, the tales featuring individual knights and ladies became 

exempla for qualities to be acquired […] by Malory’s readers” (p. xviii). As a tangible proof of 

this exemplary status, Arthur, although a fictional figure, was elevated among the Nine Worthies 

of the World  as a Christian king and the paragon of chivalry since the 14th century.34 The group 

of Nine Worthies represented the perfect chivalrous warriors with their prowess. As individuals, 

each displayed the outstanding quality of chivalry, which made them paradigms of knighthood. 

 

32 Chrétien de Troyes’ Arthurian Romances, written 1169. 
33 See, e.g., Cherniss, 1975, p. 223, contesting it as a “reliable historical or sociological source book”. 
See other opposing opinions: on literary comedy, see Ousby, 1995, p. 251; on terminology, see Moore, 
1979, pp. 625−627, and on the antiethical attitude against love, see Kelly, 1968. 
34 In the preface of his first edition of Le Morte Darthur, in 1485, Caxton explains the medieval concept 
of Nine Worthies. The earliest example of the Nine Worthies is Jacques de Longuyon’s Les Voeux du 
Paon (ca. 1312). See also Keen, 2005, pp. 121−124. 
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The manifestation of the nine heroic figures can be regarded as universal and timeless, 

signifying that the virtues of a hero are not tightly combined with time or ethnicity. The 

amalgamation of “Judeo-Christian and Classic heroes gave chivalry the most ancient and most 

venerable lineage possible”, according to Kaeuper (2000, p. 106.).  

Chivalry is the foundation of the united Arthurian fellowship, sometimes flawless, other times 

less perfect. The concept of fellowship in the cultural context of the fifteenth century means 

“household of kin and close associates, also temporary association of violent bands of fighting 

men (connected with private feuds over land properties), old fellowship dictated by profession, 

affinity or mutual interest, and political fellowship, whether local or seen in the structure of the 

higher circles of the court” (Radulescu, 2003a, p. 37). Through the definitions offered for 

felauseshipe in the Middle English Dictionary, the Arthurian fellowship can be interpreted as a 

companionship formed by close or intimate camaraderie, an organized and collegiate body of 

fighting warriors, and a knightly order (Archibald, 1992, p. 311).35 A common denominator of 

all the knights is their respect for and reverence of King Arthur and his chivalric exemplar.  

The later term homosociality fittingly describes the camaraderie of the Arthurian fellowship.36 

Malory’s aim in his Le Morte Darthur to preserve a dominant masculinity guards the 

homosocial Arthurian community, and as Caughey (2011) argues, Malory progresses to 

minimise the marvellous − sex and magic − for generating additional room for homosocial 

chivalry (p. 155.) The role of women in this homosocial community remains to call for and 

“encourage men to amorous relations with women so that they can increase their masculine 

social ranking or bond with other men” (Lu, 2016, p. 86). Kimmel (2004) observes, that 

“masculinity is largely a homosocial enactment” (pp. 186-187) and emphasises the contribution 

of “women and female sexuality in the enactment of male rivalry” (Lu, 2016, p. 92). 

Several scholars elaborate on the concepts and ideals of chivalry by dividing knighthood into 

logical categories. Kennedy (1992) confirms three types of knighthood in Le Morte Darthur:  

true knighthood values family loyalty, worshipful knighthood praises prowess and love, and 

heroic knighthood esteems honour and service (pp. 98−147, 148−213, 276−304.). The true 

knighthood integrates another triad of traditional sources for the Code of Chivalry – feudal or 

 

35 Middle English Dictionary is henceforth MED.  
36 Lipman-Blumen (1976), defined homosociality as a preference for members of one’s own sex 
representing a social rather than a sexual preference. Homosociality is a term used in discussions of the 
all-male world of knightly life in medieval culture. In sociology, homosociality means same-sex 
relationships such as friendship, mentorship, or other types of bonds.  
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political, religious, and courtly − making it “Malory’s most complex ethical category” 

(Kennedy 1992, p. 98). The feudal view perceives knights as warriors with the duties of the 

overlord.  The religious view of knighthood illustrates the king as a vassal of God and ordained 

by God. The courtly view embraces the courtly code of conduct of a true knight. Robeson 

(2019) correctly challenges Kennedy’s omission of holy knighthood integrated into the portrait 

of true knighthood, which “indicates how far critics had come in treating chivalry as a primarily 

secular cultural phenomenon” (p.  199). Moorman (1965) divides chivalry into two types whose 

ethics repudiate each other, the older type of chivalry committed to family honour and revenge, 

which was ultimately replaced by the newer form of chivalry, based on allegiance to king and 

knights (pp. 51−63). Le Morte Darthur portrays several examples of different types of 

chivalry.37  

Previous scholarly interpretations express the difficulty in defining the values embedded in 

chivalry − whether lay, Christian, courtly, or military. However, chivalry is seen as a foundation 

and a frame structure of the Arthurian community. According to Hodges (2005a), Malory 

presented “chivalry as dynamic, changing through time in response to local conditions” while 

his knights constantly utilize and mould chivalry to fit to their needs (p. 2). Malory understood 

the chivalric values – prowess, loyalty, courage, generosity, courtesy – of his contemporaries 

and applied them to his characters in Le Morte Darthur. Malory’s ability to describe chivalry 

as a mundane condition and “his willingness to confront the complexities of chivalry […] has 

made his book so enduring” (Hodges, 2005a, p. 9). As Hodges (2005a) proposes, Malory 

understood that chivalry worked as a political tool, revealing the conflicts and rivalries in 

surrounding society, and facilitating discussion about rival conceptions (pp. 35−62, 79−108).  

Hanks and Jesmok (2013) challenge and modify the secular nature of Malory’s chivalry by 

pointing out that Malory’s text offers scholars possibilities to interpret Le Morte Darthur with 

clear Christian references and to resist absolute secularization (2013, pp.1−3). These essays, 

however, principally focus on masculine Chivalric Christianity. The female frame of reference 

is mostly represented by two women, Queen Guenever as a paradigm of feminine religious 

 

37 Feudal chivalry in which a knight’s primary duty is to his lord, is demonstrated, for example, in the 
episode of Arthur’s Roman campaign (145.2−189.22/Cv.12), see Kennedy, 1992, p. 98. Religious 
chivalry in which a knight’s first duty is to protect the innocent and serve God, is depicted, for example, 
by Sir Galahad or Sir Percivale on the quest of the Sankgreall (665.3/Cxiii.1−778.13/Wfol.403v). 
Courtly love chivalry in which a knight’s main duty is to his own lady, and after her, to all ladies, is 
epitomized, for example, by Sir Launcelot in his love for Queen Guenever (790.2/Wfol.409v− 
860.4/Wfol.444v). 
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behaviour, and Percivale’s nameless sister as a pious virgin fully qualified to guide, educate, 

and facilitate the knights in finding the Sankgreall. Other women’s religious perspectives 

receive minimal attention.  

Contrary to the scholarship which claims that Malory in fact criticises chivalry and that religion 

is his main target, Whetter (2017) considers that Le Morte Darthur’s secular chivalric 

values protect the establishment and glory of King Arthur and his knights. He states that while 

knighthood is ubiquitous in Le Morte Darthur, religion is present only occasionally, and 

Malory’s worldview is ‘sacralised secularity’, or ‘secular chivalry’, being less religious, and 

focusing more on different values than doctrinal teachings or biblical echoes (pp. 23−64).38 

In Le Morte Darthur, the concept of courtly love is best illustrated by the relationship between 

Queen Guenever and King Arthur’s best and dearest knight Sir Launcelot. Launcelot’s innocent 

but alleged knightly admiration of his king’s wife turns into a forbidden love affair, challenges 

his homosocial closeness to King Arthur, and compromises Guenever’s queenship to the point 

that Launcelot’s peer knights reveal the adulterous relationship to King Arthur, who must 

condemn the queen to death by fire – the only available verdict for an unfaithful queen. In the 

midst of the chaos around queen’s pyre Launcelot rides to rescue her and brings her into his 

castle, provoking a long siege of fifteen weeks by King Arthur and a great army of his allies 

(889.29-30/Cxx.10). When the Pope finally intervenes and urges King Arthur to take his queen 

back, Launcelot returns Queen Guenever, yet he remains true in his love for her until his death, 

as a loyal exemplar of the courtly love.   

Malory announces the courtly love affair of Queen Guenever and Sir Launcelot in several 

episodes. In the ‘Month of May’ passage Malory confirms, “I make here a lytyll mencion, that 

whyle she lyved she was a trew lover, and therefor she had a good ende” 

(842.10−11/Wfol.435r). Later, after King Arthur’s death when Guenever has retired to an abbey 

and meets Launcelot for the last time, she repents but confirms her love for him, “Thorow thys 

same man and me hath all thys warre be wrought, and the deth of the moste nobelest knyghtes 

 

38 Additional evidence of Malory’s lay chivalry is proposed in the layout of the Winchester manuscript, 
which reinforces the focus of Le Morte Darthur on the earthly values of knighthood, love, fellowship, 
and wordship. The names of both male and female characters in Malory’s original manuscript are 
consistently rubricated with red ink, and his earthly place names are frequently rubricated, but names of 
God and Christ are never rubricated. Neither prayers nor religious language are rubricated (Whetter, 
2017). 
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of the worlde, for thorow oure love that we have loved togydir ys my moste noble lorde slayne 

(932.29−32/Wfol.484r), adding “for all the love that ever was betwyxt us” (933.4/cxxi.9). 

 

 

2.2 CODE OF CHIVALRY  

 

The medieval Code of Chivalry was a codification of both military and courtly conduct. The 

Code was divided into three basic areas in the medieval literature. Duties to God included being 

faithful to God, protecting the innocent, being faithful to the Church, being the champion of 

good against evil, being generous, and obeying God above the feudal lord. Also encompassed 

were the duties to countrymen and fellow Christians, and in the service of the knight to his lord, 

virtues such as mercy, courage, valour, fairness, and protection of the weak and the poor. Finally 

there were duties to women − covering what is often called courtly love, namely,  the idea that 

the knight is to serve his lady and, after her, all other ladies. Especially in this last category a 

general gentleness and graciousness to all women is indicated (Keen, 2005, p. 186). 

 La Chanson de Roland presented the Code of Chivalry during the reign of William I 

(1066−1087).39 The ideal knightly conduct obliged by the Code of Chivalry was solidified with 

the oaths in the ritualistic ceremonies of the Middle Ages. These oaths bound the knights to the 

ideals of chivalric and stringent rules of behaviour in combat and towards women. The oaths 

can be seen as rituals performed at regular intervals to strengthen unity and alliance as well as 

to share values and worldviews among the participants. Ritual vows were often arranged in 

churches, to underline the connection between knighthood and Christian faith (Keen, 2005, p. 

65).  

The Code of Chivalry was strongly influenced by Christianity, due to the crusades. The 

crusaders were recognised as epitomes of noble, righteous warriors and of a knight’s servitude 

to God. However, ”chivalry and crusading were not precisely the same thing” (Keen, 2005, p. 

 

39 La Chanson de Roland, an epic poem (chanson de geste) and the oldest surviving major work 
of French literature, was possibly composed by a poet named Turoldus (mentioned in the last line of 
the manuscript), between 1098−1100. For the Knights’ Code of Chivalry in La Chanson de Roland, 
see Appendix 1. 
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44). Chivalry was related to martial and aristocratic enactments but had no mandatory 

association with crusading. Chivalry was not ruled by canon law or doctrines, whereas 

crusading was administrated, in Keen’s words (2005) by “a whole body of church doctrine, 

canonical and theological, which centred ultimately on the indulgence, the formal remission, 

on papal authority, of the sins of those who took part in a crusade” (pp. 44−45). Yet, the Church 

became a central part of the concept of chivalry. The very first rule of the knights’ Code of 

Chivalry emphasised obedience to God and His Church. The religious aspect of the crusades 

was regarded as an attempt of the Catholic Church to reconcile its ethical requirements with the 

warlike tendency of the noble class. The Code of Chivalry associated with Arthur became 

especially important in trying to restrain the behaviour of historical knights during the 

crusades.40 Chivalry prescribed gentlemanly behaviour and courteousness. A knight should not 

behave like a heathen, but as a Christian defending the powerless. The Code embodied a 

Christian responsibility. Crusaders as holy warriors were encompassing the religious ideology 

of chivalry, and knightly piety often refers to crusaders (see, e.g., Bull, 1993). The Code of 

Chivalry was understood, accepted, and admired by the whole society. Chivalry had its origins 

in the ethical code and culture of cavalry, and it became the most pervasive lay code of conduct 

of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. The chivalric ethos was supported by religion, which 

is mostly recognized by the 20th century’s Arthurian scholarship as an immanent force in genre 

of romance (Robeson, 2019, p. 191). When the Middle Ages were over, chivalry adjusted to 

the local situations which led to the Code of Chivalry becoming outdated (see, e.g., Wilkins, 

2010; Keen, 2005.). Still, there were chivalric groups in England during the period when 

Malory wrote Le Morte Darthur and his perspective mirrors the condition of 15th century 

chivalry (Hodges, 2005a, p. 7).   

In his guidance book for a knight, Livre de chevalerie, Charny (2005) explained the importance 

of Christian faith in every area of a knight’s life and advised a knight to act with loyalty and 

subordination to God, to perform great deeds but not to lead nor advise, to present himself as 

charitable and devout, and to be worthy, brave and of good counsel. To him, the primary focus 

of a knight, however, was to emphasise a military form of knighthood. To Charny the religious 

distinction between body and soul is analogous with the knightly contrast between mundane 

contentment and all-important honour. His powerful religious ideal of knightly piety can be 

 

40 This was based on earlier sources in which Arthur was still depicted as a historical figure. See Chapter 
3.1. 
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seen in the hardship of being a knight, in the constant straining of the body, in risking it in  

battle, and in endurance and the danger of dying violently for a good reason, as “righteous 

suffering or even martyrdom” eventually reminds of the “sacrifice and violent death of Christ” 

− all pious and pleasing to God, who rewards His soldiers for their good deeds by “earthly 

honour and eternal salvation of the soul” (Charny, 2005, pp. 27−28).  

 

2.2.1 Code of Chivalry in Le Morte Darthur  

 

The Code of Chivalry is epitomised in Le Morte Darthur by means of two main emblems − the 

Rounde Table and the Pentecostal Oath.  In a similar way to Charny, when creating his own 

portrayal of a chivalric Arthurian society, Malory combines belief in God with his 

understanding of chivalry and the prevalent Code of Chivalry.  

 

The Rounde Table 

The origins of the Arthurian Round Table are suggested to be in Roman de Brut, written by 

Wace in 1155:  

 Arthur made the Round Table […].This Round Table was ordained of Arthur that 

 when his fair fellowship sat to meat their chairs should be high alike, their service equal, 

 and none before or after his comrade. Thus no man could boast that he was exalted 

 above his fellow, for all alike were gathered round the board, and none was alien at the 

 breaking of Arthur's bread (Wace, lines 9747ff).41  

Robert de Boron describes three round tables in his Joseph d’Arimathea, written between 

1200−1210. The first is the table at which Jesus broke bread with his disciples in the evening 

before his crucifixion, the second is similar to the one of the Last Supper, which Joseph of 

Arimathea was told to make to hold the Holy Grail, and the third is the table which Merlyn 

encouraged Uther Pendragon, Arthur’s father, to establish, and by doing so, Uther would 

“complete a symbolic trinity of tables” (Keen 2005, p. 190; Barber 2004, pp. 41−43).42 

 

41 More about Wace and Robert de Boron in Chapter 3.1.  
42 See more about the Holy Grail in Chapter 5.3. Malory’s Grail is called the Sankgreall.  
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Malory’s Rounde Table with one hundred knights − the wedding gift from King Lodgreaunce 

of Camylarde (77.12−13/Ciii.1), the father of Queen Guenever – represents the primary location 

of Arthurian fellowship and the Code of Chivalry. The narrative of the rise and fall of chivalry 

in Le Morte Darthur is told by Malory as an ideal medieval conception, according to Scudder 

(1917), “love, religion, and war […] with its three loyalties, to the overlord, to the lady, and to 

God, as symbolized in the fate of that fair fellowship, the Table Round” (Scudder, 1917, p. 

185). Many critics have been surprised by Malory’s idealization of unity and wholeness in his 

view of the Rounde Table fellowship, which is frequently and consistently used by Malory to 

describe his ideal (see e.g. Archibald, 1992, p. 311, and pp. 322−328.). Malory’s concept of 

fellowship has been asserted by many scholars, as “the essence of chivalry, for Malory, was its 

unity” (Field, 2008b, p. lxv). Symbolized by the Rounde Table, the unity and fellowship are 

reserved for 150 knights who have earned the knighthood by their allegiance to King Arthur.43  

For Malory, as Rouse (2017) proposes, the Rounde Table symbolises the egalitarian chivalry 

which allows all the knights who have sworn the knightly oath to congregate in a non-

hierarchical manner around the same table with “no ranks, no system of comparative 

differentiation” (p. 22). All of Malory’s knights are a clear embodiment of the Code of Chivalry. 

Yet, Malory himself deviates from the equality among his knights, since some of them 

epitomise greater ”chivalric renown” than the others (Rouse, 2017, p. 22). As the primary 

example of a most worshipful knight, Launcelot  is considered  a sincerely searching Christian 

soul in Le Morte Darthur, he personifies chivalry including both lay and spiritual perfections. 

Galahad, Launcelot’s chivalric son, represents the one and only person, whose Christian 

devotion, chastity, and purity justify him to “wynne the Sankgreall” (620.18−19/Wfol.322r).  

Women are not allowed in the fellowship or inclusion in  the Rounde Table. Two of them are 

acknowledged in passing by Malory, who mentions occasional ladies in connection with their 

knight husbands attending the Rounde Table.44 There are no seats for women at the Rounde 

Table, not even for Queen Guenever in her wedding feast with King Arthur.45 King Arthur’s 

Rounde Table is an emblem of masculinity, as Kelly (2004) suggests, ”an instrument of rule, 

through which a kingly patron recruits noble retainers to serve the specific, chiefly military, 

 

43 On names of knights, see, e.g., (863.9−35/Cxix.11; 864.1 and 864.17−35/Wfol.446v; 865.1−5; 
865.18−35 Cxix.11; 866.1−6/Wfol.447v). 
44 La Beall Isode (865.7/Cxix.11); Lady Ettarde (865.29/Cxix.11).  
45 ” Than as every man was sette as hys degré asked, Merlyon wente to all Knyghtes of the Rounde Table 
and bade hem sitte stylle” (81.14/Ciii.4.), no women are called by Merlyn. 
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needs of his reign” therefore women have no role, status, expectations, or agenda there (p. 43). 

Women are related to the Fellowship of the Rounde Table only as targets of courtesy and 

gallantry or rather the polite support and protection, offered to them by its knights. 

 

The Pentecostal Oath 

The chivalric Pentecostal Oath is Malory’s own invention, and “perhaps the most complete and 

authentic record of M(alory)’s conception of chivalry” (Vinaver, 1990, p. 1335, n120.11−28). 

Representing a more lay and ethical code of conduct, the Pentecostal Oath is Malory’s 

interpretation of the legend of the Sankgreall, which in earlier source versions was connected 

to the religiously oriented Fellowship of the Rounde Table.46 Armstrong (1999) claims that, 

“the Pentecostal Oath acts as a master signifier throughout the Arthuriad. […] the Oath 

produces and mediates the movement of the text, functioning as the master trope to which all 

the actions of the characters refer” (pp. 294-295). 

The Pentecostal Oath in Le Morte Darthur defines the rules for an ideal of knightly behaviour. 

This chivalric codification can be defined as a Chivalric Christian ritual, symbolizing the 

meaning of the Code of Chivalry, the knight’s duty first to God and second to his king and 

ladies. The biblical association of Malory’s Pentecostal Oath to the descent of the Holy Spirit 

upon the Apostles and the other followers of Jesus Christ emphasises its Christian 

connotation,47 thus affirming Brewer’s (1963) claim, “Malory’s chivalric ideal is not anti-

Christian” (p. 58).  

The Pentecostal Oath is orchestrated by Malory to be established at King Arthur and Queen 

Guenever’s wedding. All knights are seated around the Rounde Table when a white hart runs 

into the hall and around the table, chased by a white hunting dog followed by a pack of black 

hounds. The white dog snags the hart and pulls a bite from its buttocks. Simultaneously the hart 

makes a great leap and upsets a knight sitting at the table, causing him to lose his temper, catch 

the dog, and ride out of the hall. Right at that moment, a lady rides in on a white palfrey 48 and 

cries out to King Arthur: “Sir, suffir me nat to have thys despite, for the brachet49 ys myne that 

 

46 See Chapter 5.3. for earlier sources of the Sankgreall. 
47 Acts 2:1−6. 
48 The definition for ‘palfrey’ − in Merriam-Webster − is a saddle horse other than a warhorse; especially, 
a lady’s light easy-gaited horse. 
49 MED s.v.’brachet’: a hunting dog, esp., a kind of small scenting hound.  
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the knyght hath ladde away” (81.29−30/Ciii.4). King refuses. Then a heavily armed knight rides 

in and takes the lady away by force. King Arthur is glad to get rid of her, since she was such a 

nuisance. Merlyn asserts that this adventure with the dog and its lady is not to be taken lightly, 

since all adventures must be brought to end, otherwise the king and his feast are not worshipped. 

King Arthur promises to follow Merlyn’s advice and sends two of his best knights, Sir Gawayn 

and his brother Sir Gaheris to find the lady’s white dog and bring him the head of the hart. The 

brothers manage to kill the hart and cause the death of the knight and his lady.50 

Both King Arthur and his newly wed queen are displeased. By Queen Guenever’s order, since 

it is her wedding day, Gawayn is ordered to fight for ladies and their quarrels, always be 

courteous and merciful to those who ask for mercy, and never oppose a lady nor a gentlewoman. 

Gawayn is made to swear his allegiance to Arthurian ladies in the name of the four Evangelists. 

This short episode takes place before the actual establishment of the Oath in Le Morte Darthur 

and is thus a convincing evidence of Malory’s perspectives on female power and women’s 

ability to pass judgement.  

These events in Le Morte Darthur lead King Arthur to institute the Pentecostal Oath 

which forms the basis for a knight’s conduct in King Arthur’s court. It is renewed every year, 

by existing knights and knights-to-be of the Rounde Table at the “hyghe feste of Pentecoste” 

(98.2-3/Wfol.44v):  

  […] the kynge stablysshed all the knyghtes and gaff them rychesse and londys, and 

 charged them never to do outerage nothir mourthir, and allwayes to fle treson, and to 

 gyff mercy unto hym that askith mercy, upon payne of fortiture of theire worship and 

 lordship of Kynge Arthure forever more; and allwayes to do ladyes, damesels, and 

 jantilwomen and wydowes succour, strengthe hem in hir ryghtes, and never to enforce 

 them upon payne of dethe. Also that no man take no batayles in a wrongefull quarrel 

 for no love ne for no worldis goodis (97.27−35/Ciii.15). 

 

50 A hart or a stag plays a divine symbolic role in the Celtic tradition of wild nature, see, e.g.,  Green, 
1992, p. 230: ”Its alertness, speed, and aggression and potency during the rutting season made an object 
of reverence, and its spreading tree-like antlers seemed to epitomize the forest.” In the above episode 
the hart is in no way recognised nor revered, but chased, bitten, and finally pursued and killed, indeed 
signalling the dawn of the devastating outcome of the quest of the Sankgreall, with most of the knights 
perishing. Hunting a white stag is a recurrent theme in Celtic literature, such as in Chrétien’s Erec and 
Enide, see, e.g., Bromwich, 1961.  
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Similarly to other medieval romance texts, Le Morte Darthur concentrates on the male 

performance of chivalry − fighting, jousting, questing, ruling − while at the same time it reveals 

how impossible it is for the chivalric community to exist without the presence of the female in 

a subjugated position. Nevertheless, as noted by contemporary scholarship, like Armstrong 

(2003), “Malory’s text differs from other Arthurian and medieval romance genre in the explicit 

legislation […] of chivalric values” (p. 1), and allegiance to King Arthur, sworn by the 

Pentecostal Oath, rendering the Oath more political and useful for royal patronage, military 

purposes, and public service (Kelly, 2004, p. 45).  

The Pentecostal Oath is the perimeter surrounding all actions of the Arthurian chivalric 

community and the yearly religious centre to depart to and return from knightly adventures.  It 

has been discussed in both Chivalric Christian and non-political terms and addressed as a role 

determinator in Arthurian realm (Kelly 2004).51 The Pentecostal Oath can be perceived and 

maintained, according to Houswitchka (2015), as “a legal framework of Arthurian Order or 

violated by individual knights performing acts of chivalric prowesse on their own terms” (p. 

79).52 It can also be seen “a code of public service” as Pochoda (1971) observes, “the code […] 

displays a striking concern for the welfare of the realm” (p. 84). 

 An ideal of male Chivalric Christianity consolidates masculine prowess, an acknowledgement 

of one’s obligations to God, and “faithful heterosexual love” (Cooper 1998, p. xiii). The last 

one can be perceived as an idealistic demand, since Malory’s knights instead value homosocial 

companionship, such as Arthur with Launcelot (675.10−11/Cxiii.7) and Sir Lavayne of Ascolat 

with Launcelot (827.1−2/Cxviii.19). The Pentecostal Oath determines gender as opposites of  

vigorous, combative, exploitative, and homosocial masculinity versus inactive and submissive 

femininity, in-need-of-help and suffering condescending, thus affirming the masculine and 

feminine roles in Le Morte Darthur (Armstrong, 2003) which can be understood by one of  

Butler’s (1990) argumentations as “a false stabilization of gender in the interests of the 

heterosexual construction and regulation of sexuality within the reproductive domain” (p. 22). 

The Arthurian society is undermined and eventually destroyed by “the progressively 

degenerative results produced by the model of gender”, introduced as a supportive 

establishment for the chivalric community (Armstrong 2003, p. 24). The Pentecostal Oath, 

 

51 For further chivalric and non-chivalric discussion, see, e.g. Jesmok, 2004; Batt, 2002, pp. 68−69; 
Kennedy, 1992, pp. 51−52; Armstrong, 1999.  
52 Emphasis original. 



39 

renewed annually by the Rounde Table knights, hardly provides any other relationship or gender 

agenda in communication between men and women.  

The Oath has an influence on the whole narrative of Le Morte Darthur, by determining male 

and female roles, governing the judgement of gender performance as well as chivalric prowess.  

Nonetheless, the Pentecostal Oath fails to give guidance on any other encounters which the 

knights may experience. Jesmok (2004) considers the Oath unsuccessful in suggesting a 

protocol for female conduct, since the inconsequential role of women – as petitioners of 

protection and support – does not equip the knights for complex, decisive females like Queen 

Guenever, Morgan Le Fey, or Queen Morgawse who “perform masculinity or femininity when 

it suits them, without rules of conduct, and often with dire results” (p. 80).    

Regarding women, the Pentecostal Oath deserves to be interpreted as the most empowering 

means for women − and in the context of Le Morte Darthur, predominantly gentry women. 

Armstrong (2003) sees the Ladies’ Clause of the Oath “allwayes to do ladyes, damesels, and 

jantilwomen and wydowse succour, strengthe hem in hir ryghtes, and never to enforce them 

upon payne of dethe” (97.31−33/Ciii.15) as Malory’s most explicit statement of the role and 

locus of women in the Arthurian chivalric culture and she suggests that the meaning of women 

in Le Morte Darthur is produced and given by ”knightly combat and its language” and “by the 

text’s understanding and construction of women” (p. 2).53 The Oath does not simply reveal the  

knight’s purpose and destiny, but creates it; masculine activity requires the feminine, and so the 

powerless gender turns powerful. The threat of sexual assault and the urgency to save women 

from it supply ”knight after knight” with an opportunity to assess and demonstrate his prowess 

and knightly identity (Armstrong, 2003, p. 36). Armstrong (2003) confirms, that a knight − by  

reinforcing his knightly identity as part of the homosocial, masculine Arthurian community − 

“not only needs a vulnerable, helpless woman, but more specifically, he needs ‘woman’ to 

signify as vulnerable and helpless” (p. 36).54 This statement is one of the most forceful 

affirmations concerning female power in Le Morte Darthur and will facilitate the analysis of 

women presented further in this study.  

The Ladies’ Clause of Pentecostal Oath connected with the knightly perception of women as 

powerless conversely makes women powerful in Le Morte Darthur. As Ackermann (2002) has 

argued, “Without this imperative, the knightly understanding of women as powerless could be 

 

53 Emphasis original. 
54 Emphasis original. 
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a basis for overpowering and taking advantage of women rather than for protecting and serving 

them” (p. 5). The Ladies’ Clause of the Pentecostal Oath thus designates female status as a 

justifiable object of the knight’s protection.  

The knightly code and chivalry underlie the control of women in Le Morte Darthur. As 

Armstrong (2003) indicates, “all women encountered during knightly adventures seem to act 

with a clear understanding of the knightly code and their expected role in terms of it” (p. 303). 

The gender roles in the Arthurian court permit men to hold authoritative positions, and doing 

so, they allow women to control men through the high standards of  chivalric codification. The 

code was initially created for more worthy persons ( i.e. for men), but by objectifying women 

to some lower level in society, the knightly code can be utilised by those women for whom 

Malory has written an adjustably exploitative role in Le Morte Darthur − in this work Elayne 

of Corbyn and Queen Morgawse prove able to obtain what they want and need through the 

knights. The Pentecostal Oath, as a yearly ritual, can be used by women either pro or contra 

socially preassembled ideals. 

Pentecost was first presented by Malory as the day to celebrate knighthood by renewing 

knightly oaths. In later medieval literature the Pentecostal Oath typically refers to the oath 

which Arthur’s knights of the Rounde Table renew yearly at Pentecost. The biblical significance 

of the day resonates profoundly with the religious priorities of Arthur and his court. First, in the 

Old Testament the Feast of Pentecost commemorates the giving of the Law to Moses on Sinai: 

that is, it is the day that God gave the Ten Commandments.55 The Day of Pentecost seems the 

most appropriate occasion for Arthur in Le Morte Darthur to make a covenant with his knights 

and initiate them into his court by means of an oath. The Pentecostal Oath, the code of conduct 

for the knights of the Rounde Table, is identical in the meaning to God’s law to set Israel apart 

as a special nation consecrated for righteousness. Arthur’s oath is meant to compel his knights 

to higher standards and render them to be God’s chosen ones similarly to Israelites. Second, in 

the New Testament the Christian Pentecost commemorates the descent of the Holy Spirit upon 

the Apostles and the other disciples of Jesus Christ.56 The outpouring of the Spirit on Pentecost 

for the sake of  the Christian mission is another part of the symbolic significance of the day to 

King Arthur:  

 

55 Exodus 20:1−17. 
56 Acts 2:1−6. 
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 So evir the kynge had a custom that at the feste of Pentecoste in especiall afore other 

 festys in the yere, he wolde nat go that day to mete unto that he had herde other sawe 

 of a grete mervayle. And for that custom all maner of strange adventures com byfore 

 Arthure as at that feste before all other festes (223.6−10). 

Wheeler (1993) suggests that the “Pentecostal Oath is the most notable attempt by the Rounde 

Table community to codify behaviour, but Malory’s paratactic discourse quickly uncovers a 

gap between the oath’s preceptive language and life’s messy flux” (p. 117). The ritual 

recurrence of the Oath during each Pentecost feast is “the sacral Arthurian act, asserting that 

culture’s standards of proper personal, social and political conduct” (Wheeler, 1993, p. 117). 

The Oath issues power and choice. Yet it also quickly turns out to be insufficient for the needs 

of the Arthurian court. The knights often find themselves in encounters where they can follow 

one rule of the Oath only by breaking another one.  

The annual re-vowing of the Pentecostal Oath can also be interpreted as one element of lived 

religion in the Arthurian realm. The ritualistic gathering during the Pentecost at Camelot, 

jousting ceremonies, and knighting those who had earned it through the year by their bravery 

and gallantry created a platform to re-live the participants’ Chivalric Christian “experiences, 

expressions, senses, emotions and performances” (Katajala-Peltomaa and Toivo, 2021, p. 4).  

Armstrong (2003) finds it important that King Arthur’s response to occasional inconveniences 

by creating a code of conduct for his knights is written by Malory into the early phase of Le 

Morte Darthur. (p. 32). Further episodes of the narrative put those chivalric rules to the test to 

see how successfully they operate in varied situations (Armstrong, 2003, p. 7). Hodges (2005a) 

correctly refers to Armstrong who argues that the Pentecostal Oath’s definition of chivalric 

manhood is dependent on vulnerable women: “Armstrong’s analysis is important for revealing 

how chivalry constructs ideals of femininity even while it seems to dictate masculine behaviour, 

and she is right that the two are interdependent” (p. 36).   
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2.3 LATE MEDIEVAL ENGLISH CHRISTIANITY 57  

 

The Roman Catholic Church was the prevalent Christian power in medieval Western Europe. 

While England and France were waging the Hundred Years War (1337−1453) (Keen, 1967, p. 

212), several crises were shaking Western Christendom and the Roman Church. The turmoil in 

Italy was a catalyst for the Avignon papacy (1309−1377) (Tanner, 2008, p. 1), which gave an 

opportunity to organise the papal administration, as described by Keen (1967), to “its peak of 

all-embracing bureaucratic efficiency” (p. 242). During the years in Avignon the wealthy 

members of the papal institution increased due to numerous possibilities to collect fees from 

ecclesiastical operations and affairs, such as appeals for recommendations, the evaluation of 

candidates, provisions of advantages, and profits from litigation cases due to the competition 

for papal favour (Keen, 1967, p. 242). The increasing monetary benefits of the popes aroused 

opposition. Keen (1967) also notes apparent ecclesiastical differences between France and Italy, 

which were the most loyal to pope, and England and Germany, where popular pietism began to 

shift away from the Roman Church, eventually lead to a great schism of the nationality of the 

pope (p. 247). Both the Italian pope and the French pope in Avignon claimed to be legitimate.  

As a consequence, there were three popes between 1378−1423, one in Rome, one in Pisa, and 

one in Avignon.58 The Council of Constance (1414−1418) managed to solve the schism and 

select a new pope to reign from Rome. He was soon acknowledged as legitimate across the 

Western Christendom (Tanner, 2008, p.1). However, as Keen (1967) suggests, the same council 

paved the way for the Reformation, since it failed to acknowledge the “whole assortment of 

abuses of ecclesiastical system which had aroused such a bitter criticism of the papacy in the 

days of Avignon” (p. 253). Papal taxation, benefits, and absence as well as the poor standard of 

Christian education of ill-paid local priests provoked the critical opinions and opposition (pp. 

253, 244).   

The Church in late-medieval England was “a well-ordered body, staffed at its higher levels by 

decent and competent clergymen who saw that the ecclesiastical machinery ticked over in broad 

 

57 Popular late-medieval religion or traditional religion is widely discussed: see, Watkins, 2004, for 
folklore and popular religion or separate elite and folkloric religion; Gurevitch, 1988, for medieval 
popular culture; Marsh, 1998, for 16th century English religion and the Reformation; Duffy, 1992, for 
medieval traditional religion; Tanner, 2008, for the Church in the later Middle Ages. 
58 These popes included: Urban VI, Boniface IX, Innocent VII, and Gregory XII between 1378−1415 in 
Rome, Clement VII and Benedict XIII between 1378−1423 in Avignon, and Alexander III and John 
XXIII between 1409−1418 in Pisa (Keen, 1967, p. 287). 
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accordance with the canon law” (Rex, 2002, p. 1). The Church was rather tolerant of peoples’  

religious attitudes, and therefore most part of the population lived and died by the ecclesiastical 

canon (Tanner, 2008, p. 72). The religious environment was far more varied, given long-

established pagan beliefs and rituals of popular folk religion traditions, which continued to be 

interwoven with Christian emblems and practices, such as sermons in church, the veneration of 

saints, Christian “symbols, prayers, and beliefs”, confession, and acts of penitence (Duffy, 

1992, p. 3). There were considerable differences between the religious beliefs of the educated, 

“literate and ordained” elite and uneducated, “illiterate and unordained” folk people, or between 

those of clergy and laity (Gurevich, 1988, p. 3). The elite or gentry − the society of Malory’s 

Le Morte Darthur and his audience − were Christian, while the common folk were baptised but 

may have still practised old popular religion, which was mostly articulated orally (Watkins, 

2004, pp. 140−150). Duffy (2015) also refers to medieval superstition and magic. 59 A 

synergetic association between the formal practice of the Church and seemingly superstitious 

traditions were, as Duffy suggests (2015), “evident in number of the late medieval discussions 

of magic” ( p. 285). 60 According to Rider (2012), Duffy’s arguments about the 15th− and 16th− 

centuries in England “was not a pagan legacy […] but highly Christian and formed the 

mainstream of medieval English religion, share by everyone, clergy and laity, educated and 

uneducated alike” (p. 11). Duffy’s views are challenged by scholars who suggest that the 

educated clergy was worried that magic was infringing on religion (e.g., Cameron, 2010; 

Kamerick, 2007). 

Religion appeared in the everyday life of courts, the gentry, and common people. The life of 

humans was shape by Christian rituals − birth and baptism, confession and penitence, fasting, 

last rites, death, and burial (Duffy, 1992, p. 11). The Christian belief system was ubiquitous, 

and the principles by which all societies, from serf to king, lived a life were based on religious 

norms. The omnipresence of Christianity is clearly encompassed in the works of Malory’s 

predecessors, William Langland, Geoffrey Chaucer, and John Gower.61 Langland appropriated 

the concept of the “Seven Deadly Sins” as his allegory to seek atonement as a good Christian, 

 

59 Duffy, 2015, p. 285. 
60 The Malleus Maleficarium, “the most exhaustive manual against witchcraft and superstition produced 
in the Middle Ages”, was published in the late 15th century. The Malleus, despite warning about sorcery 
and reliance on the  Devil and setting strict conditions for legal application of charms and chanting, 
“recognised that many popular ‘magical’ practices[…]were in origin ‘entirely sacred’ and were  
legitimate when ‘applied by pious men’, even lay men and women (Duffy, 2015, p. 285). 
61Langland (ca.1332−ca.1400), Piers Plowman; Chaucer, The Parliaement of Foules, Troilus and 
Criseyde, The Canterbury Tales; Gower, Mirror of Man. 
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and Gower’s major theme was also an analysis of seven deadly sins and seven virtues.62 The 

religious worldview of all three can  best be described by the term “lay piety”.  

The late Middle Ages is called “the age of laity” (Tanner, 2008, p. 71). The laity of the Catholic 

Church in late medieval England was composed of people who were not ordained clergy or 

members of religious orders. Guilds were established to bring together craftsmen, and they 

provided similar-minded support and companionship outside the Church.   Drawing largely on 

the evidence from England, Tanner concludes that there was not only "much energy and 

creativity in the religion of the laity" in the later Middle Ages but also that "cooperation and 

mutual need between laity and clergy is evident at almost every turn" (Tanner, 2008, p. 105).  

The Fourth Lateran Council in 1215 advocated religious literacy by providing a voluminous 

collection of texts and writings during 13th to 15th centuries in Latin to educate the clergy and 

in vernacular to instruct lay people, respectively (Orme, 1996). 63 The later Middle Ages saw, 

as indicated by Tanner (2008), the laity addressing the religious learning and education by 

themselves (p. 121). The Fourth Lateran Council regulated the life of its members by decreeing 

of the annual Eucharist reception and regular attendance at church (Tanner, 2008, p. 79).  The 

same Lateran Council also attributed an increasingly important role for annual confession, 

penance, and absolution by the clergy (Duffy, 2002, p, 54).  

Throughout the Middle Ages in England, Latin remained the language of clergy, education, and 

justice, when French slowly gave way to English as the language of trade and everyday life. To 

be accessible to the laity, it was necessary that sermons and commandments were carried out in 

the vernacular (Carpenter, 2006, p. 134; Hardwick, 1997, p. 214). This evolution of the late- 

 

62 The concept of seven deadly or mortal sins, a category of vices within Christian teachings derives 
from the Desert Fathers who were Christian  monks living mainly in the Egyptian desert since the third 
century CE. John Cassian (ca. 360−ca. 435), the pupil of Evagrius Ponticus, brought the concept to 
Europe (Painter, 2012, p. xvii.). The concept follows a biblical tradition, since seven deadly sins, along 
with other severe sins, are mentioned in several passages in the Bible (cf. Mark 7:21−23; Galatians 
5:19−21). In the 6th century, Pope Gregory the Great listed the seven deadly sins as, lechery or lust, 
gluttony, avarice or greed, sloth or discouragement, wrath, envy, and pride. Four cardinal virtues 
originate from the early Church Fathers as opposite to the sins − prudence, temperance, justice, and 
courage − as well as three theological virtues − faith, hope, and charity.  
63 See Orme, 1996, p. 35: “The ancient notion of the three estates with distinctive functions was well 
known in Medieval England. The clergy prayed, the knights fought, and the peasants laboured. In this 
tripartite scheme, literacy was seen as a distinctive skill of ecclesiastics. Indeed, in French and English 
languages, the word “clergy” meant not only clerks but written learning. Those who practised it were 
clerks, and “lay” was a synonym for “illiterate”. However, it is now widely accepted that many of the 
English laity were either literate or involved in literary activities between 1100−1300, and it is likely 
that the number grew significantly during the period”. 
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medieval culture made vernacular texts and writings increasingly important, liberated the laity 

from Latinism, and facilitated the people’s engagement in religious life and tasks (Corbellini 

and Hoogvliet, 2015, pp. 259−260). The spread of vernacular literacy was a dominant 

influencer in the growth of a well-educated laity in 15th˗century England, first in the form of 

pragmatic law and administrational text and then gradually as religious texts in Books of Hours 

especially among women. 64   

As book owners women were “arbiters of lay piety and ambassadors of culture” (Bell, 1982, p. 

742). As readers women also had the responsibility to ensure the ethical and literary education 

of their children, and the scarce ability to read Latin had an impact on the spread of vernacular 

literature (Dutton, 1995, p. 15). This cultured laity participated eagerly, as Duffy (2005) 

indicates, in “a religious culture which was rooted in a repertoire of inherited and shared beliefs 

and symbols, while remaining capable of enormous flexibility and variety” (p. 3). According to 

Parkes (1973), the literacy of the laity, ”in response to increased bureaucratic demands, was 

increasing at least on a basic, pragmatic level”, driving the laity to become more interested in 

spirituality“ (p. 555). 65 “A flowering of spiritual literature which circulated widely at the time 

[…] remains the most enduring monument of fourteenth-century English Christianity” (Rex, 

2002, p. 2), paving the way to further spiritually recognized  literature, like Le Morte Darthur.  

The majority of the people, Tanner (2008) observes, seems to have been satisfied with living 

and dying within the ambience of the Church and complying with the minimum requirements 

for a lay medieval Christian (p. 71). The contemporary concept of “lived religion” can be 

regarded  as useful when addressing the late medieval laity and the religious ambience of the 

era. Hall, who together with Orsi and McGuire adopted and developed of the term (Katajala-

Peltomaa and Toivo, 2021, p. 3), expressed the need to study how “the everyday thinking and 

doing of lay men and women” affected on their ways of practising religion (Hall, 1997, p. vii). 

Since then many medieval scholars have connected the approach of lived religion to the late 

medieval and early modern periods. According to Ammerman (2016, p. 83),  the concept 

 

64 The Book of Hours was a prayer book of the laity resembling the one used by priests and monks. 
Women’s special relationship to Books of Hours was normal in scholarship on late-medieval 
manuscripts. The term “Book of Hours” is a modern one. The most frequent medieval Latin designation 
of the book was simply Horae, abreviated from Horae beate Marie virginis, or “Hours of Blessed Virgin 
Mary”; on women and books of hours, see, e.g.,  Reinburg 2009.  
65 On the transition from pragmatic to cultivated lay literacy see, Parkes, 1973, pp.  557−563. Wormald, 
1977, p. 95, refers to Parkes: Pragmatic level of literacy which “may extend from the capacity to 
recognise, if not sign, one’s own name, to the ability to write a formal document in Latin”. 
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focuses on laity rather than clergy or elites, on ways how religion is practised  rather than 

believed, on individual experiences and agencies rather than collective performances of  

religious institutions, and on personal authority rather than traditional rituals.  

The approach of lived religion widens the attention to “individuals in everyday life” (McGuire, 

2008, p. 16), to marginal people “outside institutional forms” (Neitz, 2011, p. 52), and to 

“gender, power, and previously excluded voices” as well as an ethical lifestyle as “a better 

measure of […] religiosity than strict adherence to doctrine” (Ammerman, 2016, pp. 83, 87). 

In lived religion personal attachment and agency become relevant, especially when related to  

marginalized women`s lives (Ammerman, 2016, 88).  

Katajala-Peltomaa and Toivo (2021) suggest, as above mentioned,  that “religion as a lived 

practice was a social process created by the participants’ experiences, expressions, senses, 

emotions, and performances” (p. 4). Religious practices were both publicly shared – such as 

performance  and participation in rituals in the calendar and agricultural year, pilgrimage to 

holy locations, communal church practises – and privately individual – like confessing one’s 

sins to earn absolution. On one hand it was important to ascertain a sense of belonging and have 

communal experiences, on the other was a private encounter with the priest on one’s death bed. 

The employment of religious practices, declared at the Second Council of Lyon in 1274, 

obligated the laity to “baptism, confirmation, confession, Eucharist, marriage, […] and last 

anointing” (Tanner, 2008, p. 75). Penance had been, as Rice (2008) indicates, “transformed 

from a public one-time act to a private and repeatable practice of confession, contrition, and 

satisfaction” (p. 2). In addition to mandatory sacraments, there were other obligations with 

biblical precedent. According to Tanner (2008) the payment of tithes “since the Lord had 

reserved tithes unto himself as a sign of his universal lordship”, was well accepted (p. 82). 

Examples of fasting and abstention from work on Sundays and feast-days in the Bible did not 

prevent interpret the requirements more widely (Tanner, 2008, p. 85). A pilgrimage to holy 

places was an opportunity, as Duffy (2005) proposes, for lay persons to promote their salvation 

in purgatory, an “Ante-room of Heaven or Outpost to Hell” (p. 343). The doctrine of Purgatory, 

developed by the same council as a waiting place for the dead to be cleansed b fire at the 

moment of the Last Judgment and finally have admission to Heaven, illustrated to a dying 

person what the afterlife would offer (Duffy, 2005, pp. 338−378; Le Goff, 1984, pp. 133−153). 

According to the medieval Christian tradition the very purpose of life was to prepare for the 

afterlife by avoiding sin, doing good deeds, living by the sacraments, and following the 
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Church’s orders. The perception of an afterlife in Paradise rather than in Hell fostered a desire 

for a “good death”. The medieval Church taught that the fate of a person’s soul was determined 

by their behaviour in life as well as by the manner of their death. Duffy (2005) elaborates the 

concept of dying well in medieval England, and Europe overall, as “a safe transition of the soul 

from this world to the next” with “shortening and easing” the stay in purgatory (p. 301). 

Medieval Christians wished to die well, at home in bed, surrounded by their family and a priest 

to perform the last rites for final absolution. Many sinners yearned for a divine warning of the 

hour of the death from saints or Virgin Mary and a sudden death – a “bad death” – was never 

requested, but rather tried to be avoided by calling for ”those saints with special influence in 

the hour of death or those credited with the ability to fend off the sudden death” (Duffy, 2005, 

pp. 310−311). The Ars Moriendi, two Latin texts written 1415 and 1450 in the aftermath of 

Black Death sixty years earlier, outlined moral principles to be followed when looking for a 

“good death” – to actively live by religious precepts of divine orientation and to piously die 

after confession and absolution from lifelong sinful conduct.66  

The papal schism, however, paved the way to an opposition to the Roman Church in England, 

and the religious atmosphere among both clergy and laity became fertile for dissident opinions 

(Tanner, 2008, p. 72). Lollardy offered an alternative outlet.67 John Wycliffe (1324−1384), a 

philosopher and theologian who, as Tanner (2008) notes, supported the translation of the Bible 

into vernacular English (p. 147), was regarded as the first leader of the religious Lollardian 

movement which continued from the mid-14th century until the Reformation in the 16th century. 

In addition to having been mentioned among the few who by their writings added to the 

European political thinking of their age, Wycliffe was called “the morning star of the 

Reformation” (Wickham, 2016, p. 237).  

Wycliffe’s political and ecclesiastical writings were often radical and opposed most of the 

institutions of the Catholic Church, such as papacy, saints, members of religious orders, and 

giving alms to friars or monks; in addition he required the Church to renounce its worldly 

possessions.68 Wycliffe also denied the central Catholic doctrine of Eucharistic 

 

66 For more about the Ars Moriendi, see Duffy, 2005, pp. 313−327, 520. 
67 Lollardism is briefly discussed here due to the accusations against Malory and his anticipated 
sympathy towards the Lollardian movement, see Chapter 5.1.  See more about Lollards in Rex 2002; 
Keen 1997. In the late-medieval English the word ”lollard” meant ”heretic” and ”lollardy” meant 
”heresy”.”Thus anyone in late-medieval England whose religious beliefs or practices deviated 
noticeably from the norm was liable to be described as a “lollard” or “loller” ” (Rex. 2002, p. xii). 
68 For other Wycliffe’s teachings, see Tanner, 2008, pp. 145−146.   
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transubstantiation, the conversion of the Eucharistic elements of bread and wine into the body 

and blood of Christ at consecration (Tanner, 2008, pp. 144−146).69 He stressed the importance 

of preaching and the primacy of Scripture as the source of Christian doctrine, and he claimed 

that the office of the papacy required scriptural justification, and that the pope was the 

Antichrist (Buck, 2011, p. 350).70  Wycliffe’s heretical ideas were absorbed in England rather 

randomly among the working-class and the authorities never regarded them as too threatening 

(Keen, 1967, p. 254). He was never brought to trial, and he continued to write and preach until 

his death in 1384. Henry IV’s inauguration in England in 1399 facilitated the rise of suppression 

of heresy and the first English statute to burn heretics. Later, the Council of Constance in 1415 

posthumously declared Wycliffe a heretic; his writings were ordered to be torched, his body 

was unearthed, and his human remains were burnt. Another act against Lollardy after 

Wycliffe’s death was the decision of the Church of England to forbid all existing Bibles in the 

vernacular.  

Wycliffe’s controversial views were shared by the Lollards, who opposed the Church of 

England during 1350–1450. Lollards diverged from the Church canon in several tenets. Sunday 

was not a holy day, fasting and abstinence were not accepted by Lollards, as was 

transubstantiation, pilgrimages were condemned, church was not the only place to pray, and 

ringing church bells was not necessary (Tanner, 2008, pp. 80, 85, 99, 134). Lollards 

contradicted the Church’ s view of penance, encouraged a more direct relationship between the 

penitent and God, and forbade the private confession to a priest. Wycliffe’s thinking, according 

to Little (2006), “sets aside the traditional cultivation of interiority concentrated on the 

confessional and provides alternative models of Christian identity based on Scripture” (p. 1).71   

The Constitutions of Archbishop of York Thomas Arundel, in 1409 were targeted to oppose the 

Lollardian movement and limited preaching to specially licensed ministers, ordered the content 

and minimum amount of preaching and teaching of the religious matters, and denied any 

biblical translations in the vernacular (Watson, 1995, pp. 824−825; Tanner, 2008, p. 147). 

Church leaders became afraid of being judged as Lollardians, according to Duffy (2005), if 

religious texts were distributed in the vernacular, however, both the newly invented printing 

 

69 Transubstantiation is further discussed in relation to Malory’s Le Morte Darthur in Chapter 5.1. 
70 See Buck 2011, pp. 350−352, for more clarification of the late-medieval Antichristology of the 
papacy.  
71 For a thorough study of medieval confession, see Cornett 2011. 
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technology 72 and  increasing literacy among the laity facilitated the growth of vernacular 

religious literature (p. 79).  

By 1430 the expansion of the Lollardian movement was over and, as Rex (2002) notes, a 

hundred years later it started to amalgamate with the new Protestant movement (pp. 88; 

114−115). Lollardians have been regarded, on one hand, facilitating the rise of the Protestantism 

and, on the other hand, Lollardy was “dismissed, in terms of the Reformation only as at worst 

an irrelevance and at best a sideshow” (Rex, 2002, p. 115). 

The affluent position of the Church in England in Malory’s time was determined and sustained 

by the Magna Carta which kept the English Church outside royal control until the 1530s, when 

during the reign of King Henry VIII the dominance and the laws of the Church of England were 

changed to the legal authority of civil laws making the King of England the head of the Church 

of England (Rex, 2002, pp. 2, 260). 

Late-medieval English Christianity had an obvious impact on Malory’s Le Morte Darthur as 

certain episodes and Christian emblems reflect his religious perspectives and beliefs. 

Discussion about Malory’s personal Christian worldview and a treatment of his major religious 

theme, the Sankgreall, will continue in Chapter 5.  

 

72 William Caxton brought the new printing technology to England from Germany where it had been 
invented by Johannes Gutenberg in the 1450s. Caxton started his printing press in Winchester around 
1476. 
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3. LE MORTE DARTHUR AS LITERARY TEXT 
 

3.1 THE LITERARY HISTORY OF THE ARTHURIAN LEGEND 73 

 

Medieval Arthurian literature constitutes the best-known literary cycle of the Matter of Britain, 

a collection of written material and legendary writings between the 10th and 15th centuries 

related to Great Britain and Brittany and their legendary kings and heroes, particularly King 

Arthur.74 The Matter of Britain is one of the three great narrative cycles of medieval literature, 

together with the Matter of France and the Matter of Rome.75 The Matter of Britain is perceived 

as fictional and therefore is often referred to as mythos.  

The first texts referring to a person who could have been ‘Arthur’ are from Gildas in his 

polemical sermon, De Excidio Britanniae (On the Ruin of Britain) written ca. 540, and from 

Venerable Bede in Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum (Ecclesiastical History of the 

English People), written ca. 731. Both mention Ambrosius Aurelianus, a Romano-British 

warlord, who defeated Saxons in many battles and who since the ninth century sources was 

perceived as King Arthur (Gildas, 2009, p. 35; Bede, 1990, p. 64). 

Historia Brittonum (The History of the Britons), traditionally ascribed to Nennius who 

compiled or revised it in 796−830, is the first source to portray Arthur, although he is described 

as a dux bellorum (‘military leader’) not as a king (Highham, 2018, 185). The Historia of 

 

73 For a selective chronology of Arthurian legend and literature, see, e.g., Lupack, 2007; Archibald and 
Putter, 2013, pp. xv−xviii.  
74 Jean Bodel (ca. 1165−ca.1210), a poet of a number of chansons de geste and fables in Old French, 
was the first person of record to classify the legendary themes and literary cycles of medieval literature 
into three “Matters”.  
Chansons de geste are epic poems in Old French comprising the core of Charlemagne’s legends, later 
called the Matter of France. The Old French word geste has several meanings: story, heroic story, story 
of a heroic family, heroic family; see Dembowski 1970, p. 71. See, e.g., Coward, 2004, p. 9, who 
explains that even though Chansons de geste were primarily composed to illustrate the conflict between 
Christians and Saracens, ”the genre soon turned its attention to other conflicts: quarrels between emperor 
and subject, lord and liegeman, one family and another”. 
75 On the Matter of Britain, see e.g., Faletra, 2000. The Matter of France involves the legends 
of Charlemagne and Roland, see, e.g., Hardman and Ailes, 2017. The Matter of Rome includes material 
drawn from classical mythology, such as the War of Troy with its aftermath including Aeneas and 
historical antiquity such as Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar, see, e.g., Everson, 2001. 
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Nennius became highly influential, particularly for illustrating events possibly related to the 

historicity of King Arthur. 

William of Malmesbury (ca. 1080−ca. 1143) is known for writing the Gesta Regum 

Anglorum (Deeds of the Kings of the English), a chronicle of the early history of England and 

its kings, from Roman rule to the Anglo-Saxons through the Norman Conquest in 1066 until 

the reign of King Henry I of England (1100−1135). His Arthur was the hero of several Welsh 

legends who gained recognition for leading his countrymen to victory and creating hope. 

William (1847)76 accepted that Arthur was becoming a non-factual character, but he described  

him as "a man worthy to be celebrated, not by idle fictions, but in authentic history” (p. 11). 

Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae (History of the Kings of Britain), written 

between 1136−1138, is regarded, as Tahkokallio (2013) mentions, as the first narrative 

presenting King Arthur and Merlyn as historical figures (p. 9). Geoffrey’s work includes a 

substantial description of Arthur’s life, kingdom, and battles against his enemies, as well as his 

death. Historians like Bede and Geoffrey were copied widely and became the best distributed 

and read texts around medieval Europe (Tahkokallio, 2013, pp. 54−55).77 However, the 

authenticity of this Arthur was challenged by William of Newburgh rather soon after Geoffrey’s 

death (Putter, 2013, p. 41).78     

The legend of King Arthur was translated and adapted into French first by the Norman poet 

Wace in his Roman de Brut (ca. 1155), based on Geoffrey’s Historia Regum Britanniae. Wace 

was the first to create King Arthur’s Round Table, and to name Arthur’s invincible sword 

Excalibur. Layamon’s poem Brut, also known as The Chronicle of Britain, written in the early 

1200s, is longer than Wace’s or Geoffrey’s works and includes an enlarged section on the life 

and exploits of King Arthur. The Annales Cambrie, Cambro-Latin chronicles combined or 

 

76 William of Malmesbury, Gesta Regum Anglorum, edited 1874.   
77 Geoffrey’s History became very popular and was read considering ”that Geoffrey consciously 
arranged his History so that it fit the gaps in the Roman and Christian records about the British past,” 
and ”frequently associated with serious historical works in its manuscript circulation suggesting it ws 
seen to have had factual value,” however ”Geoffrey’s work occasionally gave rise to suspicions. ”  
(Tahkokallio 2013, pp. 54−55). 
78 William of Newburgh, (ca.1136−ca.1198), Historia Rerum Anglicarum (History of English Affairs) 
written 1196−1198, covers the period from 1066 to 1198. In the preface he judges the narrative of Arthur 
as fictive. 
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obtained from diverse sources in Wales, written in 1100−1300, mention Arthur’s victory at 

Mons Badonicus and his battle of Cammlan. 79 

Arthurian literature during the late 12th century started to veer away from historicity towards 

the realms of romance and fairy tales. Arthurian Romances by Chrétien de Troyes, written 

between 1169−1190, is a collection of King Arthur and his court including five tales and is 

drawn from Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae, which by Chrétien’s time 

was already regarded as pseudo-historical. Chrétien de Troyes is considered as the creator of 

the literary form of the courtly romance (Ousby, 1994, p. 249).80 His work was perceived as 

fantastical stories about chivalry and the supernatural with Arthur as a background character.81 

Many motifs and tropes in Chrétien’s work can be traced back to Celtic and classical sources. 

The tale of the Grail with Perceval, a naïve Welsh boy, the mysterious procession carrying the 

Grail, and King Pecchere (the Fisher King), as Kibler (2004) suggests, “seem originally have 

been independent and were perhaps amalgamated by Chrétien for the first time” (p.11), he 

however could not complete prior to his death (p. 9). Chrétien was also the first to speak of 

Queen Guenever’s relationship with Lancelot, of Camelot, and possibly also of the tragic love 

of Tristan and Isolde.82   

The Christian symbolism and the religious meaning of the Grail in Chrétien’s Arthurian 

Romances encouraged several continuations of his incomplete text in 1190−1250.83 Chrétien’s 

form of verse as a preferred literary medium for the romance genre started to be replaced by 

prose. Robert de Boron’s Old French Joseph d’Arimathea was written between 1200−1210. 

Two major Old French prose cycles – the Lancelot-Grail known also as the Vulgate Cycle 

(Barber, 2004, p. 53)84 written in 1210−1235, and the Roman du Graal, a rewritten version of 

the Lancelot-Grail called also the Post-Vulgate Cycle written during the 1230s − spread widely 

in Europe.85 In the Roman du Graal, the realm of King Arthur and its knights is ruined by their 

 

79 London, British Library, MS. Harleian 3859, folios 190r−193r.  
80 See also Lupack, 2007. 
81 Chretién served between 1160 and 1172 in the court of his patroness Marie de Champagne, Countess 
of Champagne, and the daughter of Eleanor of Aquitane. See, e.g., Thorpe, 1966, pp. 17−19; Kibler, 
2004, pp. 2−3. 
82 Chrétien de Troyes claims to have written a “Tristan and Isolde” story (Chrétien, 1991, p. 123), 
although no part of it has been found. Chrétien de Troyes uses ‘Guinevere’, ‘Lancelot’, ‘Perceval’, 
‘Tristan’ and ‘Isolde’ instead of Malory’s ‘Guenever’, ‘Launcelot’, ‘Percivale’, ‘Trystram’ and ‘Isode’. 
83 See more details in Chapter 5.3 and Appendix 2.   
84 Barber 2004, p. 53, calls Vulgate Cycle the Lancelot-Grail, as it will be called in this work as well. 
Vulgate Cycle is sometimes referred by scholars also as Prose Lancelot or Pseudo-Map Cycle. 
85 Barber, 2004, p. 373.  
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sins which leads to hardship and misfortune.86 Since these two last cycles had a profound impact 

on Thomas Malory’s work, those texts will be referenced and briefly discussed in Chapter 5.3 

of the Sankgreall.87 

The Mabinogion, the earliest surviving collection of Welsh prose stories from an earlier oral 

mythical and folk tradition, was compiled ca. 1350–1410 . Evidently the stories were connected 

with King Arthur ”as a leader of a band of superheroes” (Lupack, 2007, p. 17), like Culwch and 

Olven, regarded as “the oldest surviving one to feature Arthur” (Hutton, 2013, p. 23), where 

Arthur assists his cousin Culwch to win Olven’s hand. The Dream of Rhonabwy has been read 

as “satirizing the whole fabric of Arthurian literary convention (Barber 2004, 18). A 

compressed poem version of the Vulgate Morte le roi Artu, The Stanzaic Morte Darthur and 

illustrates the story of Queen Guenever and Launcelot. The Alliterative Morte Arthure (ca. 

1400−1440) is available in only one manuscript called Lincoln Thornton, a copy of an older 

and lost original.88 It describes Arthur’s military campaign against the Roman Emperor Lucius, 

as well as the loss of Arthur’s realm due to his son Mordred’s betrayal. 

The most famous and influential medieval Arthurian text is Thomas Malory’s Le Morte Darthur 

which constitutes the foundation to modern representations of the Arthurian legend (Kibler, 

2004, p. 22). As Vinaver (1971) so aptly confirms,  even though France had celebrated the 

Arthurian legend since its first appearance by Chrétien and several continuations of his 

unfinished tale, she lacked a “a writer as powerful as Malory who was deeply attached to the 

‘noble tales’ of Arthur and his knights” (p. ix). Malory completed his work in 1469−1470, and 

it was edited and printed by William Caxton in 1485. Malory translated his Welsh, Anglo-

Norman, and French sources, collated them with English sources of chronicles and romances, 

and put them together into a comprehensive account of King Arthur and his knights. The 

continuations of Chrétien’s Story of the Grail and especially the second part of the Lancelot 

Grail called La Queste det Saint Graal were adopted by Malory in his Le Morte Darthur. The 

heritage of previous texts and the worldviews of earlier medieval authors since Chrétien in 

1169, many of whom were priests or monks, were funnelled through Malory’s interpretation 

into Le Morte Darthur, the last piece of the medieval Arthurian literary cycle of the Matter of 

 

86 Barber (2004, p. 204) calls it Romance of the Grail. 
87 See also Appendix 2, for a brief summary of legendary texts about the Sankgreall prior to Malory.  
88 Lincoln Thornton Manuscript, folios 53a−98b, in the Lincoln Cathedral Library.  
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Britain.89  Malory transferred both the realistic and imaginary illustrations and used them to 

depict his version of the Arthurian legend within the genre of courtly romance, invented by 

Chrétien de Troyes. By using prose as his literary vehicle, Malory can be seen, as Windeatt 

(2013) confirms, in “a broader European context, for the Dukes of Burgundy commissioned 

new prose adaptations from old romances” (p. 88) written in the form of verse.   

 

3.2 MALORY’S TEXT AND CHARACTERS 

 

Le Morte Darthur belongs to the genre of medieval chivalric romance, which is sometimes 

divided into two sub-categories: epic and historical (Konstan and Raaflaub, 2010, pp. 2−3). 90 

Several elements attribute to the chivalric epic literature, such as Le Morte Darthur’s  teachings 

about a moral code and personal ideals in reaching a higher goal, like the Sankgreall. Whetter 

(2008) indicates that when compared to classical epics that are “martial and aristocratic, 

glorifying physical prowess and honour” (p. 51), Malory’s work could be called a medieval 

epic. Malorian scholars call it also “the national epic of England”, relating it with other classical 

mythos such as the Iliad, Odyssey, and Aeneid (Kennedy, 1985, pp. 224, 231). As an epic of 

chivalric literature, Le Morte Darthur has been considered a peak of its genre. The book echoes 

with contradictions of the factual and fictive, supernatural and real, magic and prosaic, 

imaginary and reality, wizards and fairies − elements that are as essential in a fantasy as in a 

mythical legend. Scholes, Phelan, and Kellogg (2006) define an epic narrative as “poised 

between the world of ritual and legend, on the one hand, and the world of history and fiction, 

on the other”, and with its diegesis being influenced by folk tradition as well as romance and 

history (p. 207). 

Malory’s apparent aim was, as proposed by Moorman (1960), to create a Middle English 

“unified Arthuriad which should have as its great theme the birth, the flowering, and the decline 

of an almost perfect civilization” with three leading themes identifiable in his work: Queen 

Guenever’s adulterous love affair with Launcelot, the blood feud between King Lot’s and King 

 

89 See, Parins (2013), for a thorough study of previous critiques as well as the editions of Le Morte 
Darthur until 1912. 
90 Epic, typically a narrative of heroic deeds and actions that happened in the remote past, was not 
considered a true record of time.  History on the other hand was deemed a truthful depiction of the 
historical past.  
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Pellinore’s families, and the quest of the Sankgreall (p. 163). Each of these motifs contributes 

to the downfall of King Arthur’s realm due to the failures in the three domains of love, loyalty, 

and religion, described as the love of king for his knights and the love of wife for her husband, 

as the loyalty of the knight to his king and to his fellow knights, and as religion illustrated 

mainly by the Sankgreall (Moorman, 1960, p. 163).  

Malory’s words and his style of writing are rather terse and to-the-point. He does not care about 

atmospheres, landscapes, or any descriptions of surroundings. Chronology is not his strong suit. 
91 Even though Le Morte Darthur’s nine tales present Arthur’s reign in chronological order, 

starting with his birth and finishing with his death, the chronology in the appearance of other 

characters is more vague, and sometimes even distractingly incoherent. Malory does not devote 

much time with adjectives and adverbs which are used only functionally to move the story 

forward, nor does he explain things.   

Peter C.J. Field (2017), the most recent editor of Le Morte Darthur, points out that even though 

in late-medieval England the most preferred and admired prose “was marked by Latinism with 

elaborate syntactic parallelism and polysyllabic Latin-derived diction” (p. xxiii), Malory’s way 

of expressing himself advocates that his mind was “strikingly unacademic” (p. 172).92 Malory’s 

style is short and precise, even though his translated text has been challenged as being uneven, 

a ”mix of accuracy and dishonesty, of quotation and camouflage”  (McCarthy, 1996, p. 

77.). Malory deliberately refrains from physical or other details about lovers’ acts or intimate 

domesticity. His dialogue and text reflect essential information as well as the attitudes and 

actions of his characters who speak politely and appropriately according to their status.  

Feelings and anticipations are not included in Malory’s text. Much is left to the reader and the 

researcher to capture and interpret (Brewer, 2009, pp. 1−32). 

When compared to other acknowledged writers of late-medieval England, such as Chaucer and 

Langland, whose style reveals their awareness of contemporary and earlier intellectual texts 

and literary concepts, Malory’s interpretation of his source material shows neither training nor 

natural talent for the literary techniques of his time. Nor do Malory’s text or his thoughts display 

“a virtuosity of expression” (Field, 1993, p. 172). However, Malory is talented in abbreviating 

his sources. Other 15th-century writers of Arthurian romances simply compress their source 

 

91 This feature may have resulted from Caxton’s method of rewriting and assembling Malory’s text. See, 
e.g., Vinaver, 1990, p. xxxv; Field, 2017, p. xxi. 
92 On Malory’s style, see Field, 1971; Brewer, 2009.  
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material in a similar style, but as Barber (2004) points out, Malory “transforms it into a new 

experience, direct and powerful in its approach” (p. 215). It is easy to agree with Barber’s 

academic opinion that Malory masters his narrative and dialogue of his characters, utilizes 

Middle English with accuracy, and has chosen to use short sentences which resemble spoken 

language, compared to his contemporaries who translate French texts with scholarly style. 

Malory’s advantage is his capability to rethink his material, not only to translate it from French 

(Barber, 2004, p. 215) and he utilizes earlier texts by his “inimitable direct style; in the process 

he abbreviates drastically, usually to good effect” (p. 213). Despite the various interpretations 

of Malory’s style, his text has survived for centuries – along with his protagonists, King Arthur 

and his knights - and remains as a paragon of medieval Arthurian literature. 

Le Morte Darthur features the diegesis of Thomas Malory, a storyworld told by him, and set in 

a place and time which are simultaneously both identifiable and vague.93 All episodes take place 

in an Arthurian landscape which is Malory’s version of Britain and France, at times in Rome 

and the tale of the  Sankgreall partly transpires in Sarras, on the road from Jerusalem to Babylon. 
94 The era of Le Morte Darthur is not distinguishable on a historical timescale, despite the 

historical sources depicting the first Arthur in the 6th century, and knighthood with great 

tournaments suggesting medieval times. Instead, Malory contemporises the Arthurian legend 

by merging Arthur’s historical Britain with his own fifteenth-century daily life in England, 

portraying both town and countryside. Malory utilizes the Welsh geographical name “Lloegr” 

for England, calling it  Logrys, and locates Camelot in Winchester and Ascolat in Guilford.95  

The last page of the Winchester manuscript of Le Morte Darthur reveals the expected audience 

of Malory’s work: “I praye you all jentylmen and jentylwymmen that redeth this book of Arthur 

and his knyghtes from the begynnung to the endynge […]” (940.221/Cxxi.13). Thus, he 

intended his oeuvre to be read by gentlemen and gentlewomen, the gentry who for him 

represented “everyone either in that middle class of society or above it” (Field, 2017, viii). 

Malory seems to have anticipated male readership of his oeuvre, like himself, being interested 

in battles between knights, and chivalric fellowship pursuing adventures appealing to his female 

 

93 For a definition of storyworld, see Chapter 4.1.  
94 From Jerusalem (Queste, 1923, 84.14) to Babylon (Queste, 1923, 279.22). 
95 For the names, see Malory, 2017: ’Index of Proper Names’: Logrys (p. 962), Camelot (p. 947), Ascolat 
(p. 943). 
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readers. However, Malory is inclined to reduce those elements which would attract his female 

readership, such as investigation of emotions and feelings (Cooper, 1998, p. xvii).96  

Arthurian characters perform in Malory’s narrative realm by acting as factual medieval persons 

would. Male figures form the preponderance of the cast, including King Arthur and his 

confederate and adversary kings, and  the 150 designated knights of the Rounde Table, who are 

the main characters in most episodes. A league of nobles, kings, dukes, earls, their family 

members in Britain and other countries, emperors, hermits, and male servants are presented in 

minor roles. The wizard Merlyn has a crucial role in establishing and guarding Arthur’s realm, 

although he is incarcerated and disposed of under a great stone by the Lady of the Lake already 

in the beginning of Le Morte Darthur (100.15-26/Wfol.45r). 

As briefly discussed earlier, there are only few female characters in Le Morte Darthur. Malory 

mentions the names of 29 women out of a total 450 of named persons (Malory, 2017, pp. 941-

975). Of these, 19 women play a pivotal role in Malory’s work and are intertwined in the 

storyline by means of their speech, performance, or mere existence. It is undeniable that the 

immanent and seemingly obligatory presence of female characters implies the importance of 

the feminine in authorizing, constructing, and confirming the masculine chivalric identity. As 

Armstrong (2003) proposes, women “ask favours, bestow gifts, intercede for, and pass 

judgement on knights”, providing knights with opportunities to prove their abilities or serving 

as rewards for their prowess (p. 38). Women evaluate and judge social and courtly behaviour, 

chivalry, love, and morality. The intended readership being the gentry explains why Malory, a 

knight himself, does not narrate peasant women, wives of farmers, serfs, or traders, for whom 

in medieval times the distress of hardships, pain, and suffering was a historical fact of life.  

Without female characters, hardly any of the events would occur. Women are vital (yet minor) 

from the opening to the noble closure of Le Morte Darthur. In the beginning Arthur’s mother-

to-be Dame Igrayne is introduced as the wife of Duke Gorlois of Cornwall, but Uther 

Pendragon, King of all England, loves her well and desires to lay with her to beget his heir 

Arthur, whereafter her presence is noted only in three small episodes. At the end the Lady of 

the Lake with three queens leads the gravely wounded Arthur to Avalion to heal and return him 

when England again has need.  

 

96 For more of emotions in medieval Arthurian Literature, see, e.g., Brandsma, Larrington, and Saunders, 
2015. 
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Queen Guenever receives the most attention and is mentioned in 61 episodes. After her wedding 

with King Arthur she is described as a trusted companion of her husband, following him to 

battles according to his wish, but gradually she becomes obsessed by love for Sir Launcelot and 

regulates his passion for her by playing by her own rules of either abandonment or temptation. 

Some other queens are introduced, such as Arthur’s sisters (Morgawse as Queen of Orkney, 

Elayne as Queen of Garlot, and Morgan Le Fey as Queen of Gore ), Launcelot’s mother Elayne, 

Queen of Ban of Benwyke, and the two Queens of Northgales and of the Waste Lands who 

follow the dead Arthur to Avalion. As the mother of King Arthur’s closest knights Morgawse 

is granted more comprehensive treatment than the other queens. The maidens Elayne of Corbyn 

and Elayne of Ascolat are briefly presented in connection with Sir Launcelot, both make a mark 

in his narrative. Elayne of Corbyn as Sir Galahad’s mother has a deep impact on Malory’s 

storyworld. Sir Percivale’s sister, a nameless virgin, is a crucial character on the quest of the 

Sankgreall. 

In addition to Queen Guenever, Malory gives a few other female characters more active roles. 

Both the Lady of the Lake and Morgan Le Fey trespass the masculine privilege to control the 

events and are brought forward, as described by Davidson (2006), “as negative, or at best, 

ambiguous figures” (p. 21). The Lady of the Lake and her several avatars (Damesells of the 

Lake) advance their aims through enchantment or other supernatural means. They watch and 

save King Arthur from imminent disasters, through their own will. Morgan Le Fey is an 

enchantress who uses her skills of necromancy, mainly for her own benefit. Elayne of Corbyn’s 

gentlewoman, Dame Brusen, is another woman with magical powers, employing them for 

Elayne’s merit. A few ladies are mentioned in connection with their knights of the Rounde 

Table, yet their contribution in the narrative is minimal. 

 

3.3 EDITIONS97  

 

It is still unknown, how William Caxton in 1485 got hold of the manuscript which Malory had 

finished fifteen years earlier and then became the first printer of it.98 However, as indicated by 

 

97 On editions of Le Morte Darthur until 2008, see, e.g., Arlima, 2021; for a selected bibliography, see, 
Cooper, 1998, xxv−xxx. 
98 P.C.J. Field (personal communication, 20 February 2020). 
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Vinaver (1971), a series of Arthurian romances were brought to Caxton’s press in Westminster 

on 31 July 1485 with the title of Le Morte Darthur (p. vi). Caxton’s achievement can be 

considered a lay religious endeavour, as his wish “to come unto everlasting blysse in heven” 

reveals (p. xv). 

According to Caxton’s preface in his edition of Le Morte Darthur, God sent it to him. Caxton 

does not give much credit to Thomas Malory for the work: in his preface he vaguely refers to 

Malory as a “reducer” (Vinaver, 1971, p. xiv).99  Referring to the Nine Worthies (Vinaver, 1971, 

p. xiii),100 Caxton explains that he accepts Malory’s copy for printing, and he concludes with 

his conviction that Arthur was real, “there can no man reasonable gaynsay but there was a king 

of thys lande named Arthur” (Vinaver, 1971, p. xiv).   

Caxton read and edited Le Morte Darthur as a spiritually oriented book and, according to 

Vinaver (1971), as an exemplar to remind his readers of virtues: “noble chyvalrye, curtosye, 

humanyté, frendlynesse, love, frendshyp, and virtue” (p. xv). On the other hand, he also 

anticipated that his readership might not appreciate the more negative aspects of Arthurian 

ideology including the vices of, “hardynesse, cowardyse, murder, hate, and synne” (Vinaver, 

1971, p. xv). Therefore he begged his readers to choose from “this miscellaneous array of 

virtues and vices […] all that good and reject the rest” (Vinaver, 1990, p. xxvii) and  “Doo after 

the good and leve the evyl, and it shal brynge you to good fame and renommee” (p. xv). In the 

prologue of his edition Caxton urged knights to read the romance with an expectation that 

“reading about chivalry could unite a community of knights, already divided by the Wars of 

Roses” (Hodges, 2005a, p. 11). Caxton’s book has a textual accord with a full tradition of 

Arthurian texts before  the 15th century, yet it shows no integral reason why fundamental moral 

inquires of right and wrong should be religious inquiries (Vinaver, 1990, pp. xix−xxxiv).  

The Caxton’s print of Le Morte Darthur was reprinted in 1498 and 1529 with minor 

amendments and modifications by Wynkyn de Worde, Caxton’s apprentice and the successor 

of his press. Three more editions were published with additional changes by William Copland 

 

99 “Wherfore, suche as have late ben drawen oute bryefly into Englysshe, I have, after the symple 
connynge that God hath sente to me, under the favour and correctyon of al noble lords and gentylmen, 
enprysed to enprynte a book of the noble hystoryes of the sayd Kynge Arthur and of certeyn of his 
knyghtes, after a copye unto me delyverd, whyche copye Syr Thomas Malorye dyd take oute of certeyn 
books of Frensshe and reduced it into Englysshe” (Vinaver, 1971, p.  xiv). 
100 About Nine Worthies, see Chapter 2.1.1.  
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(1557), Thomas East (1585), and William Standsby (1634) before the book became 

unfashionable and remained so until the early 19th century.    

In 1934 Eugéne Vinaver was working with Caxton’s print from 1485 and aiming to publish it, 

when the Winchester manuscript, as Malory’s original text is called, was discovered in Fellow’s 

Library in Winchester College by Walter F. Oakeshott (1963).101 Obviously, after Caxton’s 

death the manuscript had been returned to Malory’s family from whom it had descended to 

Winchester College (Hellinga & Kelliher, 1977). Vinaver carefully studied the newly 

discovered work and found that there were structural differences between the text in the 

Winchester manuscript and Caxton’s edition, such as chapter headings, divisions, and wording 

changes. It was established that the Winchester manuscript was not Malory’s autograph but the 

first or second copy of Malory’s original text (Cooper, 1998, pp. xxiii−xiv). Vinaver was 

convinced that the Winchester text was more authoritative than Caxton’s edition, and he 

produced his first edition based on the Winchester manuscript in 1947, calling it The Works of 

Sir Thomas Malory, due to the fact that the Winchester manuscript is divided into major sections 

with “the number varying between four and eleven depending on the scholar who does the 

counting”, in contrast to Caxton’s division of twenty-one books (Cooper, 1998, p. xxi).  Two 

generations of scholarship, influenced by Vinaver and Field, have demonstrated that the 

Winchester manuscript, although “not Malory’s own holographic copy, is the closest we have 

to Malory himself and the text he actually wrote” (Whetter, 2017, p. 24).  

Vinaver’s edition (1990) constitutes a foundation for the view that Le Morte Darthur is less 

concerned with religion than with the practice and ideals of “clean knighthood”, which Malory 

upholds, “not as an ideal remote from reality, nor as a moral doctrine in Caxton’s sense, but as 

an issue of immediate interest, related to memories of a recent past” (pp. xxxii, xxxiv) and 

which can be reviewed without an allusion to religion. For Vinaver (1990), Malory’s chivalry 

is not religious, but an ethical system, and he suggests that Caxton’s misinterpretation of 

Malory’s intentions is corrected by understanding his chivalry primarily as secular (pp. xxviii, 

xxxii.). As Robeson (2019) observes, Vinaver’s edition constantly posited the theme of chivalry 

at the focal point of the romance and “shifted literary criticism (on Malory’s work) further from 

religious analysis” (p. 193). According to Davis (2014), Vinaver claims that Malory, “convicted 

 

101 The Winchester or Malory manuscript, formerly Winchester; Winchester College Fellow’s Library 
MS 13; later London, British Museum MS Additional 59678  
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felon, was only a perfunctory, nominal Roman Catholic with very little interest in spiritual 

aspirations of late medieval piety” (p. 1). 

The latest editions of Le Morte Darthur by Peter C.J. Field (2013, 2017), with “the definitive 

original text” of Malory’s classic work,102 construe it as lay Christian with a primary locus in 

chivalry. Field (2017) considers Malory’s work in his introduction and deems it very surprising 

that “the very strangeness of Arthur’s world has made his kingdom such a powerful symbol for 

any collective enterprise, and his knights’ quests such a powerful symbol for individual 

endeavour, that Le Morte Darthur has become the classic expression of the Arthurian literature” 

(p. xxxi).  

Field (2017) adds to Vinaver’s edition a comprehensive story of Malory’s life and facilitates 

understanding of Malory’s worldview and attitudes towards religion and politics (pp. vii–xviii). 

Field’s Malory writes “completely unshowy” prose which captivates his readers with the story 

and the development of the events rather than with the voice of its narrator (Field, 2017, p. 

xxiii). Le Morte Darthur forms an arc from the birth of Arthur to his end. As Field (2017) 

explains, “the beginning and the end of the book are more public, political, and dominated by 

the king even when he is not present” (pp. xxxi). The tales in-between focus more on chivalry 

and an adventurous kingdom with Arthur’s knights as main characters. Field (2017) regards 

Arthur’s role as a ruler, whose knights under his command face adventures and support the 

kingdom as long as they remain together and devoted to their common endeavour with the king 

(p. xxxi). 

Regarding both Vinaver’s and Field’s argumentation on Malory’s Sankgreall, more discussion 

can be found in Chapter 5.3. 

 

 

102 Definition on the cover page of Malory (2017). 
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4. CONCEPTUALISING MALORY’S STORYWORLD  
 

4.1 MALORY’S TEXTUAL UNIVERSE 

 

Le Morte Darthur represents a medieval romance, which as a literary genre of both prose and 

verse was popular among the gentry readership from High Medieval to Early Modern Europe. 

The medieval romance genre mainly includes elements of chivalry, the prowess and bravery of 

knights, high respect and admiration for women, a fairy-tale setting, uncomplicated diegesis, a 

quest for chivalry or love, and supernatural and marvellous constituents. The genre focused on 

courtly love and chivalric conduct distinguishing it from the chansons de geste, historical epic 

illustrations which dominated literature drawing on heroic deeds during the Carolingian period 

from the 12th to 15th centuries.103  

As a narrative, Le Morte Darthur consists of a series of events in a chronological order. As a 

whole, these provide the reader with a distinct storyworld (Abbott, 2009, pp. 13, 16, 19).104 The 

concept of “storyworld”, proposed by David Herman, can be defined as a possible world 

constructed by both the narrative and the process of conceiving the story. Herman (2009) uses 

the term “storyworld” to refer to “mental models of the situations and events being recounted”, 

that are suggested by the author and digested by his readership (p. 73), and evoked by a 

narrative, regardless of the form it takes – text, film, sign language, or daily dialogue (pp. 71-

87). According to Abbott (2009), a narrative can present at least two worlds, both of which have 

an effect on the narrative: “a storyworld in which characters reside and the events take place, 

and the world in which the narration takes place” (p. 169).  

As Brewer (1963) notes, ”Malory is not writing a work […] of pure fiction; nor is he writing a 

historical novel. Yet he is not writing chronicle-history either” (p. 49). Le Morte Darthur 

represents a fictional storyworld in which stories agglomerate around a set of central 

 

103 See, Chapter 3.1. 
104 “A narrative involves action through time, not only over the length of the novel, but externally as 
well, over the continuance of the sequences of events. Thus, a reader of a narrative assimilates on one 
hand the time and the order of reading, and on the other hand the supposed time and order of the events”. 
Chatman 1990, p. 9, defines the chronological feature of a narrative as a “doubly temporal logic” – 
external time as “duration of the presentation of the novel”, and internal time as “the duration of the 
sequence of events that constitute the plot”. See also Mahoney, 1980; Grimm, 2006.  
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occurrences, situations, characters, and themes. Applying the concept of a storyworld to 

Malory’s work reveals several narratological universes, from the king’s court to a hermit’s lair, 

from ladies’ chambers to a hideaway of enchantresses, from battle-fields to graveyards. Field 

(1971) points out, that as a Malory is a storyteller who resembles his characters. His narration 

is “simple and unobtrusive, tending always to a single narrative line, interrupted by little 

prophecy, recapitulation, and commentary”, and his illustration of action is short and accurate 

(p. 146). 

According to Pearsall (2003), when editing the Winchester manuscript Eugéne Vinaver 

discovered that its structure revealed “Malory’s essential originality as a narrative writer” (p. 

88) and demonstrated that Malory utilised his sources to collect stories featuring individual 

characters and then interlaced them into a “polyphonic narrative of multitudes of parallel and 

interlocking adventures”, that is a work with a beginning, a controlled development, and an end 

(p. 88). The building blocks in the narrative of Le Morte Darthur are events which are presented 

as parallel and continual. The medieval romance genre practised interlacing different strands of 

multiple characters and plot lines into a complicated narrative text, in the kernel of which was  

a tension of pursuit for love and a quest for adventure (see e.g. Fuchs, 2004). Vinaver (1975) 

calls these “strands” themes and threads as well (p. x). Malory sometimes abridges his sources 

rather abruptly and leaves his reader wondering at the turns in his narrative. However, those 

lapses are few and do not disturb the flow of the text. Malory’s lack of the coherence required 

by the contemporary terms of a narrative (Abbott, 2009, pp. 14, 52), is considered by Vinaver 

(1975) as “alien to our idea of ‘structure’”, and neglects “our well-established formal values” 

(p.  x.). 

The story of Le Morte Darthur originates from a cluster of pre-existing stories, partly historical, 

often fictional, that takes place in vast settings and geographies, sometimes in the otherworld, 

and are set in a distant, often unidentifiable time. The narrator, Thomas Malory, remains 

“omniscient” and objective with his characters (Abbott, 2009, p. 79.).  

The author in the medieval narrative tradition is assumed to draw from materials that had roots 

in an oral tradition (see e.g. Scholes and Kellogg, 1966, p. 215).105 Thomas Malory’s 

 

105 The traditional oral narrative includes, “rhetorically of a teller, a story, and an implied audience”. 
Mahoney, 1980, p. 646. The non-traditional written narrative, on the other hand, embodies, “rhetorically 
of the imitation, or representation, of a teller, a story, and an implied audience”. Abbott, 2009, p. 253. 
The term “implied audience” applies to the readers or listeners imagined by a writer or speaker before 
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predecessor, Geoffrey Chaucer addressed a known audience with his written poems, drawn both 

from oral and written form. Malory, almost a century later, had only written sources to work 

with. However, orality is strongly witnessed in his work, with narrative formulae like “now 

speke we of…” (620.2/Wfol.322r) and “now seyth the tale…” (770.2/Wfol.399r) (Mahoney, 

1980,  p. 646.). In a few rare episodes, Malory’s own voice is audible, like in the colophons and 

his pious utterance, “Amen, sayde Sir Thomas Malleorrè “ (539.8−9/Cx.52). Here Malory is 

not the narrator, but a man called Malory. 

Malory uses the theme of prophecy as a vehicle to facilitate actions to take place and to build 

his characters’ roles from the first to the final curtain and “to set up a wall of predestination 

(divine or fated, mindful or mindless) against which human will is shown to react” (Bliss, 2003, 

p. 9). Prophecy “as a narrative structure mediated through numerous prophetic voices” forms a 

continuum from Le Morte Darthur’s beginning to its end (Bliss, 2003, p. 2). Malory benefits 

from prophecy to develop both his male and female characters’ diegesis.  

Malory employs prophetical passages in several scenes of his storyworld. Merlyn’s trade with 

King Uther of the infant Arthur to Igrayne’s body at very beginning of Le Morte Darthur 

happens by both men’s free will: “yf Kynge Uther wille wel rewarde me[…]to fulfille my desire 

[…] ye shall have your desyre” (2.28−29/Ci.1;3.11/Ci.2), it is not an augury. But when Arthur 

is born, Merlyn’s prophecies promote Arthur’s predestined kingly career by making the dying 

Uther declare his son, Arthur, king after his death (6.21−24/Ci.3−5), allowing Merlyn to array 

the golden letters to emerge on the destined sword, “Whoso pulleth oute this swerd of this stone 

and anvyld is rightwys kynge borne of all Englond” (7.14−16/Ci.3−5). When Arthur 

subsequently pulls the sword out from the stone and proven himself worthy for king, Merlyn 

casts his first prophecy upon him, “fere not […] ansuere them as their kynge and chyvetayn, 

for ye shal overcome hem all, whether they wille or nylle” (13.5−8/Ci.8). At the battle of 

Cammlan Sir Gawayn recalls King Arthur’s predestined end,  

 for the grete grace and goodnes that Allmyghty Jesu hath unto you, and for pyté of you 

 and many mo other good men that here shall be slayne, God hath sente me to you of 

 Hys speciall grace to gyff you a warnyng (921.9−12/Cxxi.3), 

 advising his liege to wait until Sir Launcelot came for his rescue.  

 

and during the composition of a text. It is also known as a textual audience, an implied reader, an 
implied auditor, and a fictional audience. 
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Malory predominantly uses Merlyn or nameless hermits as his vehicle to pronounce future 

occurrences and events of his storyworld as well as several enchantresses to facilitate the 

fulfilment of prophecies, such as Dame Brusen, Elayne of Corbyn’s serving lady. He often 

makes the reader aware that a prophecy is soon going to be fulfilled; for example in the 

beginning of Elayne’s narrative he brings a hermit to King Arthur’s court to announce 

Galahad’s birth (620.16−19/Wfol.322r). Elayne’s life is predestined by three prophecies, which 

are announced by Merlyn.106 

Further prophecies can be interpreted in Merlyn’s prediction of Sir Mordred’s role in Arthur’s 

destruction (46.9−10/Wfol.21v), and in his warning to Arthur about Guenever being “not 

holsom for hym to take to wyff” (76.25−26).107 The tale of the Sankgreall 

(665/Cxiii.1−789/Cxvii.23) is full of prophecies and miracles “deriving their power from the 

fact that they are not to be explained” (Bliss, 2003, p. 6). The fact that many of them 

mysteriously appear at the very moment of their visualization, alongside other prophecies, 

means that they can be read as theological teachings of God’s providence and predestination.  

 

4.2 CHARACTER ANALYSIS 

 

In a literary storyworld the term ‘character’ refers to a human or human-like textual figure, a 

participant created by the author in contrast to “persons” in the real world (see, e.g., Jannidis, 

2013). According to Abbott (2009), characters are entities who are also called agents or actors 

and actants, having agency and being involving in actions (pp. 19, 230, 248).  

According to the most widely known definition, characters can be categorised into opposing 

flat or round characters. Flat characters are constructed as simple, with no complexity or depth, 

and behaving predictably, while round characters are more organised and have the capacity to 

act surprisingly and in a progressive way (Forster, 1985, pp. 67, 75). Other proposals for 

character categorisation divides them by “complexity, development, and penetration into the 

 

106 To be discussed in Chapter 6.2. About other prophecies in Le Morte Darthur, see, e.g., Bliss, 2003. 
107 MED s.v. ‘holsom’: a) conducive to the good health of persons or plants, healthful; salubrious, 
healing; (b) of benefit to the soul, spiritually beneficial; of counsel, teaching: beneficial, helpful. 
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‘inner life’ “and by mingling the features of the character as an actor of the storyworld with 

those whom she/he presents (Rimmon-Kenan, 2002, p. 41).  

Combining elements from literary theory, such as structuralism and the theory of fictional 

worlds, Margolin (1983) proposes that a character is a part of the constructed narrative world 

and can be defined as “a general semiotic element, independent of any particular verbal 

expression and ontologically different from it” (p. 7). According to Margolin (1995) a character 

can exist in various modes in the storyworld, as “factual, counterfactual, hypothetical, 

conditional, or purely subjective” (p. 375). A recent literary debate by Anderson, Felski and 

Moi (2019) restates that characters should be regarded as “objects of identification, sources of 

emotional response, or agents of moral vision and behavior” (p. 4), and never be treated “as if 

they were real people” (p. 27).  

To be able to analyse characters of Le Morte Darthur, it is critical to concentrate on the 

attributes, features, habits, policies, and conventions which are most characteristic (Abbott, 

2009, pp. 130–138 ).108  The ladies selected to be examined in this study are hardly protagonists 

in Le Morte Darthur, or at least they are not intended as such by Malory. According to the 

classical Greek definition, a protagonist is a hero (Abbott, 2009, pp. 5). A protagonist is 

typically a main character who by her actions advances the story. An antagonist is the hero’s 

chief opponent who often causes conflict with a protagonist (Abbott, 2009, p. 55). Other 

characters can be labelled as major, minor, or static, as well as stereotypes. A major character 

plays a significant role and can be placed under multiple character categories. Minor characters 

have smaller roles, they appear in and disappear from the storyline, often being static actors or 

stereotypes. 

Stereotypes can be distinguished from social-type characters who belong to the society familiar 

to the reader, while stereotypes are illustrations of the strange and unknown. Stereotypical 

characters are often regarded as “flat” (Forster, 1985, p. 67). Considering the gallery of agents 

in Le Morte Darthur, it is easy to find stereotypical characters among both male and female 

 

108 First, the reasons and choices of alternatives for the behaviour, performance, and contemplation of a 
character underline both her ethical and impulsive motivation. Second, the actions of a character − 
whether devious, mischievous, bold, strong, gentle, or gracious − disclose details about the character’s 
nature. Third, vocabulary and manner of the speech expose a lot about the character’s background and 
education. Fourth, the character’s interactions with other entities in the narrative, and her own account 
of herself justify of character’s existence in the social encounters and surroundings, written for her by 
Malory. Finally, any epithets of the name of a character give added information about her, such as in the 
case of Elayne of Ascolat, whom Malory calls the Fayre Mayden of Ascolat. 
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actors; however, simultaneously they may present heroic protagonists and “round” characters 

(Forster, 1985, p. 75). King Arthur himself is a stereotype of a knightly paragon who 

demonstrates his power in acts and deeds of chivalry and warfare, and who is the ruler of the 

Fellowship of the Rounde Table. However, he fails in his marital relationship with Queen 

Guenever, and he perishes by the hand of his son, the usurper Sir Mordred. Despite his 

stereotypical agenda he is perceived as a hero with omnipresent prowess and a magnificent 

capability to rule and expand his realm. Another stereotype in the gallery of male figures is the 

wizard Merlyn, Arthur’s loyal but independent adviser who orchestrates the establishment of 

Arthur’s kingdom and its survival until he meets his female apprentice and opponent, the Lady 

of the Lake, and is finally incarcerated by her under a great stone with no way out. Merlyn is a 

pivotal character in Le Morte Darthur since without his existence and wizardic operations there 

would be neither King Arthur nor his realm. Several female characters are illustrated even more 

as stereotypes, such as Dame Igrayne, the mother of Arthur, as a victim of lustful King Uther, 

and Queen Guenever as an adulterous companion with her husband’s best knight.  

The three Arthurian women at the focal point of this study fit into several character categories 

by enacting in many capacities. Elayne of Corbyn begins her story in Malory’s storyworld as a 

major character augured to give birth the only knight who can achieve the vessel of the 

Sankgreall; by her destiny she grows into a protagonist but dies as a forgotten mother of Sir 

Launcelot’s son. The pages dedicated to the other Elayne, the Fair Maiden of Ascolat, are also 

few and place her in a minor role, and Malory does not allow her any possibilities to rise above 

her minority. She plays her part as a tireless nurse to Sir Launcelot, a victim of unrequited love. 

Queen Morgawse rises from the role of a minor daughter character to a major role in King 

Arthur’s destiny as the mother of Arthur’s closest knights as well as his own illicit son Mordred, 

who in a final patricide-filicide slays King Arthur. Additionally she is portrayed as a defender 

of her son Sir Gareth, as well as a lover of Sir Lamorak. However, Malory gives her only a few 

sentences to say in Le Morte Darthur.  

The characters of Le Morte Darthur not only mirror those drawn from Malory’s earlier sources 

or from his own historical era, but they are also universal and eternal in the way they perform 

and govern their surroundings. Malory’s storyworld treats its characters as if they were figures 

in the real-life world, but who at the same time have omnipotent features and capabilities for 

both the benefit and downfall of the Arthurian realm. 

 



68 

4.3 FEMINIST APPROACH 

 

Medieval Arthurian literature illustrates the cultural concept of women as being “increasingly 

indicative of weakness, moral fallibility, and attrition from a normal, that is the male, model”, 

as emphasized by Fries (1998, p. 67). On the other hand, Armstrong’s (2003) argument about 

“the necessary presence of female characters who ask favours, bestow gifts, intercede for, and 

pass judgement on knights”, defines a significant shift to a feminist approach and points to the 

“importance of the feminine in establishing, shaping, and confirming masculine knightly 

identity”, within Le Morte Darthur (p. 38). These views about Arthurian women in medieval 

literature are descriptive and mark the contradictory perspectives of contemporary scholarship. 

Dichotomies between a weak female and strong male, irrelevant or important, fallible, or 

perfect, reflect the need to substantiate the female presence and justify its relevance. 

Female presence and actions have consequences for male performance and achievements and  

destinies, as well. In Malory’s chivalric storyworld gender is an issue. Armstrong (2003) 

concludes that Malory depicts the development of his Arthurian chivalric society from the early 

pages of his work by the “passive femininity and masculine violence” which converge “perhaps 

nowhere quite as significantly as in the swearing of the Pentecostal Oath” (p. 28). These gender 

opposites are highlighted by Kelly (1999b) who confirms that Malory portrays a female body 

in his work “prominently as site, as meeting-place for ideological conflict. The male body, on 

the other hand, has been often and emphatically constructed literally, a thing in and of itself”  

(p. 97). 

“Experience” is a challenged key concept in feminist theory (Kruks, 2014, p. 75). “Bringing-

to-voice” and “sharing women’s experiences” have been regarded as major factors in women’s 

unified resistance to their subjugation (Kruks, 2014, p. 75). Phenomenology in the early 

twentieth century emerged to explain how the existing accounts of human experiences can be 

described as “lived” phenomena.109 Simone de Beauvoir (1908–1986) was the first to apply  

phenomenology to women’s experiences (Kruks, 2014, p. 76). The Second Sex, published for 

 

109 According to Edmund Husserl (1859−1938) “it aims to grasp them [phenomena] not as objects of 
contemplation, divorced from and exterior to us, but as we engage with them as embodied agents in the 
world” (Husserl, 1989, as cited by  Kruks, 2014, p. 75). Phenomenology seeks to appear conscious of 
something, and thus ventures to embrace encounters before both any generalising attitudes and “to-
taken-for-granted, common-sense, conceptual framings” (Kruks, 2004, pp. 75−76). 
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the first time in 1949, is her powerful challenge of masculine supremacy, which dictates women 

into confinement, both physically and psychologically, as well as intellectually. “Her wings are 

cut and then she is blamed for not knowing how to fly” (Beauvoir, 2009, p. 660) describes 

Beauvoir’s thinking about woman’s horizon being shut. In her book, woman is not determined 

by culture defined by men, and female existence does not follow male fantasies about women. 

Beauvoir’s four key ideas, all pertaining to the woman’s enduring displacement in otherness in 

relation to man, are particularly fitting when analysing Malory’s female storyworld. Despite 

the fact that Beauvoir announced her argumentations about women’s situation on the brink of 

power in the middle of the 20th century, it fits with women in a literary world representing 

medieval times as the disposition and underestimation of a woman was as actual in her time as 

it was in Malory’s narratological storyworld.  First, a woman is constantly designated as an 

“Other” by man who acts the role of the Self. Throughout history women have been consigned 

to an orbit of immanence and to passively accept the roles assigned to them by society. Second, 

the woman’s lot is described as always having her situation defined by and through her body. 

Third, one is not born, but rather becomes a woman, through Beauvoir’s fourth conception, 

“lived experience” which is gained by learning and maturing by means of meaningful 

encounters of “concreteness, temporality, contingency, ambiguity, and even contradiction” 

(Björk, 2008, pp. 25−26) with the world.  

Historically in patriarchal societies throughout times a woman was forced to accept the status 

of the Other with respect to men and doomed into monotonous and uninventive life of 

“immanence, since her transcendence will be forever transcended by another essential and 

sovereign consciousness” (Beauvoir, 2009, p. 17), while men are privileged with exhibiting 

transcendence. Beauvoir’s claim about a woman being defined and differentiated with reference 

to a man but not vice versa, posits the woman to live in the world with passive acceptance of 

roles assigned to her by the society. “She is inessential in front of the essential. He is the 

Subject; he is the Absolute. She is the Other” (Beauvoir, 2009, p. 6). Thus, Beauvoir is 

searching for answers to eternal questions, such as how a woman in her situation can reach 

fulfilment, which avenues she should follow and which are closed to her, how she can resume 

her independence when she is forced to reside in otherness, and how she can regain her freedom. 

Young women in Le Morte Darthur − especially Elayne of Corbyn and Elayne of Ascolat 

analysed in this study − are similarly narrated as living in a masculine chivalric environment. 

Their mothers are never mentioned. The reader can easily empathize with their forced necessity 

to accept a passive obedience and a predestined future, a locus of otherness with no will of their 
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own. According to Anderson, Felski and Moi (2019), empathy offers to the reader a vehicle to 

identify and associate with the characters in various ways – “these ties can be ironic as well as 

sentimental, ethical as well as emotional” (p. 77).  

Beauvoir’s claim that “body is a situation” indicates that the state of a woman is not only defined 

by what her biology destines her to be, - the weaker sex - , and a sexual object, but her 

opportunities in and grasp of the world are formed by the social, economic, and cultural 

circumstances around her. For Beauvoir, as Moi (1999) observes, “a woman defines herself 

through the way she lives her embodied situation in the world […] through the way in which 

she makes something of what the world makes of her” (p. 72). In modern society her situation 

may have improved due to technological advancement which annuls inferior strength compared 

to masculine physical power, so that she has become more equal. In medieval society, however, 

women’s situation was more designated by her lineage, her status, and masculine dominance.  

In Malory’s storyworld, Beauvoir’s argument applies well to women whose situation is totally 

predefined by the omnipresence of the mainly suppressive knightly culture.  

Moi (1999) suggests that Beauvoir’s claim about the women’s body destined to be a situation 

is “a powerful and sophisticated” addition to her original contribution to feminist theory (p. 59). 

Moi (1999) explicates that when Beauvoir writes about the body not being a thing, but a 

situation, she means that the “body” is a manifested in a conscious relationship with the world 

(p. 67). For Beauvoir, the body perceived as a situation is related to the individual woman’s (or 

man’s) subjectivity. Biological facts, such as woman’s role in reproduction being much more 

onerous than that of man, are extremely important for Beauvoir, since in the history of woman 

they form a conclusive part of and constitute an essential element in the woman’s situation. 

Hence, she claims that biological facts establish for a woman a fixed and inevitable destiny; 

however, biology is insufficient for setting up a hierarchy of the sexes, it fails to explain why 

woman is the “Other”, and it does not condemn her to remain in this subordinate role for ever.  

Butler (1988) reformulates Beauvoir’s famous claim into ”the body is a historical situation”, a 

manner of doing, dramatizing, and reproducing a historical situation (p. 521). She builds on 

Beauvoir’s theory to widen the concept of “body is a situation” indicating that the body 

becomes a web of culture and choice and being in one’s body becomes a way to accept and re-

explain received gender norms (Salih, 2007, pp. 55−56). The realization of gender as socially 

constructed determines the distinctions of gender and sex, and emphasizes, as Salih (2007) 

claims, that if  the body is accepted as a cultural situation, then the notion of a natural body and 

a natural “sex” seem increasingly suspect (p. 55). The body becomes the situation in which 
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gender is determined. The expectation of one’s behaviour is based on prescribed gender norms 

due to societal constructions and anticipations which are culturally sustained, passed on, and 

repeated.  

Beauvoir’s (2009) phrase “one is not born, but rather becomes a woman” carries the meaning 

of the intervention of society and describes the woman, an “intermediate between male and 

eunuch”, as a product of civilisation, not biology, economics, or psychology (p. 293). Butler 

(1990) reads Beauvoir’s postulation about sex determining gender, that “to become a woman is 

a purposive and appropriative set of acts, the gradual acquisition of a skill” (p. 25). In 

continuation of Beauvoir’s work, Butler (1990) developed a theory of gender as performance, 

suggesting in her book Gender Trouble that “gender is not something one ‘is’, it is something 

one ‘does’, an act, or more precisely, a sequence of acts, a ‘doing’ rather than a ‘being’” (p. 25). 

In Malory’s medieval literary world Beauvoir’s perspective is complemented by Butler’s 

perception. The notion of becoming a woman by both “being” and “doing” can be substantiated 

as perceiving Arthurian women as actors “being” on the stage of their narrative or authors 

“doing” their curriculum vitae, the women of this study acting by their own will. Despite their 

life being predetermined they perform their agenda for the audience of the chivalric community. 

For Morgawse, her agenda of “doing” an adulterous rendezvous with Arthur will lead to both 

a patricide and a filicide. The approach of both Elaynes towards sex is performative, as they 

allure Launcelot to follow their plans – with contrary results.  

The underlying assumption of both Beauvoir and Butler is that one is not born into a specific 

type of behaviour connected with one’s biological sex but instead learns to perform in a way 

which meets the expectations of society regarding that sex. In other words, none of us are male 

or female; instead, we act male or female or a variety of other options. For female characters in 

a storyworld created by a man - that is, Malory - this assumption would mean a predetermined 

feminine behaviour. If they want to pursue their own agenda they are, in any case, helpless, 

submissive, acquiescent, and resigned. 

One of the ways in which the women in this study are bound to their situation by biology relates 

to motherhood. The biological fact of reproductive capability creates an inherent bond between 

mother and child which is a “source of dignity or indignity for her” according to the value 

accorded to the child (Beauvoir, 2009, p. 48). This bond will be identified or not, depending on 

the surrounding society. In the case of women in this study, Morgawse’s illegitimate son 

Mordred will be recognised as her son, yet he brings no dignity to his mother. Elayne of 
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Corbyn’s son Galahad on the other hand honours his mother while becoming praised as the 

“Knight of the Sankgreall”. Moi (1999) elaborates on Beauvoir’s claims about biological facts. 

She suggests that while biological facts are meaningful for Beauvoir in the context of economic, 

social, and psychological contexts, and are crucial elements in a woman’s situation, they cannot 

alone determine a woman (p. 71). 

Conversely, biological facts become part of a woman’s “lived experience” – another central 

concept for Beauvoir. “Lived experience” describes the whole of a person’s subjectivity, talking 

about the way an individual makes sense of her situation and actions from her own perspective, 

building a personal encounter of her own body, sexuality, love, relationships, and parenthood. 

According to Beauvoir, women as human beings (unlike animals) are always in the process of 

making themselves what they are and what they will become. People give meaning to their lives 

by their performance. “The body is a situation”, but it is a fundamental kind of situation, in that 

it carries the experience of life and the world. This forms the “lived experience” which is 

sedimented over time through woman’s own interactions with the world, and thus itself it 

becomes part of her situatedness. Thus, woman’s “lived experience” is “imperiously breathed 

into her from the first years of her life” (Beauvoir, 2009, p. 293). Here Beauvoir challenges a 

woman’s possibilities to make an impact on her own future world, if since her childhood she is 

incarcerated at home and raised to follow a road already paved with certain expectations and 

types of self-betrayal. Woman’s “lived experience” contains an idea of “feminine independence 

[as] an intersubjective matter”, meaning that one’s fundamental dependence of others needs to 

be recognised (Björk, 2008, p. 174.).This notion easily applies to both Elaynes – of Corbyn and 

of Ascolat − scrutinised in the present study. 
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5. READING RELIGION IN LE MORTE DARTHUR 
 

… the story is ethical, as against mystical. But we must not say ‘ethical, as against 

religious’, for the ethical claim and the attempted ethical response, when prompted by 

a vision, purged by confession and penance, supported, and corrected at every turn by 

voices, miracles, and spiritual counsels, is precisely the religious as it most commonly 

appears in secular vocations (Lewis, 1963, p. 17). 

 

Le Morte Darthur, described above by C.S. Lewis, revolves around chivalry, the dominant 

component in the literary genre of romance. Malory’s knighthood is grounded in “humilité and 

paciens” (727.25/Cxvi.3). Chivalry in Le Morte Darthur is exposed  as both a lay and Christian 

medieval institution of knighthood, an “ideal of secular Christian chivalry that incorporates 

physical prowess in the fights, [and] an observance of one’s duties to God”, as Helen Cooper 

(1998), one of numerous editors of Le Morte Darthur defines in the preface to her edition (p. 

xiii). Kennedy (1992) suggests that “Malory adopts his religious view of knighthood when he 

follows his sources to portray young king Arthur as God’s chosen knight and to define his 

kingly office as the doing of true justice“ (p. 20). 

Hanks (2013) has argued that Malory’s religiousness is defined by his own comprehension of 

God’s grace, and this is also reflected in the Chivalric Christian worldview of his work (pp. 

1−28). The symbiotic relationship between Christianity and chivalry also defines the nature of 

the quest of the Sankgreall, the most commanding Christian experience and chivalric endeavour 

for the knights of the Rounde Table in Le Morte Darthur.110 Chivalric Christianity outside the 

Sankgreall is depicted in Le Morte Darthur as the lay, mundane, ordinary religiousness of King 

Arthur and his court regularly attending Sunday Mass, seeking atonement by confession, and 

attempting to live according to Catholic perceptions (Radulescu, 2019, p. 212). Prayers are 

common on several occasions.  

In his thesis, Moffett (2017) offers an overview of recent critics of religion in Le Morte Darthur 

and concludes that in Malory’s work “religious devotion and political loyalty are incompatible” 

(pp. 10−13), but ”religious obligation  outweighs political duty” (p. 274).   

 

110 To be discussed in Chapter 5.3.  
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5.1 MALORY AND RELIGION 

 

Historical facts about Thomas Malory (1416−1471) are scarce, as in general are records of 

English authors before the 17th century (Field 2017, vii). Vinaver (1971) portrays him as “a 

soldier, at one time loyalist, at another rebel, and for several years a fugitive from justice” (p. 

v). Malory belonged to an old Warwickshire family and both his father and grandfather had 

been consequential persons in the country (Field, 2017, pp. vii−viii). 

Malory’s potential heritage of religious views from his family is not mentioned by Field (2017, 

pp. vii−xviii). 111 However, there are a few clues, which may correlate with Malory’s religious 

upbringing, future values, and attitudes. Malory’s grandfather seems to have built a small chapel 

at the Newbold Revel manor (Whetter, 2017, p. 117). In 1407−1412, a set of heraldic windows 

was made for the church of Grendon in Warwickshire, to commemorate the family of Sir 

Thomas’ mother (Field, 1993, pp. 51−52). In 1423, his parents “were given a special license to 

have Mass said before daybreak”, and henceforth Thomas (then seven years old) must have 

experienced a regular morning Mass at home. (Field, 2017, p. viii). His father was “clearly 

active, respected and devoted” (Field, 2017, p. viii). Sir Robert Malory, brother or cousin to his 

father, in 1432 became “Prior of the Hospitallers of St John of Jerusalem” (Field, 2017, p.x). 

As a Member of Parliament Thomas Malory received an annuity from Monks Kirkby Priory 

(Field, 2017, p. xii).112 His life as an MP during the 1440s was successful, until in the 1450s he 

became involved in the War of Roses (1455−1485), through his connection with Duke of 

Beauchamp from the house of York, against the house of Lancaster. He was accused of robbery, 

extortion, and rape of Lancaster’s supporters − leading him becoming a political prisoner for a 

major part of the rest of his life (Field, 1993, pp. 83−125). Malory wrote Le Morte Darthur in 

prison, finished his work by 1470, was released, and died in 1471 (Field, 2017, p. xviii). 

Malory himself “rarely encourages his readers to connect his narrative with contemporary 

events and he rarely comments on potential parallels between the Arthurian world and his own” 

(Nall, 2019, p. 20). Yet, as Field has noted, there are four passages in Le Morte Darthur in 

 

111 See also Field, 1993. 
112 Or ”Monks Kirby”, see, Field, 2017, p. xiii. 
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which Malory reiterates some incidents of his own life (Field, 2017, xvi). One sentence suggests 

that Malory’s political imprisonment left him rather poor (49.3−4/Cii.2) and another implies 

that at some point in prison he was critically ill (427.10−17/Cix.37). The passage where Queen 

Guenever has escaped into the Tower of London to avoid Sir Mordred’s haste to marry her 

(915.22−24) recalls the Yorkists encircling the Tower but it is not known “whether Malory saw 

it from outside as a combatant or inside as a prisoner, and the strong sympathy evoked by the 

story is no guide to what Malory felt about their real-life counterparts” (Field, 2017, xvii). 

Another episode suggests that everyone in England, including Malory himself, was responsible 

for the civil war “that is tearing the country apart” (916.34/Wfol.475v.−917.10/Cxxi.10) (Field, 

2017, p. xvii). 

While none of these passages gives any indication of Malory’s own affinity towards piety or 

religion, and despite the critical debate over his approach to religion in Le Morte Darthur, 

Malory’s own experience of religious practices in his gentry heritage or his interpretation of his 

sources, especially the deeply religious La Queste del Saint Graal, a part of the Lancelot-Grail, 
113 are relevant routes to explore his spirituality as expressed in his work (Radulescu, 2019, p. 

211). Malory’s religious mindset obviously drew from his contemporary perception of lay 

piety, which expanded during the late Middle Ages.  Malory’s personal reflections on piety and 

devoutness are hard to divine. He may have endorsed the established pious Christianity which 

was practised in late-medieval England, or he may have mirrored that of his paragons of 

“knightly class or gentry who used religion to their own purposes” (Whetter, 2017, p. 117). Nor 

did Malory’s status as a gentleman portend that he was particularly religious.  

There has been speculation of Malory’s association with the Lollards. However, not only his, 

but  several writers who were his predecessors had a questionable tendency towards Lollardy 

as well (Moffett, 2017, pp. 18−19).114 Malory has been seen  as a potential Lollard -sympathizer, 

since the Lollardian reinterpretation of the doctrine of Two Swords can be connected to King 

Arthur’s power, with his consecutive two swords. 115 It has also been suggested that his affinity 

 

113 See more on this source in Chapter 5.3.    
114 See, e.g., Margery Kempe (c. 1373− after 1438), Chaucer, and Langland were accused of being 
sympathetic to Lollardy. Lollards were discussed earlier in Chapter 2.3. 
115 Moffett (2017) justifies his proposal by the Catholic doctrine of Two Swords from the late fifth 
century, based on Luke 22:36−38: ”the secular sword of royal power and the sacred sword of priestly 
power” (p. 21). Wycliffe reinterprets this doctrine in political terms so that ”the King has been granted 
temporal authority by God and is ultimately answerable only to God” (Moffett, 2017, p. 23). Malory’s 
King Arthur also has two swords: the first one in the stone breaks in the battle with King Pellinore 
(42.4/Wfol.20r), while he receives the second, Excalibur, from the Lady of the Lake 
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with Lollards was political rather than clerical (Field, 2017, p. xvi). Mostly, however, he has 

been regarded as anti-Lollardian. The Church’s teachings about the Eucharist were challenged 

by one of the main principles of Lollardy’s belief, namely, the refusal to accept the central 

Catholic doctrine of the transubstantiation, the conversion of the Eucharistic elements of bread 

and wine into the body and blood of Christ at consecration. The Church responded by burning 

as heretics those who did not believe in the meaning of the sacred meal. Malory’s language 

“reflects sensitivity to the religious sensibilities of his day” (Tolhurst, 2013, p. 150), when 

discussing the Grail and his metaphors to the Eucharist were vague, thus avoiding a relationship 

with the Lollards. Malory’s association of the Grail with Christ’s blood and body also suggested 

that it is best to dismiss the notion of Malory as a Lollard (Whetter, 2017, pp. 117, 124; Hodges, 

2005a, p. 21).116 Since Malory‘s uncle was a Prior of the Hospitallers, and Malory’s grandfather 

built a small chapel at the Newbold Revel manor, both exemplifying piety in their communities, 

it is obvious that Thomas Malory came from a pious and anti-Lollardian family (Field, 1993, 

pp. 80−82).  

However, the fact that Malory was not a Lollard, does not indicate him having been devout or 

that his literary interests were religious, despite of his heritage. Subsequently his religiousness 

– or rather, the religiousness of his Le Morte Darthur − must be searched for elsewhere.  

 

5.2 MALORY’S PERSONAL RELIGIOUS MESSAGES 

 

Le Morte Darthur has been called “a narrative of Faith”, with “an underlying conviction that it 

represents immutable truth”, and it has been compared to the biblical narrative due to its 

recognizable similarities with the Bible (Grimm, 2006, 16). Like the Bible, Le Morte Darthur 

is a unified collection which is read as whole, not as apparently separate, or logically connecting 

 

(43.15/Ci.24−44.2/Wfol.21r). According Hodges (2005a, pp. 41, 43, 48, as cited in Moffett, 2017, pp. 
20−21), Arthur’s swords represent various aspects of chivalry: the first sword means mighty and 
righteousness, the second ”blood feud”. The sword stolen by Morgan Le Fey represents ”justice”. 
116 The Eucharist reminded readers of the central Catholic doctrine of the conversion of the Eucharistic 
elements – bread and wine – into the body and blood of Christ at consecration which Lollards had 
denied. For Malory’s interpretation of transubstantiation, see Chapter 5.3. See Malory 2017 
(783.4/Cvxii.20). 
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parts.117 Both are “assumed to be unified by the will of an implied narrative designer” (Grimm, 

2006, p. 17). 

Malory’s major religious component − and simultaneously the most powerful passage in his 

work − is the quest of the Sankgreall with its immanence of Christian allegories and the 

representation of Christ appearing to three devout knights.118 The repeated messages embedded 

in Le Morte Darthur are another impressive bit of evidence suggesting Malory’s personal 

religious worldview. Colophons, also called explicits, are inscriptions placed at the end of a 

medieval book or manuscript to provide readers with details of the author, printer, or date of 

printing (Moreton, 2014). In Le Morte Darthur six separate tales are concluded with a colophon, 

while three are left without. These offer an opportunity for Malory to either plainly  follow the 

literary tradition of his time or, instead to actively express his own devoutness and piety in a 

simple way: his colophons contain more than the bare details, typical of medieval colophons. 

In the colophons Malory calls himself “Syr Thomas Maleorè/Malleorrè knight” who ends his 

tales either by a prayer or call for God, and a notation that Syr Thomas Maleorè has composed 

these tales, or that the tale is made by him.  

“Books of Adventure”, “Sir Gareth of Orkney”, “The Christening of Sir Palomides”, “The 

Kingdom of Sarras”, “Sir Urry of Hungary”, and “Sir Launcelot” end with a personal note by 

Malory. In all these tales, he adds a payer to God or to Jesus, for example “that God sende hym 

good recover. Amen” (144.3−4/Wfol.70v); “that God sende hym good delyveraunce sone and 

hastely. Amen” (288.11−12/Wfol.148r); “as Jesu be hys helpe” (664.11/Wfol.346r) […] “on 

all synfull, Blyssed Lorde, have on thy knight mercy. Amen” (664:17−18/Wfol.346r); “O 

Blessed Jesu, helpe hym thorow hys myght! Amen” (789.18/Cxvii.23); “Jesu, ayedé ly pur 

voutre bone mercy! Amen” (869.18/Cxix.13) and “praye for me whyle I am on lyve that God 

sende me good delyveraunce, and whan I am deed, I praye you all praye for my soule” 

(940.24−27/Cxxi.13).  

Le Morte Darthur ends with Malory’s final colophon: “For this book was ended the ninth yere 

of the reygne of Kyng Edvard the Fourth, by Syr Thomas Maleoré, knyght, as Jesu helpe hym 

for hys grete myght, as he is the servaunt of Jesu bothe day and nyght.” (940.27−31/Cxxi.13), 

 

117 Riddy (1987, pp. 140−141), proposes that Caxton had ”a more fixed understanding of what a ‘hoole 
booke’ is [and] Malory’s own sense of the wholeness of the ‘hoole booke’ must have been different, and 
was presumably cumulative”, furthermore the last books “are held together in ways which 
simultaneously assert and deny the possibility of continuity”. 
118 See a thorough discussion about the Sankgreall in Chapter 5.3. 
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this sets the conclusion of his work during the reign of King Edvard IV of England, between 

1461−1483.    

These colophons clearly proclaim Malory’s religiousness which intensifies when Le Morte 

Darthur proceeds. The colophons become both more personal and more spiritually oriented, as 

indicated also by Moffett (2017, pp. 238−268). Malory is not satisfied with a standard explicit 

note  but varies his prayer and appeal to God – praying for Jesus to help him with his task of 

finishing Le Morte Darthur, pleading for mercy, and asking his readership to pray for “good 

delyveraunce” from prison, as might be guessed (Hanks, 2013, p.12). Hanks (2013) asserts that 

Malory’s oeuvre is religious on the basis of the colophons, which “emphasize his Christian 

understanding of the world” (p. 12). 

In addition to the colophons, Thomas Malory (Thomas Malleorré) as an author plays a minor 

yet active pious role in Le Morte Darthur by including himself in the text, in the chapter of 

“Joyous Garden”, where he concludes a paragraph by “Amen, sayde Sir Thomas Malleorré” 

(539. 8−9/Cx.52).    

Malory’s religious worldview is further affirmed by several episodes and motifs in Le Morte 

Darthur in which his vocabulary highlights both events and concepts perceived as being 

specifically Christian or generally religious. Chivalry as a knightly culture exhibits a Christian 

calling and represents the resolute ideal of Christianity in Le Morte Darthur. Malory also 

includes other themes and patterns attached to Christian exempla, being associated with biblical 

events that assign moral and religious meaning to knightly actions.  

Religious habits, symbols, and rituals determine the entire Le Morte Darthur. Religious habits 

are rigorously followed. King Arthur attends Mass every Sunday with his court, seeks 

confession, and strives to live a life marked by Catholic doctrines (Radulescu, 2019, p. 212). 

Malory schedules significant courtly events to parallel major Christian celebrations. The first 

important event for future King Arthur, pulling the sword out of the stone, occurs “upon the 

Newe Yeres Day” (8.1/Ci.3−5), this is not a religious day, but his coronation takes place at 

“Candelmas”119 (10.11/Ci.6). He is finally proclaimed king at the feast of “Pentecost” 

 

119 Candelmas (also Candlemass), is a Christian Holy Day commemorating the presentation of Jesus at 
the Temple; it is known also as the feast of the Presentation of infant Jesus in the temple and the feast 
of the Purification of the Blessed Virgin Mary. 
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(10.29/Ci.6) which thereafter will be the day for the knights of the Rounde Table to congregate 

and renew their knightly Pentecostal Oath.  

Embedded prayers are common. As an example, the rhetoric in the scene where Launcelot’s 

fellow knights aim to reveal his adulterous relationship with Queen Guenever repeatedly refers 

to God (Moffett, 2017, p. 72). Launcelot cries “A, Jesu mercy!” (875.1/Cxx.3), calls Guenever 

“Moste nobelest Crysten quene” (875.5/Cxx. 3), solicits that she if he would die “woll pray for 

my soule if that I here be slayne” (875.9/Cxx.3), and prepares for a fight by refusing to escape, 

when the queen demands “God deffende me frome such a shame! But Jesu Cryste, be Thou my 

shylde and myne armoure!” (875.30−32/Cxx.3).  

God is customarily called to witness or support and prayed to for the guidance and safety of the  

knights when they hasten off to their adventures. For example, Queen Guenever prays for 

Launcelot on his departure to the quest of the Sankgreall, “He that suffird dethe uppon the 

Crosse for all menkynde, He be unto you good conduyte and saufté, and all the hole felyshyp” 

(677.11−13/Cxiii.8). Another call to God is seen by Gawayn’s appearance in King Arthur’s 

dream after his death. Gawayn urges Arthur,  

 for the grete grace and goodnes that Allmyghty Jesu hath unto you, and for pyté of you 

 and many mo other good men that there shall be slayne, God hath sente me to you of 

 Hys speciall grace to gyff you a warning (921.9−12/Cxxi.3),  

to wait for troop reinforcements before attacking his son, Mordred, in their final battle of 

Cammlan.   

The end of Le Morte Darthur − when King Arthur is dead and buried, Launcelot has retired to 

penitence seeking atonement, and his beloved Queen Guenever has rejected him and died in the 

solitude of a nunnery - reads as lay solidarity rather than a religious vocation. It is controversial, 

that in his piety “Launcelot achieves the ultimate Christian experience, sainthood, by clinging 

to his earthly values”, as suggested by Jesmok (2013, p. 102). Launcelot dies praying for “al 

my ryghtes that longeth to a Crysten man” (937.19−20/Cxxi.11).  
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5.3 THE SANKGREALL120   

      

 In The Holy Grail, the History of a Legend, Barber (2004) writes, “The Grail is a mysterious 

and haunting image, which crosses the borders of fiction and spirituality, and which, for eight 

centuries, has been a recurrent ideal in Western literature” (p.1). Waite (1961) calls the Grail a 

mysterious and miraculous vessel with a wondrous capacity to heal and feed anyone humble 

enough, describing it as  

 that vessel in which the Christ either celebrated the Last Supper or consecrated for the 

 first time the Elements of the Eucharist. It is therefore a Passover or Sacramental Vessel, 

 and, according to the Legend, its next use was to receive the Blood from the Wounds of 

 Christ when his body was taken down from the Cross or, alternatively, from the side 

 which was pierced by the Lance of Longinus (p. 18).121  

It is the Bowl of Plenty (Waite, 1961, pp. 59−65).122 The vessel, a permanent Christian 

reliquary, is said to have been brought by its guardians to the west and ultimately to Britain 

where it remained (Waite, 1961, p. 18.). To Frappier (1984), the Grail is an enigma, which 

exposes  “today’s reader to plenty of illusions and temptations: through a web of highlights and 

shadows, to reconstruct, come what may, the original myth” (p. 292, as cited in Brewer, 2004, 

p. 7).123 

Malory composed his  Sankgreall on the foundation of earlier texts mostly from the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries.124 Chrétien, the first author of the Arthurian tradition, in his Perceval, le 

Conte du Graal, has only partly revealed his intentions on how to finalise his story. The reader 

 

120 The Holy Grail is called the Sankgreall by Malory. On the etymology of the word “grail”, see, e.g., 
Mueller, 1865; Nitze, 1916; Jung and von Franz, 1998. It appears first in the Stanzaic Morte in the 14th 
century, by the name “Sangrail”, is mentioned only on one line (Benson 1994, line 11.) See, e.g., Barber 
(2004) for the historicity of the legend, for the nature of the Grail, and for lay images, see, especially 
pp. 381−411, for an extensive bibliography of scholarly and historical studies; see Waite 1961, for a 
deeper analysis of Malory’s source material; Moorman (1956) for Malory’s treatment of the Sankgreall. 
121 Waite, 1961, p. 18, explains the meaning of the “Passover or Sacramental Vessel”: “ − figuratively 
speaking − the Last Supper fulfilled at once and abrogated the Old Law. The Passover dissolved into 
the Eucharist, […]the Grail Vessel was a Dish of the Old Law transformed significantly into a Reliquary 
of the New; while if it was a Cup of the New and Eternal Testament it was a Living Sign of the Presence 
in the World of Legend, which was also a World of Faith at the Grail epoch”. 
122 On the evolution of the name of Grail, see Brown (1916); Jung and von Franz, 2000, p. 154, call it 
”a horn of plenty”, see more of the meaning of ”Grail”, pp. 149−174. 
123 The citation is given due to the unavailability of Frappier’s  text. 
124 For a summary, see Appendix 2.  
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is made aware of Perceval as an immature, uneducated Welsh boy, who is guided to the castle 

of the Fisher King. Invited to supper, he encounters a strange procession of squires and maidens 

carrying a “white lance with its white point from whose tip there issued a drop of blood”  

(Chrétien, 1991, p. 420), candelabra and a grail of pure gold, with precious stones set in it. 

Perceval has been earlier advised by a gentleman who provided him with knightly arms and the 

habitus, never to ask too much; therefore he does not voice the crucial question about who was 

served from the grail. From this reply he would have learned that Fisher King’s father was the 

one to be served: “a single host that is brought to him in that grail sustains and brings comfort 

to that holy man – such is the holiness of the grail” (Chrétien, 1991, p. 460). He is Percivale’s 

uncle, a brother to his mother, and thus Perceval is connected to the lineage of a holy man.  

Chrétien’s story ends in mid-sentence before the origins of the grail are unveiled: “When the 

queen saw her she asked what was the matter…” (Chretien, 1991, p. 494).125 In this way, it 

invited other writers to conclude Chrétien’s unfinished tale by developing his characters, adding 

more literary figures, and advancing and reinterpreting the story of the Grail.126 Four 

continuations written in Old French between 1190−1250 indicate how Chrétien’s text was 

perceived by his contemporaries (Barber, 2004, pp. 27−38).127  

In France, Robert de Boron took a new approach to Chrétien’s story, which had been focusing 

on the lance and the grail in connection with Perceval and Gawayn. The two related poems, 

Joseph d’Arimathea and Merlyn composed by Boron between 1200-1210, integrated the history 

of the Grail into the narrative of Christ and to apocryphal beliefs. The first of the poems 

associated the Grail for the first time with the vessel which was used by Christ at the Last 

Supper, being given to Pilate who did not want to hold on anything that belonged to Christ and 

thus passed  to Joseph of Arimathea (Barber, 2004, p.  41).128 Boron’s Joseph used this Grail to 

 

125 This breaks the episode breaks at a moment where Gawayn’s squire is bringing news to King Arthur 
who is grieving for the lost knight, that he is alive and coming to court.  
126 Briefly discussed earlier, in Chapter 3.1. See also Barber, 2004, pp. 27−38. 
127 The first one was written by an anonymous writer, the second by by Wauchier de Denais (p. 28, 
(certified by Kibler, 1991, p.  521), the third by Manessier (p. 29), and the fourth by Gerbert de Montreuil 
(p. 29). 
128 Joseph of Arimathea is mentioned in all four gospels in the New Testament. Cf., Matthew 27:57: “As 
evening approached, there came a rich man from Arimathea, named Joseph, who had himself become a 
disciple of Jesus. Going to Pilate, he asked for Jesus’ body, and Pilate ordered that it be given to 
him. Joseph took the body, wrapped it in a clean linen cloth, and placed it in his own new tomb that he 
had cut out of the rock. He rolled a big stone in front of the entrance to the tomb and went away”; Mark 
15:4: “Joseph of Arimathea, a prominent member of the Council, who was himself waiting for the 
kingdom of God, went boldly to Pilate and asked for Jesus’ body”; Luke 23:51–52 adds that he “who 
had not consented to their decision and action. He came from the Judean town of Arimathea, and he 
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collect the last drops of Christ’s blood when He was hanging on the cross. The poem prophesied 

that the vessel would be taken to the West and achieved by a knight from the family line of 

Joseph of Arimathea (Kibler, 1991, p. 22). Boron described Joseph as his Grail hero, as a 

soldier, and “hence a role model for the knightly class”, the intended readership of his story 

(Barber, 2004, p. 41). Joseph’s brother-in-law becomes the Fisher King, wounded by a lance, 

who with his relatives will remain as the company of the Grail (Barber, 2004, p. 43). The Castle 

of Corbyn is introduced as the safe place to guard the Grail (Waite, 1961, p. 57). Based on 

Boron’s work, the High Book of the Grail, also known as Perlesvaus, from an anonymous writer 

became available before 1210 (Barber, 2004, pp. 46, 373).129 This work outlines the line of 

Joseph of Arimathea’s family as guardians of the Grail until King Arthur’s time. The power of 

Grail is proclaimed as the “theme of the New Law of Christ against the Old Law of pagans and 

Jews” (Barber, 2004, p. 47). 

The largest collection based on Chrétien’s original stories and drawing on Boron’s texts is the 

Launcelot-Grail, written between 1210−1235, also known as the Prose Lancelot or the Vulgate 

Cycle. This body of texts combines Chrétien’s stories of Launcelot and his love for Queen 

Guenever (“The Knight of the Cart”) with the story of the Grail (Kibler, 2004, p. 22) into three 

main sections − Estoire del Saint Graal, and Estoire de Merlyn,130 both two written before 

1235, and Prose Lancelot, also called Estoire de Lancelot.  The Prose Lancelot is further 

divided into three parts: the Vulgate Lancelot Propre/Roman de Lancelot/Lancelot du Lac, 

characterised by Chase and Norris (2010) as colorful with a multitude of specific details (p. 

xxix); La Queste del Saint Graal, characterised as religious (p. xxxiii); and Vulgate Morte le 

roi Artu/Vulgate Morte Artu/La Mort Artu, characterised as final and ahistorical (p. xxxv). La 

Queste del Saint Graal gained its inherent “mystical doctrines” from St. Bernard of Clairvaux, 

known also for outlining the Rules of the Knights Templar whose inception was simultaneous 

with the rise of Arthurian romance literature in the twelfth century, both building on the 

amalgamation of Christianity and chivalry (Whitaker, 1979, p. 11). 

With its profoundly religious part of La Queste del Saint Graal, the Prose Lancelot has been 

confirmed by contemporary scholarship as one major source of Malory’s Sankgreall, which can 

 

himself was waiting for the kingdom of God”; John 19:38 confirms what the other three gospels spell  
out. 
129 Waite, 1961, p. 33, calls it also the Longer Prose Perceval.  
130 Also called Vulgate Merlyn, divided into three chapters: Merlyn Propre/Roman de Merlyn; Suite de 
Merlyn/Suite Vulgate de Merlyn/Vulgate Suite; also known as La prémière Faits du roi Arthur or 
Vulgate Merlyn continuation; and a single unfinished manuscript. 
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be read as “the most religious of Malory’s tales” (Radulescu, 2019, p. 211). However, Field 

(2017) considers the Roman du Graal (written during 1230), also called the Post-Vulgate Cycle, 

as Malory’s main source to Le Morte Darthur (p. xxiii).131 This cycle rewrites the earlier 

Arthurian texts in the Lancelot-Grail cycle focusing more on King Arthur and the Holy Grail 

than on his knights (Field, 2017, xxiii). Barber (2004) also proposes that the Roman du Graal, 

which he calls the Romance of the Grail, may have incited Malory to add the Grail to his story 

(p. 213). 

According to Barber (2004), for Malory, the Sankgreall is a part of the Crucifixion and 

inseparably linked to the Last Supper that Christ shared with his disciples before he was 

captured by Roman soldiers, as such, it leads back to his sources of the Holy Grail in the twelfth 

century (p. 214).132 Malory’s Sankgreall is “the holy vessel and the sygnyfycacion of the Blyssed 

Bloode off Oure Lorde Jesu Cryste, whyche was brought into thys londe by Joseph off 

Arimathye” (664.14−16/Wfol.346r) and guarded in the castle of King Pelles of Corbyn, “cousyn 

nyghe unto Joseph of Aramathy” (622.16/Wfol.323r). With these words, Malory restates how 

the holy blood of Christ was connected with Joseph of Arimathea as presented by Robert de 

Boron (Barber, 2004, p. 214). King Pelles of Corbyn from Joseph’s line became the guardian 

of the Sankgreall and his castle its abode in the Lancelot-Grail La Queste del Saint Graal 

(henceforth the  Queste).133    

Le Morte Darthur has been considered less religious than the Queste, and Malory’s spiritual 

priorities have been challenged by the critical attention of the Arthurian scholarship. Vinaver 

argues that Malory handles this sequence more secularly than his previous sources, especially 

the Queste (Vinaver 1990, especially vol. III, 1535). He indicates that Malory exaggerates his 

secularization of the spiritual interpretation of the Sankgreall, and that Malory seeks to turn his 

idealism into a more human and realistic depiction of religious devotion. However, as 

Radulescu (2019) points out, Malory preserves several “theologically-rich passages” in the 

 

131 Field, 2017, p. xxiii, calls it Old French Post-Vulgate Cycle. Barber,2004, p. 204, calls it Romance 
of the Grail to avoid confusion with earlier works with similar titles. 
132 Reference to Robert de Boron’s Joseph d’Arimathea.  
133Queste, 1923, p. 8.20.  La Queste del Saínt Graal, edition of Albert Pauphilet (1923). In this chapter 
some references to the Queste are added, with the aim of showing Malory’s tendency to draw most of 
his main religious passages, allegories, and symbols from it.  Henceforth it is cited by page and line 
numbers (if referring to certain lines) or by page numbers (if referring to one or several pages). Reference 
is made to Pauphilet’s Old French La Queste del Saint Graal; however, Comfort, 2000, the English 
translation of Pauphilet is utilised for citations. 
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Queste “virtually unchanged – albeit abridged,” and treats main religious rituals and the Grail 

“as holy vessel” as they are presented in his most religious source, the Queste (pp. 211−212).  

Field contests Vinaver’s claims about Malory’s secularism. It is argued by Whetter (2017) that 

Field challenges Malory’s fidelity to his sources in the Sankgreall, yet concludes that “Malory 

was religiously faithful, especially devout to Christ’s blood” and admits “that Malory seems to 

have felt uncomfortable with the quest’s throughout going condemnation of secular life” 

(p.132). Moorman (1956) considers Vinaver’s perception of Malory’s Sankgreall being an 

over-simplified Arthurian adventure and mainly an opportunity for the knights of the Rounde 

Table to reach greater glory, and not a contrast between earthly and divine (p. 29). However, 

despite his secularising opinion of Malory’s work when compared to his sources, Vinaver 

(1963) in his letter to C. S. Lewis confirms his opinion about the religiousness of Malory’s 

work: “as he tries to cut down the religious exposition and even substitute the worldly for the 

divine, he produces a work which makes a more deeply religious impression […] than the 

strictly orthodox original upon which it is based” (p. 32). To Moorman (1956), challenging 

Vinaver’s view, Malory’s Sankgreall is minor compared to the Queste, but still the most 

dominant Christian experience in Le Morte Darthur (pp. 33−34, 48) and “integral to Malory’s 

purpose in assimilating the Grail adventure “ into his version of King Arthur’s tale (p. 48). 

When comparing Malory’s Sankgreall to the Queste, it is obvious that Malory “reduced” his 

main source, as Caxton claimed that he did (Vinaver, 1971, p. xiv).134 Religious allegories, 

symbols, and callings for and talking about God, were all abundant in the Queste. Malory had 

no apparent intention to undermine the religious perception or meaning of his quest of the 

Sankgreall, but rather to make it less complicated to read and comprehend, since he clearly kept 

the Christian meaning in his storyline. Moorman (1956) is correct in concluding that Malory’s 

work is not only a reduction of French material: “Malory’s changes are far from mere 

‘omissions and minor alterations’ and […] Malory’s handling of his source material is 

purposeful and original” (p. 30).135 In order to facilitate the reading of his work, Malory also 

 

134 As mentioned earlier, see Vinaver referring to Caxton; “Wherfore, suche as have late ben drawen 
oute briefly into Englysshe, I have, after the simple connynge that God hath sente  to me, under the 
favour and correction of al noble lords and gentylmen, enprysed to enprint a book of the noble hystoryes 
of the said Kynge Arthur and of certeyn of his knyghtes, after a copye unto me delyverd, whyche copye 
Syr Thomas Malorye dyd take oute of certeyn books of Frensshe and reduced it into Englysshe.” 
135 Moorman referring to ”omissions and minor alterations” from Vinaver, 1990, pp. 1521−1522. 
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elucidated some inaccuracies, such as keeping Elayne of Corbyn as the daughter of King Pelles 

instead of confusing as both his daughter and his sister. 136  

Ihle (1984) concludes her similar comparison of Malory’s work with the Queste, “Malory’s 

story moves swiftly […] to its end – without the tension and ominous overtones of its source 

but with emphasis on the good that is being lost” (p. 82). Whitaker (1979) considers both the 

Queste and Malory’s version of it, Le Morte Darthur, as “ranking among the most imaginative 

religious works of Western man” (p. 12). As Hynes-Berry (1977) suggests, Malory manipulates 

his earlier sources and their values, by shifting the meaning of his work from an exploration of 

Christian life to the extent of his knighthood being compatible with Christian faith and he is  

also considered to regard his Sankgreall  as “thoroughly and essentially Christian” (p. 245). 

According to Riddy (1987) ”the holy does not make whole, but divides, and it is reflected in 

the way that the Sankgreal expresses frustration as well as desire” (p. 136). 

Malory’s Sankgreall is overshadowed by three domains: Christian faith, virginity, and the 

supernatural. It is appropriate to anticipate that the quest will be a hard test in all these three 

main orbits − Christian faith will be severely tried, virginity dictates the outcome of the quest, 

and without the supernatural nothing would be commenced. Mariology, the Roman Catholic 

worship of the Virgin Mary which expanded to the West as the cult of Virgin during the Middle 

Ages from the sixth century onward, is referred by Malory in several episodes of Le Morte 

Darthur as an allegory of virginity. Although women were at times viewed as the source of evil, 

Mary − upheld as the “new Eve” and as the “mediator to God” − best personified the major 

requirement of chastity and purity on the quest of the Sankgreall (Peeler, 2020, p. 75; Chance, 

1988, p. 15). Chaste Sir Galahad achieves the sacred object, impossible without the nameless 

sister of Sir Percivale – both Christian virgins. Medieval chivalry, with its conviction of 

honouring a lady and accompanying knightly piety, is well represented by Malory’s quest of 

the Sankgreall, which is “not only derived from the doctrine concerning the Virgin Mary but 

also contributed to it” (Bromiley, 1994, p. 272).  

The religious expedition, the quest of the Sankgreall, starts at the annual feast of Pentecost 

(C.xii.1)137 where King Arthur − as always − expects to see a marvel before food shall be served. 

Sir Galahad who is introduced to him as coming of “kynges lynage and of the kynrede of Joseph 

 

136 See, e.g., Queste, 1923, p. 3.29−30; 8.20; 9.26. For more of this vagueness, see Chapter 7.1. 
137 Queste,1923, p. 1. 
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of Aramathy” (669.30-31/CXiii.3)138 performs a miracle by pulling a sword from a stone 

(671.24−25/CXiii.4).139 Then he occupies the Syege Perelous (e.g., 620.8/Wfol.322)140 the only 

empty seat at the Rounde Table reserved for the purest and worthiest knight in the world, the 

knight among those few who “shall wynne the Sankgreall” (620.18−19/Wfol.322r).  They all 

gather “holé togydirs” (672.30/Wfol.352r)141 and witness a biblical scene 142 of  

 crakynge and cryynge of thunder, that hem thought the palyse sholde all to-dryve. So 

 in the myddys of the blast entyrde a sonnebeame, more clerer by seven tymys that ever 

  they saw day, all they were alyghted by the grace of the Hole Goste 

 (673.29−33/Cxiii.6).143 

 The Holy Grail covered with white samite enters the hall with nobody carrying it, bringing 

good odours, and feeding each knight with his favourite foods (674.2−6/Wfol.353r).144  

Malory understood the need to show his contemporaries a version of the Sankgreall which 

would echo their beliefs of the presence of Christ in the Eucharist, where a traditional view of 

religion and spirituality materialize (Field, 2008a). Malory attached his own perception of the  

Sankgreall’s metamorphic power and the simultaneously appearing light to momentarily enable 

the knights to see each other apparently “fayrer than ever they were before” (673.34-

35/Cxiii.6).145 This has been read by Moorman (1956) – even though it is drawn from the Queste 

− as Malory’s device to integrate his Sankgreall into the whole Le Morte Darthur (p. 497), and 

give his knights an opportunity to follow together a perilous path where chivalric prowess and 

Christian faith will be severely tested. While doing so, Malory demonstrates the further failure 

of his questers, either due to their lack of chastity or their disloyalty to their king, as one of the 

major causes of the downfall of the Rounde Table and the collapse of the Arthurian civilisation 

 

138 Queste, 1923, p. 7.26−27, as being a son to Elayne of Corbyn from Joseph of Arimathea’s lineage 
and to Launcelot from King David’s lineage, “of the eyght degrè frome Oure Lorde Jesu Cryst, and thys 
Sir Galahad ys of nyneth degré frome Oure Lorde Jesy Chryst”(673.22−24/Cxiii.6). See more in Chapter 
6.2.  
139 Queste, 1923, p. 12.12−15.  
140 Queste, 1923, p. 4.6−7.  
141 Queste, 1923, p. 13.22−23. 
142 Apostles 2:1−3. “When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. Suddenly a 
sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were 
sitting. They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them”. 
143 Queste, 1923, p. 15.9−13. 
144 Queste, 1923, p. 15.10−30.  
145 Queste, 1923, p. 15.13−15. 
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(Moorman, 1956, p. 497). When the Holy Grayle disappears, all knights vow to pursue the quest 

for the Sankgreall.146  

Women are left behind due to the hermit Nacien’s command to exclude everyone who distracts 

the knights from remaining sinless and pure throughout the holy quest,  

 none of thys queste lede lady nother jantillwoman with hym, for hit ys nat to do in so 

 hyghe a servyse as they laboure in. For I warne you playne, he that ys nat clene of hys 

 synnes he shall nat se the mysteryes of Oure Lorde Jesu Cryste (675.26−29/Cxiii.7).147  

The quest surpasses all the previous adventures and experiences of fellowship and chivalry 

among the Rounde Table knights. It governs the interaction of Christianity and chivalry in Le 

Morte Darthur (Hodges, 2007). The participating knights achieve dangerous exploits, but most 

of them will meet their end on their journey. The tale of the Sankgreall, full of Christian 

allegories, presents the most enduring visualisation of Chivalric Christianity in Le Morte 

Darthur. The quest can be perceived as a symbolic exegesis of “many are called, but few are 

chosen”.148 Sirs Galahad, Percivale, and Bors are the three chosen ones, whose chastity and 

moral purity entitles them to confront and apprehend the Christian metaphors of the quest as a 

spiritual pursuit for God’s grace, the precondition for accomplishing the quest and achieving 

the Sankgreall. Bors is the only one of the three to survive and return to Camelot. Sir Gawayn 

and Sir Launcelot, the two most valiant and respected of Arthur’s knights, are among the called 

ones but will never succeed due to their grave sins. These five knights are credited longest 

passages in Malory’s tale of the  Sankgreall.149    

The quest of the five knights is briefly highlighted here since they encompass Christian 

allegories and thus reflect Malory’s own Chivalric Christian perception of the Sankgreall. 

Malory follows their adventurous journey through perilous encounters and battles where their 

prowess is tested against both devilish and divine forces. Their metaphorical dreams and visions 

are explained mainly by wise hermits or monks, who are regarded either as God-sent saviours 

 

146 Malory uses both names, Holy Grayle and Sankgreall, on the following pages (674/Wfol.353r-
676/Wfol.354r), otherwise he coherently settles with the name Sankgreall. 
147 Queste, 1923, p. 19.12−19, translation by Comfort (2000, p. 22). ”[…] no one shall take with him 
upon this Quest either a lady or damsel lest he fall into mortal sin: let no one enter upon such a lofty 
service before being cleansed and purged of all villainy and of mortal sins […]”,  differs from Malory’s 
text.  
148 Matthew 22:1−14.  
149 The tale of the Sankgreall comprises 130 pages out of the whole 940 pages of Malory, 2017 
(665/Cxiii.1−789/Cxvii.23). 
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or otherwise holy men to lead the errant knights, misguided by evil forces. The quest is 

achievable only by aristocracy, such as the knights of the Rounde Table, the guiding hermits 

and monks are former knights. For example, Nacien is described as “the holyeste man in thys 

contrey” (725.23/CXVI.2). Good ladies met on the road are either queens, like Perceval’s aunt, 

Quene of the Wast Landis (699.27−28/Cxiv.1), holy maidens, like Percivale’s sister 

(752.21−23/Wfol.390v), and daughters of a king and a queen, like the leprous woman who is 

healed by Perceval’s sister. 150 

Launcelot’s inability to follow a Christian path due to his adulterous and sinful relationship 

with Queen Guenever is symbolised by a voice telling him, “Sir Launcelot, more harder than 

ys the stone, and more bitter than ys the woode, and more naked and barer than ys the lyeff of 

the fygge-tre! Therefore go thou from hens, and withdraw the from thys holy places” 

(694.30−33/Wfol.362v).151 Gawayn’s worldliness prevents him from believing in a warning 

dream, explained to him by the hermit Nacien as the Christian virtues which Gawayn had 

ignored, namely: “charité, abstinaunce, and trouthe” (729.19/Cxvi.4). Bor’s dreams of 

confusing choices between a swan and a raven, or a lily and a rotten tree, are metaphors of his 

success on the quest (733.23/Cxvi.7−734.16/Wfol.381r).152 Percivale’s visions of a lion, a 

serpent which he kills, and a woman, is a metaphor of the New Law of the Holy Church – faith, 

good hope, belief, and baptism – while the serpent is a symbol the Old Law, which is now 

destroyed by Percivale, the woman allegorically as born in the resurrection of Our Lord Jesu 

Christ (708.13−30/Wfol.369r).153  

Sir Galahad, who needs not repent on his quest, since he has never sinned, rides without dreams 

looking for a shield and comes across an abbey where a white shield with a red cross in the 

middle is guarded and should belong to the world’s most honourable knight, as nobody else can 

carry the shield without getting hurt, dead, or crippled forever (682.2−4/Wfol.356v). The shield 

originates from the times of Joseph of Arimathea and is dedicated to Galahad. 154  

 

150 About aristocracy and the Sankgreall, see Jean Frappier, 1954: ”the Catholic Church rejected the 
Grail legend because it attributed to knights’ possibility of attaining a spiritual experience that should 
have been reserved for priests only”, as cited by Whitaker, 1979, p. 12. 
151 Queste, 1923, p. 61.16−20. 
152 Queste, 1923, pp. 178−189. 
153 Chrétien, 1991, pp. 381−461; Kibler, 1991, p. 497; Kibler, 1991, p. 498, Queste, 1923, pp. 96−104.  
154 Joseph left Jerusalem 32 years after the crucifixion of Jesus, and travelled with multiple relatives to 
Babylonia, the city of Sarras where King Everlakes, the ruler of the city, was in war against the Saracens 
led by his cousin King Tholomé la Feyntis.   To survive in the coming battle, by advice of the son of 
Joseph of Arimathea, King Everlakes converted to the faith of him who had died on the cross. In his 
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As the Chivalric Christian knight with the most prowess Launcelot does not easily yield;  after 

several failures he is ready to turn himself to God and thank Him for all the miracles he has 

experienced. 155 At the end of the  quest, he finds himself in the Castle of Corbyn, but when he 

tries to step closer to see the Sankgreall, his sins prevent him from seeing all of it. To the 

contrary, he is knocked down almost dead, but is then healed by the Sankgreall 

(773.14/Cxvii.14−775.21/Cxvii.15).156 The Castle of Corbyn offers him a resting place for 

metaphorical 24 days, as many as he has spent years in sin, loving King Arthur’s queen.  

(775.14−17/Cxvii.15).157 When he wakes from his long unconsciousness, he claims “I have 

sene […]  grete mervayles that no tunge may telle, and more than ony herte can thynke. And 

had nat my synne bene beforetyme, ellis I had sene muche more” (775.11−13/Cxvii.15).158 The 

quest is over for him, he can never better experience the miracle of the Sankgreall.159 Elsewhere, 

Gawayn claims to be weary of the quest (723.11/Cxvi.1)160 but still rides on to look for 

adventures (Chrétien, 1991, pp. 439−445; Kibler, 1991, pp. 495−497). 

Galahad, Percivale, and Bors combine their efforts to proceed together. They receive guidance 

from a maiden who leads them aboard a ship to a wondrous shore where they are asked to step 

onto another ship. There they see a sign with a warning, “Thou man which shalt entir into thys 

shippe, beware that thou be in stedefaste beleve, for I am Faythe. And therefore beware how 

thou entirst but if thou be stedfaste, for and thou fayle thereof I shall nat helpe the” 

(752.13−16/Wfol.390v). The maiden declares herself to be Percivale’s chaste sister. She reveals 

to the three knights the secrets of King David and Solomon, waiting for the last knight of 

Solomon’s lineage to use them. These include a magnificent sword once belonging to King 

David and equipped with empowering and invulnerability-evoking capabilities by his son 

Solomon, a bed made from the strongest wood, and three spindles carved from the Tree of Life 

 

new faith he won the war.  Soon a strange miracle happened, the cross vanished from the shield, 
provoking King Everlakes and his folk to get baptised.  Joseph and King Everlakes left the city of Sarras 
and travelled to Great Britain. Upon Joseph’s death the shield was brought to him, and with the blood 
which suddenly started to pour from his nose he painted a red cross onto the shield (68.17−24/Wfol.31r;  
680.16/Wfol.355v−682.4/Cxiii.10; 702.10−33/Wfol.366r; 718.14−35/Wfol.373v; 779/Wfol.404r; The 
narrative of Joseph of Arimathea and King Everlake is similar in the Queste, see pp.32.6−35.6. 
155 See, e.g., Tucker 1953, for Launcelot’s participation in the quest of the Sankgreall.   
156 Queste, 1923, p. 257. 
157 Queste, 1923, p. 257.28. The Queste does not mention his 24 years of adulterous sin with Queen 
Guenever.  
158 Queste, 1923, p. 258. 
159 Queste,1923, pp. 253−257. 
160 Queste,1923, pp. 160−162. Gawayn’s weariness can be seen as sloth, one of the deadly sins which in 
the Queste were preconditions of not joining the quest.  See more on deadly sins in Chapter 2.3.  
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added to the canopy of the bed (Barber, 2004, p. 69).161 Percivale’s sister adds to the sword a 

girdle that she has woven by her from her own hair, and she girds Galahad with King David’s 

sword.  

On the other ship, which is led by wind, they land close to a castle where Percivale’s sister 

sacrifices herself for a leprous gentlewoman who may be healed only by maiden’s blood.162 She 

dies after shedding too much of her blood, but she receives “grete worship and soule helthe, 

and worship to my linayge” (767.24/Cxvii.10). Before dying she demands to be laid in a ship 

and left to float. When the knights arrive in Sarras with the Sankgreall, she will be there. They 

should bury her in the same spiritual palace where Galahad and Percivale shall also be buried. 
163 

Eventually Galahad, Percivale, and Bors ride to the Castle of Corbyn where King Pelles 

welcomes them knowing that they have fulfilled the quest of the Sankgreall.164 The three 

knights are called to ”the table of Oure Lorde Jesu Cryste” (781.25/Cxvii.19) , and they see a 

lame man, the Maymed King,165 be carried to the middle of the room and helped to the silver 

table where the Sankgreall stands. On his forehead is written a text indicating him to be Joseph, 

the first bishop of Christendom, the man who was helped by Christ in the city of Sarras 

(782.21/Wfol.405r). Three knights marvel at this, because the bishop died three hundred years 

ago. Candles, a towel, and a spear bleeding three drops of blood are brought in and set on the 

table. The bishop takes a bread-like wafer like consecrating Mass, and in the room appears the 

face of a child, red and bright as any fire, becoming one with the bread, and they all see the 

bread forming a fleshly man.166 The knights see a man rising from the Sankgreall, bleeding and 

showing all the signs of the Passion of Christ. He offers the  Sankgreall to Galahad who kneels 

before the man and receives him as his Saviour, other knights do the same. He tells them that 

the Sankgreall is the vessel from which Christ dined lamb on “Estir day” (783.28/Cxvii.20).167 

 

161 On King David’s sword, see Queste, 1923, pp. 202−210; on the wife of Solomon, see Queste, 1923, 
211; the tree of life, see, Queste, 1923, pp. 215−220. 
162 Queste,1923, p. 237, the leprous woman is a daughter of a king and a queen.  
163 Queste, 1923, pp. 237−243. 
164 Queste, 1923, p. 266. 
165 Malory’s ”Maymed” King, known also as King Pelleans, the father of King Pelles, is Roi Mehaignié 
in the Queste; and King Pecchere (the ”Fisher King”) in Chrétien’s story and the continuations. See, 
e.g. ,Carman 1950, p. 273. 
166 Queste, 1923, p. 269.13−21. 
167 Queste, 1923, pp. 270.27−29. 
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Then he sends the knights to Sarras with the holy vessel which will never again be seen in 

Logrys.168 The Maymed King is healed by blood drops of the spear. 169 

The Sankgreall is taken by Galahad, Percivale, and Bors to the Babylonian town of Sarras 

onboard  Solomon’s ship, steered again by wind. Galahad is crowned king and when he has 

reigned for a year, a man looking like a bishop is seen kneeling before the Sankgreall. He is 

surrounded by angels as if he were Jesus himself. He is Joseph, the son of Joseph of Arimathea 

whom God has sent to join Galahad since they resemble each other as they have seen the 

marvels of the Sankgreall and are pure virgins.170 Galahad is now ready to meet his Saviour, 

kisses his fellow knights goodbye, and commends them to God. Then his soul ascends to Jesus 

Christ, and a great multitude of angels bear his soul to heaven in the sight of his accompanying 

knights. They see a hand coming from heaven to the vessel and the spear carrying them to 

heaven. After this there was no man who could say that he has seen the Sankgreall 

(788.7−8/Wfol.408r). 171 

Percivale retires to a hermitage and dies there. Bors buries him beside his sister and Galahad. 

He returns to Logrys and Camelot where King Arthur and the court rejoice at his safe 

reappearance. The king orders clerks to chronicle the adventures dominated by Christian faith, 

virginity, and the supernatural, those of the Sankgreall.  

The Chivalric Christian community of King Arthur’s knights of the Rounde Table begins to 

dissolve after the  Sankgreall (Caughey, 2011, p. 156). The fellowship of the Rounde Table was 

fully united by the appearance of the Sankgreall, just to be irrevocably destroyed at the moment 

the need disperses to pursue it. Most of the knights meet their end on the quest, and the 

Knighthood of the Rounde Table is destroyed forever (675.4−6;10−14/Cxiii.7). The three main 

themes in Le Morte Darthur – the love of the king to his knights, the loyalty of the knight to 

his king, and the religious demand of chastity – have been tested and most of the knights have 

failed to live accordingly. The court revels in the safe returns of Launcelot, Gawayn, and Bors 

to Camelot, while others are never again mentioned by Malory. 

 

168 Queste, 1923, p. 271.2−6. 
169 Queste, 1923, p. 272.1−7. 
170 Word used by Malory, ”clene mayden” (787.28/Cxvii.22). 
171  Queste, 1923, p. 279.5−7. 
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 The quest of the Sankgreall ends with Malory’s colophon, where he notes that he has briefly 

“drawyn oute of” French into English and states it as “one of the trewyst and the holyest that ys 

in this worlde” (789.14−17/Cxvii.23).  

Regarding Arthurian women the tale of the Sankgreall is disturbing. The women of King 

Arthur’s court are excluded from the search for divine glory, symbolized by the quest of the 

Sankgreall, since the hermit Nacien’s message forbids women from following their knights: his 

message is reflective of the perception of women being the cause for a man to be “nat clene of 

hys synnes” (675.28/Cxiii.7). Malory follows here his source, the Old French Queste and states 

here his most discriminative opinion in Le Morte Darthur. However, he repeats Nacien’s 

command less harshly than the Queste, which demands that those participating in the quest have 

by confession to “cleanse and purge of all villainy and of mortal sins”.172  

Malory does not elaborate on this command further, but the Queste continues that since this is 

not an earthly pursuit, but a search for the Lord’s private secrets, even thinking of mortal sins 

prevents one from achieving the grand wonders of the Sankgreall.173 The sins of carnal lust and 

sloth as spiritual apathy can be assessed falling into the category of those mortal sins which 

would prevent a knight from full-heartedly and piously committing himself to a divine search 

for a sacred relic. According to Benskin (2018) “Devils in female form […] tempt the knights 

to stray from their spiritual calling” (p. 360). All courtly women, being daughters of the first 

Eve, carry the burden of Eve’s sin to tempt Adam into his original sinful act of the Fall. Eve, 

independent and uncomplying, was one archetype of women drawn from the Bible, with chaste 

Mary being the other one. Due to Eve, considered as the progenitor of the original sin, all 

women had to be suppressed to obedience.174 

Women are prohibited from the quest since they either entice and tempt men to stray from their 

godly path, as prescribed in the Code of Chivalry, or by their mere existence on the margins of 

the male realm cause men to contemplate sinful thoughts and acts on their quest for the holy 

Sankgreall. Many of the gentlewomen who love their knights are ready to depart with their 

loved one; hence the denial leaves them in “such sorow and hevynes that there myght no tunge 

telle” (675.16/Cxiii.7). Arthur’s knights could not care less about leaving their ladies behind. 

 

172 Queste, 1923, p. 19.12−19, in Comfort, 2000, p. 22. On the concept of seven deadly or mortal sins 
see Chapter 2.3.   
173 Queste, 1923, p. 19.19−25. 
174 For more on this theme, see, e.g. Chance, 1986, pp. 13−30, 65−80. 
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No knight is ready to risk the vision of the Sankgreall due to the presence of his lady. Following 

McKinnon’s feministic approach (1987), excluding women from the quest of the Sankgreall, 

can be regarded as a mechanism of focusing gendered power on the privileged sex − namely, 

man − instead of dividing power between both sexes. As an oppressed sex the woman has no 

other choice than, in this case, to stay behind yielding and holding the role of the one who waits 

(p. 23).  

Women may not partake in the quest since their mere presence would lead men to think about 

carnal sin and forget the holy Christian purpose of the objective. The total exclusion of courtly 

women is, as Armstrong (2003) notes, extremely perplexing in the context of the primary 

elements of Le Morte Darthur (pp. 146, 154). As Benskin (2018) claims, ”Malory’s 

implications about women are particularly paradoxical” (p. 360), since the rejection of 

gentlewomen from the quest of the Sankgreall is only partly true. Female segregation is 

contradicted by the presence of Percivale’s nameless sister, who is as chaste and virgin as her 

brother, and crucial in facilitating the quest and steering the three knights further on their 

perilous journey. Without her, the quest would not be accomplished since she knows the 

religiously allegorical  secrets of King David and King Solomon. Percivale’s sister is seen a 

metaphorical “Christ” (Hoffman, 1996, pp. 73, 78) and “the Bride of Christ” (Schwarz, 2016, 

p. 194). Chastity is required also from those maidens who are entitled to carry the Sankgreall 

and the ornaments associated with it. Several other women confronting some adventuring 

knights and tempting them to forget the divine goal of their quest are illustrated by Malory as 

treacherous and fraudulent, who purposefully distract knights to act against God’s calling. 

Armstrong (2003) argues that  female existence supports masculine power, since “feminine acts 

of facilitation, enabling, and mediation repeatedly manifest themselves as necessary to the 

project of the quest, the primary vehicle by which knights construct themselves as particular 

individuals belonging to a particular community” (p. 38). Thus, women are an essential part of 

the  Sankgreall: just “as Galahad does and does not belong to Camelot, women do and do not 

belong in the Grail Quest” (Whetter, 2017, pp. 146–147). The precondition of chastity and 

innocence, not having lured anyone – man or woman − to sin, according to Malory, entitles one 

to join the quest and to aid in the search for the holy vessel.  

On the other hand the hermit Nacien’s demand of the courtly women − to stay behind and not 

divert the knights from remaining pure of sinful thoughts throughout the holy quest of the 

Sankgreall − can be read as a contradiction of the earthly and religious devotion. The divine 
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love of Christ should be the highest goal of every Christian, and to pursue this is equally 

important to both the courtly women and the knights in Malory’s storyworld.  

Female characters have been largely overlooked in previous scholarship on the quest, in keeping 

with Malory’s attitude. The scholarly discussion around the quest of the Sankgreall has 

addressed masculine loyalties, individual and collective interests, ideology, dogmatic views, 

religion, and political ideologies. The presence of Percivale’s sister has evoked some religious-

related scholarly studies. She can be interpreted to portray flawless womankind on the quest, 

therefore the studies on her are relevant to mention. As Schwartz (2016) emphasises, the tale 

of the Sankgreall is an allegory with both lay and spiritual meanings and “Percivale’s sister’s 

wilful virginity, virtue, and self-sacrifice give her ‘worship’ comparable to Galahad and 

Percivale and elevate her above the chaste Bors” (p. 192). Her gender turns out to be irrelevant 

since virginity and virtue are requirements of both men and women. Not predestined to 

physically attend the Sankgreall, after educating on how to achieve their goal, she “shows to 

the knights what a Christ-like self-sacrifice means” (Schwartz, 2016, p. 192) and sheds blood 

to save a sick woman, even at the cost of her own file. By emulating the death of Christ, she 

prepares the questing knights to accept that even the redeemed can encounter a physical death. 

She is “the only character of all in Malory who comes near achieving an imitatio Christi” 

(Hoffman, 1996, p. 73). Fries (1998) acknowledges “the heroic potential of Percivale’s sister” 

by stating that “good women, like Percivale’s sister […] sought to serve the patriarchy […] 

stressing the importance of male bonding, for which she is surrogate” (pp. 76−77). Her virginity 

makes her extremely suited for the quest, as she fulfils hermit Nacien’s command of chastity 

by personifying the biblical Virgin Mary, the chaste peacemaker and facilitator (Chance, 1986, 

p. xiv). As Traxler observes (2000) Perceval’s sister “martyrs herself, and her reward for doing 

so − is a burial in Sarras” (p. 270). 

Whitaker (1979) confirms that the allegories in the quest of the Sankgreall belong among 

“Scripture and patristic commentary”, not to a genre of secular chivalric romance (p. 13). The 

visions of the knights reflect verses of the Bible, while episodes of the quest and the Sankgreall 

have a biblical reference. It is evident that the Last Supper, the Eucharist festivity, and the quest 

symbol are “linked by a cluster of images both liturgical and chivalric” (Whitaker, 1979, p. 

14).175  

 

175 Referring to Locke, 1960, who has examined how the liturgy influenced the Queste. 
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The quest of the Sankgreall invites to be read as a powerful Christian allegory of a searching 

individual who must exceed all previous contributions and achievements to be able to reach the 

highest priority in their life. Malory’s Sankgreall symbolises quests for different goals of human 

endeavours, from small ventures to highest ideals, the most personally important to the 

searching individual. To achieve this, a person is required to be devoted to the task, leaving 

irrelevant errands and concerns behind, and sometimes a sacrifice of a precious value is obliged. 

The accomplishment of the target often compensates for the challenges of the quest.  

Malory’s own hand is visible in the way he remakes the account of the Sankgreall to sound 

more chivalric and somewhat less religious, however the undertone of his work is facilitated by 

Christian details and episodes drawn from earlier texts which provide a deeply Christian 

foundation and a gallery of characters with immersed Christian faith. The purpose and desire 

of the quest for the Sankgreall is intensely religious, a reach for holiness, achievable only to 

those who believe in God and Christ and are purely sinless in mind, not corrupted by mundane 

temptations or demonic invitations. Malory teaches his readers a lesson of self-discipline and 

courage to dare and pursue even  a most impossible goal. In Malory’s tale, the achievement of 

the highest religious target demands a Christian devotion, a calling for the grace of Christ and 

a pious will to follow Him, even to Heaven.   
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6. ELAYNE OF CORBYN 
 

“My lorde Sir Launcelot, I beseche you, see me as sone as ye may, for I have obeyde me unto 

the prophesye that my fadir tolde me; and by hys commaundemente to fullfyll this prophecie I 

have gyvyn the [… ] grettyst ryches and the fayryst floure that ever I had, and that is my 

maydynhode, that I shall never have agayne. And therefore jantyll knyght, owghe me youre 

good wyll” (624.34−35/Wfol.324r−625.1−5/Cxi. 3). 

 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

Elayne of Corbyn’s religious patrimony becomes tangible in her narrative. Chivalric 

Christianity characterises her domestic quotidian milieu since she is born and lives in the very 

Castle of Corbyn where Joseph of Arimathea brought the vessel of the Sankgreall, the most 

religious Christian emblem of Le Morte Darthur. As discussed earlier, Malory’s Sankgreall is 

“the holy vessel and the sygnyfycacion of the Blyssed Bloode off Oure Lorde Jesu Cryste, 

whyche was brought into thys londe by Joseph off Aramathye” (664.13-16/Wfol.346r).176 With 

these words, which are not found in his sources, Malory restates the connection between the 

blood of Christ and Joseph of Arimathea (Barber, 2004, p. 214). Malory depicts Elayne as the 

daughter of King Pelles (Waite, 1961, p. 80),177 “cousyn nyghe unto Joseph of Aramathy” 

(622.15-16/Wfol.323r), she thus descends from Joseph’s lineage and is symbolically linked to 

Christ. Her duty and that of her future son would be to follow her father and remain  guardians 

of the Sankgreall, as claimed by the Queste.178 Malory credits his readership with being capable 

enough to draw Elayne’s explicit involvement in the Sankgreall either from his vague and 

hidden claims or from his French sources.  

Elayne of Corbyn is nameless when she appears for the first time in Chrètien’s Story of the 

Grail, in Arthurian Romances. At the Fisher King’s castle where Perceval is invited to dinner 

 

176 See Chapter 5.3. 
177 Queste, 1923, 20.4. 
178 Queste, 1923, 8.19−20; Galahad calls King Pelles his uncle, and King Pecchere (the ”Fisher King”) 
his grand-father (aiol, in modern French aieul).   
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she appears “beautiful, noble, and richly attired”, carrying the Grail of fine, pure gold in a 

procession with squires and other maidens (Chrétien, 1991, p. 420). A boy carrying the Grail is 

mentioned in Robert de Boron’s poem Joseph d’Arimathea.  In Lancelot Grail Prose Lancelot,  

this character is the daughter of King Pelles, Helaine (Lupack, 2007, p. 107).179 She carries the 

Grail before Launcelot, who prior to this vision has shown his prowess by slaying a dragon 

hidden in a chapel tomb. Helaine is destined to bear Launcelot’s son, who will liberate the 

kingdom of King Pelles from the curse which has made it a wasteland, and Dame Brisane’s 

magic is needed to realize the conception (Barber, 2004, p. 55). Further in the Lancelot Grail 

Queste180 Elayne is mentioned only in a few words of King Pelles who tells Launcelot that his 

daughter, Galahad’s mother, is dead. Launcelot remembers her as a gentle woman of high 

lineage.181 

Malory unfolds Elayne’s life through abandonment and agony, in the otherness on the edge of 

power, to discover her inner strength, power, and wisdom. In Le Morte Darthur she is 

victorious, yet not without sacrifices. She breaks the frames of predestined oppression – her 

father’s command to fulfil the prophecy – and allows her own sensuality and sexuality to appear 

in spite of the social norms prescribed by her pedigree. Her Chivalric Christian perspective 

derives from her family of Christ’s disciples and her heritage as a patroness of the Sankgreall. 

She accepts the rules and healing power of the Sankgreall originating from Christ. She respects 

her father’s orders as demanded in the Bible and follows such religious habits as attending 

church and thanking God.  

Elayne of Corbyn begins as a minor character, growing in her many crucial roles from daughter 

to lover to mother and common-law wife. She is scarcely studied in Arthurian scholarship, yet  

despite her marginality by Malory, she is regarded as one of the strong and determined ladies 

with an underlying potential of growing into a protagonist. Larrington (2017) describes Elayne 

of Corbyn as Launcelot’s deceiver, but also as “bringing him to her bed simply because she 

wants him,” thus acting on her own sexual desire and against her father’s command (p. 265). 

In the study of Sklar (2001), Elayne is “arguably second to Guenevere as the most interesting 

and complexly-rendered female figure in the entire Le Morte Darthur” since her behaviour is 

in turns egoistic and emotional, contentious and compliant, bold and yielding, determined and 

 

179 See Appendix 2. 
180 See Appendix 2. 
181 Queste, 1923, 259.  
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obedient (p. 59). She acts both as a respectful, obedient daughter to her father and as an 

independent woman following her own will (Hildebrand, 2018). Wyatt (2016) argues that 

“Malory assigns Elayne of Corbyn a similar function to most of the other female characters in 

Le Morte Darthur: a positive role of promoting chivalry” (p. 15). Studying women’s literary 

and cultural impact, Ferrante (1997) focuses on the binary roles of female romance characters, 

either the “damsel in distress” or the “woman in charge” (pp. 107–138). Her concept applies 

perfectly to Elayne, who is first presented as a “damsel in distress”, but then transforms through 

her life into a “woman in charge”.   

Elayne’s predestined son Galahad, the only one among King Arthur’s knights to achieve this 

Malory’s most Christian insignia and his soul worthy of being carried by angels to Christ in 

heaven, designates Elayne to one of the most Chivalric Christian women in Le Morte Darthur.  

Elayne’s role as Galahad’s mother can be read as an allegory of Virgin Mary, the mother of 

Christ. She fulfils a prophecy by allowing her body to be used as a medium to produce a knight 

who, as the allegorical new Christ, will save the world.182 

Elayne, through her son’s eligible participation in the quest of the Sankgreall, is connected to 

devastating consequences of the quest. Nearly all the knights perish on the quest, with the 

inevitable outcome of the collapse of the Fellowship of the Rounde Table. Cooper (1998) 

concludes that the downfall of the Rounde Table knights’ companionship is based on Malory’s 

introduction of a clash of personal rivalries among the knights, as only the worthiest can achieve 

the Grail (p. xii.). A return to the previous camaraderie is unthinkable after the quest, which has 

disclosed, as Armstrong (2006) notes, “the flaws and contradictions inherent in the values and 

code of conduct […] in the contrast between the saintly Galahad and his less spiritually perfect 

fellows” (p. 32). 

The intention of this chapter is to concentrate on Elayne of Corbyn’s character and life, 

religiousness, and performance, being an amenable daughter who defies the limitations 

commanded to her by predestined prophecies and becomes a self-confident young woman and 

a Dame, ultimately achieving what she most wants. This is viewed through Beauvoir’s concepts 

of “otherness” and “lived experience”. Elayne proceeds through occasional, sometimes 

challenging trials which formulate her experience of life, layering over time through her 

encounters with the world,  becoming a part of her situatedness, and being applicable to her 

 

182 For Merlyn’s prophecies about Galahad, see Chapter 6.2. 
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performance in the roles written for her by Malory. Woman’s character – “her convictions, 

values, wisdom, morality, tastes, and behaviour” − can be explained by her situatedness 

(Beauvoir, 2009, p. 677).  

Elayne of Corbyn’s presence in Malory’s storyworld will be explored through her three 

encounters with Launcelot. These episodes cover only a few pages in Le Morte Darthur.183 The 

narrative of Elayne of Corbyn could not be told by Malory without Launcelot’s contribution to 

it, and since his role in Elayne’s “lived experience” is remarkable, his part is also considered in 

this chapter. Her portrayal exemplifies a predestined life, foreordained in Le Morte Darthur 

when Merlyn makes prophecies about Elayne’s future. Some of these prophesies pertain to 

Launcelot as well.  

First, Elayne is introduced as the only daughter of King Pelles of Corbyn, “kynge of the forayne 

contré” (622.15/Wfol.323r). Her duty is a respectful obedience in “a subordinate position” and 

her presence on the outskirts of the power is imposed by her father (Beauvoir, 2009, p. 653). 

As the daughter of a king descending from Joseph of Arimathea’s line, Elayne is raised to 

comply with the codified rules of Chivalric Christianity, to meet the future challenges as a queen 

and to be prepared to perform onstage in a queenly way, even from her early childhood in 

Malory’s storyworld. For now Elayne’s lot is to support  the immanence of the precious 

Sankgreall, which is stored in her father’s castle until taken back to Sarras. Elayne is still an 

insignificant “damsel in distress” in her first encounter with Launcelot. She is the metaphorical 

chaste Virgin Mary who accepts her destiny later for the sake of the Sankgreall.  

Second, Elayne overcomes her marginality and becomes a protagonist character, a “woman in 

charge”, who does not contest her part in the prophecy but willingly abides by it to actualize 

the augury to beget her son Galahad. He will be justified to occupy the Syege Perelous 

(620.18/Wfol.322r) and then become escorted to heaven to join Christ.   

Third, through the power of the Sankgreall she is a healer of Launcelot. Performing as a 

“woman in charge” Elayne challenges the forbidden bond of adulterous passion between Queen 

Guenever and Launcelot. Once the unfair and unjust exploitative oppression and demands of 

the prophecies laid upon Elayne are behind her, she liberates herself from her duty and 

eventually she is free to satisfy her desire and live together with Launcelot, for many years 

 

183 Elayne of Corbyn is presented in Malory, 2017, on pages 622−626, 630−635, and 648−657.  
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(654.32 /Wfol.340v).184 This time period is blissful for Elayne, but agonizing and long for 

Launcelot.   

 

6.2 PREDESTINED MOTHER OF THE SANKGREALL’S KNIGHT 

 

Elayne of Corbyn’s narrative is dominated by three prophecies. Elayne’s role as Galahad’s 

mother-to-be is vaguely unveiled by Malory to Launcelot’s parents, King Ban of Benwic and 

Queen Elayne. Merlyn tells them about Launcelot’s future when he still is a boy and lives with 

his parents. According to the first prophecy of Merlyn, in twenty years Launcelot will become 

the most worshipped man in the known world (100.7/Wfol.45r). Le Morte Darthur does not 

mention that Merlyn would have revealed this to Launcelot’s parents but unfolds to the reader 

that Launcelot is destined to father a son, Galahad (74.11/Cii.19), who according to Merlyn’s 

second prophecy (74.9−30/Cii.19), will deliver all the foreign countries from danger by 

achieving the Sankgreall (623.2−3/Cxi.2). As Malory explains later in his text, Launcelot 

comes from the highest line, “of the eyght degré frome Oure Lorde Jesu Cryst, and thys Sir 

Galahad ys of nyneth degré frome Oure Lorde Jesy Chryst”(673.22−24/Cxiii.6),185 therefore 

Galahad is entitled to be the one who saves the world.  

Malory introduces Elayne as a nameless “dolerous lady” (620.31/Wfol.322r) when she is in an 

atrocious situation. In Elayne’s first encounter with Launcelot, he is already known as the best 

knight of King Arthur. On an adventure in a foreign country, he rides over a bridge to a small 

town around the castle of King Pelles of Corbyn,186 where townspeople recognize him as the 

worthiest knight, the “floure of knyghtehode” (620.26/Wfol.322r) and beg him to rescue a lady 

who has dolorously suffered already for many winters and summers. This lady has been 

beguiled into a tower chamber, “hote as ony styew” (621.12/Cxi.1) by two queens, Queen 

Morgan Le Fey and Queen of Northgales, because she is called the fairest lady of that country. 

She has lived for five years with a feeling of scorching water on her body and can be rescued 

only if the best knight of the world takes her by her hand. 

 

184 Le Morte Darthur does not give an exact time, but Queen Guenever’s knights search for Launcelot 
for two years. 
185 Queste, 1923, 7.27−28, mentions that Galahad comes from King David’s lineage.  
186 For more about the Castle of Corbyn, see, e.g., Waite, 1961, pp. 75−78; Whitaker, 1976, pp. 79−81. 
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Launcelot, a noble knight, committed to obey the Code of Chivalry valiantly rides to liberate 

the lady, in Launcelot’s eyes “the fayryst lady[…]that ewer he sawe, and she was naked  as a 

nedyll” (621.13−14/Cxi.1). When rescued and clothed the lady asks Launcelot “woll ye go wyth 

me hereby into a chapel, that we may gyff lovynge and thankynge to God” (621.23−24/Cxi.1), 

showing her Chivalric Christian mindset and devotion, wanting to thank God for her rescue by 

the “beste knyght of the worlde” (621.18/Cxi.1). 

The identity of this lady is not yet revealed by Malory. Cherewatuk (2006)  proposes that she 

is “possibly Elayne herself” (p. 67). Wyatt (2016) concurs that the reference to the lady’s beauty 

and her Christian devotion indicate that she is indeed Elayne (p. 115). Comparing this scene 

with Malory’s sources, especially Lancelot Grail Prose Lancelot where the identity of this lady 

is conceded, leads to the conclusion (with the above scholars) that the “damsel in distress” is  

Elayne, the only daughter of King Pelles.   

This is the first trial in Elayne’s life which constitutes part of her “lived experience”. Malory 

discloses nothing about her previous life. She is one of the motherless maidens in Le Morte 

Darthur’s  chivalric storyworld where her father rules her life.187 Her father can be anticipated 

to regard his daughter as a willing enabler of the prophecy as soon as circumstances to fulfil it 

appear, but he considers her so minor that he does not care about her terrible situation. Elayne, 

a dutiful daughter, yields to the burden laid on her, she “accepts everything, condemns no one” 

(Beauvoir, 2009, p. 657). Yet, her power shall not be underestimated.  

Elayne’s body is going to be targeted by sorcery and predestined events before she grows to be 

able to use it by her own will, thus finding sexual independence and satisfaction. With pains 

like being in boiling water, Elayne is in the situation of a captive and a victim, tormented for 

her beauty. Still she bears her burden patiently, showing great stamina. As soon as she is rescued 

by Launcelot, she invites him to the chapel to express her faith in and gratitude to God for His 

providence of her redemption. Her situatedness in this drama is related to her individual 

subjectivity and interwoven with the conditions she lives in, even though she is certainly 

enchanted into it certainly against her own will. Only her physical body can feel the continuous 

pain caused by the constant sensation of sizzling hot water.  

Subjectively, she alone can utilise this experience, so dramatic and painful that someone weaker 

might want to forget it forever. But Malory shows further in Elayne’s narrative how she is going 

 

187 Elayne le Blanke, the “Fayre Mayden of Ascolat” is similar, she is discussed in Chapter 7.   
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to recollect her learning and acknowledge herself as tougher and more resistant in future 

challenges, since “a woman defines herself through the way she lives her embodied situation in 

the world“ (Moi, 1999, p. 72). It is evident that a woman’s character – her thoughts, merits, 

perception, principles, tastes, manners – are to be explained by her situation (Beauvoir, 2009, 

p. 677). Elayne’s prospective experiences which may carry a sense of limitations as well as 

freedom from oppression, prove that “the body is a situation”, not a destiny. 

Why is a young, beautiful woman regarded as such a threat that she had to be enchanted? Is 

Elayne subjected to an illusion of scalding water only because she is the fairest lady? To whom 

is she a threat? To these two queens? To masculine society? Why does she not resist the 

enchantment? Malory does not explain. Feelings and predictions are not included in Malory’s 

text. Nor does Malory touch upon the thought of Elayne’s incarceration being a God-sent test 

of his chosen one in anticipation of her future challenges, a prewarning of the perils to be met 

by her son Galahad on his Christian quest of the Sankgreall. Much is left to the reader and 

researcher to acknowledge and interpret (Brewer, 2009). Elayne is not only victimised by 

prophesies and sorcery, but also by the patriarchal system. She is predestined to yield to her 

father because as king’s daughter she has no other means than to obey. A woman cannot grasp 

the reality around her since it is “opaque”, due to her respectful obedience (Beauvoir, 2009, p. 

654). Later, however, she very successfully turns the situation to her own advantage. She can 

eventually call Morgan Le Fey a facilitator of the Galahad prophecy, since Malory has in this 

episode written for Arthur’s sorceress sister a role to connect Elayne and Launcelot.  

The two archetypes of women in the medieval social domain were drawn from the Bible: Eve, 

aggressive and independent, lascivious, heathen, and rebellious; and Mary, a peacemaker, 

chaste and perfect maiden, wife, and mother (Chance, 1988). 188 Due to Eve, considered  the 

source of original sin, all women had to be suppressed and made obedient. Virgin Mary, passive 

and pliant, the caretaker of her family and helper of her husband, provided a contrast to Eve. 

Literary representations of other women, biblical and patristic, were often built around these 

two contrasting female figures who also depicted heroic behaviour.189  

As Beauvoir (2009) notes,  

 

188 On Mary see, Chance, 1988, pp. 13−30, on Eve see, Chance, 1988, pp. 65−79. 
189 See more about Mariology in Chapter 7.1. 
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Delilah or Judith, Aspasia or Lucretia, Pandora or Athena, a woman is both Eve and the 

Virgin Mary. She is an idol, a servant, source of life, power of darkness; she is the 

elementary silence of truth, she is artifice, gossip and lies; she is the medicine woman 

and witch; she is man’s prey; she is his downfall, she is everything he is not and wants 

to have, his negation and his raison d’etre (p. 166). 

In Le Morte Darthur women are mostly described as “fair and passing”, meaning “beautiful 

and wise”. Other favourable characteristics of women are hardly mentioned. Yet several 

negative qualifiers exist, such as treacherous, misleading, scornful, and traitorous. Women are 

seldom attributed with such qualities as  being prudent, powerful, strong, or capable. The fairest 

woman must have been a rival to other women − and men − who competed for power and 

dominance, since being “fayryst” is the only distinctive feature mentioned by Malory, when 

describing Elayne of Corbyn (621.13,16, 21/Cxi.1). Kruger (2000) suggests that medieval 

romances “cast women more often as desired objects rather than as active subjects in chivalric 

adventures or quests” (p. 137). Hence, it was necessary to get Elayne, until now the candid and 

chaste allegory of Virgin Mary, out of the way to leave room for the two queens – representing 

aggressive, antagonistic Eves − to pursue their own agenda.  

When characterizing women in his work, Malory utilises similar universally recognised 

feminine qualities as those described in the Songe du verger, written in 1370s, 190 depicting “All 

the bad characters that women possess”, as cited by Beauvoir (2009): 

I find that there are nine principle ones: To begin with, a woman hurts herself as a result 

of her nature; second, women are by nature extremely stingy; third, they are driven by 

sudden whims; fourth, they are bad by their own volition; fifth, they are impostors. 

Women are known to be false and according to civil law a woman may not be accepted 

as a witness to a will. A woman always does the opposite of what she is commanded to 

do […]. Women accuse themselves willingly and announce their own vituperation and 

shame. They are crafty and malicious. St Augustine said that ‘A woman is a beast who 

is neither firm nor stable’; she is hateful, to the confusion of her husband; she nourishes 

wrongdoing and stands at the beginning of all pleas and tensions; and is the path and 

road of all iniquity (p. 114). 

 

190 The Songe du verger, a treatise of political doctrine, was drawn up at the request of King Charles V 
of France, first in Latin in 1376, then in French in 1378. 
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Malory does not define his women directly in terms of above notions, yet he writes so that they 

act accordingly. Queen Guenever is exemplary by following her whims towards Launcelot. She 

casts him away with an unexpected caprice, never to return, and soon calls him back to rescue 

her. Morgan Le Fey is malicious in her magic focused on King Arthur. Elayne of Corbyn, acting 

as an impostor by enchantment and using her own volition, takes her life by her own hands. 

God’s providence facilitates her agenda to be fulfilled. Elayne of Ascolat provokes her own 

death, thus hurting herself, by being stubborn in her demands for Launcelot’s love.191  

Throughout Malory’s work his characters are exposed to a gaze – both from other characters 

and from his readers. Following Martin’s (2010) argument, Malory’s women assume the same 

position as “gazers and images” which men do, but with a different outcome, and the “women’s 

roles within the matrix of the gazes prove effective measurements of femininity, as several 

ideals of female gender emerge” (p. 148), opposite to how masculinity is gazed. Malory 

uncovers Elayne’s nakedness to Launcelot’s gaze, “she was naked  as a nedyll” 

(621.13−14/CXI.1), as if Malory seeks to highlight Elayne’s chastity as her metaphorical 

resemblance with Virgin Mary. His male characters are mostly guided to be gazed through their 

chivalric ability and performance: for example Launcelot in this episode illustrates audacity 

when hastening to save the damsel-in-distress.  

How about Launcelot? Is he willing to play his predestined part? He can be regarded as a God-

sent rescuer because his role in the prophecy has just begun. After releasing from misery the 

fairest maiden he ever has seen, he is asked by the townspeople to rescue them from a serpent 

living in a tomb. On the tomb where this creature lives, there is written with golden letters the 

third prophecy: ”Here shall com a lybarde of kynges blood, and he shall sle this serpente. And 

this lybarde shall engendir a lyon in this forayne contrey whyche lyon shall passe all other 

knyghtes” (621.35/Cxi.1−622.1−3/Wfol.323r). The leopard can be read as a biblical allegory of 

a hero who gets his power by slaying a serpent.192 The “lyon” predicts the birth of Galahad, the 

son of Launcelot. 193 With the dragon having been slain, Launcelot is invited by King Pelles to 

supper in his castle. There Launcelot sees a miracle. A dove flies in through a window with a 

little golden censer in her mouth and at once on the table appear all types of meats and drinks, 

 

191 See Chapter 7.  
192 Revelation 13:2: "The beast I saw resembled a leopard but had feet like those of a bear and a mouth 
like that of a lion. The dragon gave the beast his power and his throne and great authority”. 
193 In Revelation 5:5, the lion refers to Christ: “Then one of the elders said to me, ‘Do not weep. See, 
the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered, so that he can open the scroll and its 
seven seals’”. 
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seasoned with all the spices of the world. A maiden comes, carrying a golden vessel in her 

hands, causing the king and everyone in the room to kneel and say their prayers. Launcelot has 

never seen such a spiritual wonder occur. According to King Pelles this is the richest, most 

Chivalric Christian object on earth, the Sankgreall. When it disappears from his castle, the 

Rounde Table shall be broken (622.28−29/Wfol.323r). Based on Malory’s sources, the 

nameless maiden carrying the vessel may be Elayne, who has miraculously recovered by the 

Sankgreall’s healing power which emanates from Christ.194 

King Pelles is aware of the augury unknown to Launcelot. He knows about the predestination 

laid upon his daughter Elayne to carry the knight’s child who shall bring all countries out of 

danger by achieving the Sankgreall (623.1−3/Cxi.2). Having spent the whole day with 

Launcelot and understanding better his mind King Pelles now has a solution to fulfil this 

prophecy by abusing both his daughter and Launcelot. A predestination needs to become real, 

and Dame Brusen, the serving lady of Elayne, is commanded to implement the augury. Dame 

Brusen, one of the “grettyst enchaunters that was that tyme in the worlde” (623.13−14/Cxi.2), 

is a crucial character to apply enchantment and magic in Elayne of Corbyn’s narrative.  

The supernatural plays a significant role in the world of medieval Arthurian romance, in 

addition to the prophecies, predestination, and God’s providence, discussed earlier in this 

chapter. Supernatural powers can be applied, according to Saunders (2009), “by both God and 

devil in the battle over men’s souls, and romance can open onto the other worlds of heaven, 

hell or faery” (p. 216). Magic and mysteries can be perceived as celestial, devilish or surreal, 

just as “destiny can seem a battleground between good, evil and ambiguous forces” (Saunders, 

2009, p. 216). It appears in various forms, as an entertainment performed by tricksters or 

illusionists and as a threatening black magic cast by witches and sorceresses. The supernatural 

has the capability to reshape romance into something curious and odd, into imaginary fantasies 

tempting in their otherness and diversity, which oppose everyday life and offer marvellous 

opportunity.  

In medieval times, as Saunders (2010) suggests, “the marvellous was at least potentially part of 

everyday knowledge, belief, and experience” (p. 2). Such a realistic approach to the 

supernatural attempts to show how texts of the romance genre, from those of Chrétien de Troyes 

to Thomas Malory, “became spaces where complex intellectual and cultural ideas of the 

 

194 As discussed earlier in Chapter 6.1.  
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marvellous intersected with fictive imaginings” (p. 4). The Middle Ages inherited demons and 

witches from earlier centuries. In biblical texts, ideas of magic and supernatural were in 

dialogue with each other in the late Antique period, and distinctions between magic and divine 

intervention were influential in shaping both lay and canon law in the Middle Ages (Bailey, 

2008). Rider (2012) suggests that the line between medieval magic and religion was explicit, 

as “magic relied on demons while religion appealed to God” (p. 15). 

The theme of magic, interwoven with the supernatural and surreal imagination, is a crucial 

ingredient of Arthurian legend, which, as Saunders (2009) argues, has become a fecund locus 

to test its “ambiguity, promise, and menace” (p. 203). Many of Le Morte Darthur’s most 

resonant motifs are linked to the supernatural − quest and adventure, magic and enchantment, 

prophecy and destiny, miracle and marvel, the search for the  Sankgreall − as well as some of 

legend’s most powerful figures, such as the Lady of the Lake, Merlyn, and Morgan Le Fey. The 

keynote of magic reverberates in the Arthurian “thought-world” throughout its existence 

(Saunders, 2009, p. 201).   

Magic in Le Morte Darthur can be read as a plausible indication of Malory’s religiousness. His 

Christian symbols could not materialise without anticipatory religiously allegorical omen. The 

appearance of the Sankgreall is preceded by a “crakynge and cryynge of thunder” 

(673.29−30/Cxiii.6) and a brilliant sunbeam (673.31/Cxiii.6) before the bowl of plenty195  is 

brought in either by a maiden or on its own (674.2−4/Wfol.353r) to feed everyone present. A 

marvellous provocation prompts Arthur to establish the Pentecostal Oath.196 The biblical 

association with the Pentecost, commemorating the descent of the Holy Spirit renders the 

chivalric oath Christian.  Where Chivalric Christianity sometimes needs an encouragement to 

prevail and claim dominance, Malory brings magic to facilitate his storyline. The predestined 

narrative of Elayne and her son Galahad could not have been told by Malory had he not added 

a pinch of magical ingredients, such as enchantment and mysterious relics from the biblical 

past. Malory’s magic can also be read as a manifestation of faith, because “in its effectiveness 

it requires belief in there being a higher power that can be coerced into interaction”, thus 

becoming an expression of lived religion (Katajala-Peltomaa and Toivo, 2021, p. 4). To be able 

to communicate with the sacred and supernatural powers required an amiable and gratuitous 

 

195 As discussed earlier in Chapter 5.3.  
196 A marvel announced by Merlyn: ”…for ye shall se a straunge and a mervailous 
adventure”(81.16−17/Ciii.4).  
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association both with the higher powers and with the community calling  for help through 

magic.  

Larrington (2015) who writes about magic in Arthurian literature in general, proposes that “at 

one level magic symbolizes women’s power over men: it can indicate women’s erotic desire 

and their desirability, their wish to engage intimately with them, or their maternal 

protectiveness” (p. 27), and that women’s rhetorical skill and aptness to persuade men to attend 

a contrasting agenda, compared with the general intention of Arthurian chivalric society, are 

also advocated by enchantment. Cooper (2004) suggests that the skill of enchantment is 

generally devised as a neutral power in the genre of Arthurian romance; used for good or evil 

ends, it has no necessary connection with the devil (pp. 160−162). 

The magic of the Arthurian enchantress often draws on reading books, “learning of esoteric 

knowledge” (Cooper, 1998, p. xviii), knowing the truth of histories and objects, using words as 

weapons, and assertive skills so she can fulfil her own agenda. Dame Brusen is a medicinal 

enchantress with knowledge and expertise of natural herbs and potions, and a seer with skills 

that are either inherited or intentionally learned. The awareness of healing crafts typically 

accumulated over many generations from a keen and often practical study of nature based on 

experiments of finding useful, effective natural medicinal products for remedies and as use as 

narcotics. Larrington (2015) notes that” this more modern understanding of magic as natural 

science was not unopposed” (p. 10) in medieval times: ergot was employed to relieve pain, 

belladonna to regulate contractions and prevent miscarriages, and digitalis to ease heart 

complaints. Valerian root and passionflower were used as sedatives, and figs and oysters as 

aphrodisiacs (Kieckhefer, 2019). 

Magic also requires faith “in its effectiveness: it requires belief in there being a higher power 

that can be coerced  into interaction”, thus becoming a part of lived religion (Katajala-Peltomaa 

and Toivo, 2021, p. 4). To be able to communicate with the sacred and supernatural powers, 

required an amiable and gratuitous association with both the higher power and the community 

calling for help from magic.  

In addition to the sorceress Morgan le Fey’s witchcraft  to provoke Launcelot to induce Elayne’s  

recovery, Dame Brusen’s enchantment skills are also needed to facilitate Galahad’s begetting. 

She prepares Elayne for the second major building block of her “lived experience” – the 

scalding bath experience marks the first one – and advises what her father expects from her, 

namely − to tempt Launcelot with a bed-trick to beget Galahad.  She sends her to the Castle of 
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Case with twenty-five knights who then receive Launcelot, pretending to be Queen Guenever’s 

force. Here, Malory assures his readers that Launcelot cannot be accused for his participation 

in the bed-trick because all is done through trickery and magic (624.30−33/Wfol.324r). Why 

should Elayne then be blaimed for her voluntary subjugation to her father’s demands? She has 

been ordered to fulfil the prophecy. Yet, both Elayne’s father and Elayne, by obeying him, 

disregard the gentry’s moral requirement of a daughter’s virginity and at the same time the 

requisite of chastity for success in the quest of the Sankgreall. Launcelot’s prospect of finding 

the Sankgreall has in any case been lost long before Elayne’s bed-trick, due to his sinful 

relationship with Queen Guenever.    

The trope of the bed-trick or “exchanged bedfellow” is common in medieval and renaissance 

literature (Bowden, 1969, p. 11).197 It involves of "going to bed with someone whom you 

mistake for someone else” (Doniger, 2000, p. xiii). The bed-trick motif encompasses the 

relational aspects of sex, gender, power, identity, and the intimacy of sexual encounters between 

two individuals. Desens (1994) suggests that the theme of substitution of one sexual partner for 

another offered a dramatic tool to playwriters, and the use of the canon “suggests that it had 

significant emotional resonances for their audiences” (p. 11). While modern readership 

recognizes this concept as disgraceful, a forced sexual assault and at worst a rape, traditional 

medieval audiences tended to welcome it without further concerns,  as being of theatrical nature, 

assuming that the amusing features invalidated the realistic consequences and emotionally 

conflicting results of the act (Desens, 1994).198 

The bed-trick is an important plot device used also in Le Morte Darthur and other medieval  

romances to produce an heir, institute political standing, or satisfy sexual desires. In Malory’s 

storyworld it is employed through magical illusions and under the disguise of darkness and 

enchantment.  

 

197 The term was coined in Shakespearean scholarship, for All’s Well That Ends Well and Measure for 
Measure, see, e.g., Hadfield 2016.  
198 Cassell (2006, pp. 69−72) presents examples in the Bible: in Genesis 29:1−30, Jacob has been 
working for seven years for Laban, the father of Leah and Rachel, to gain Rachel as his wife, but on the 
wedding night Laban replaces Rachel with Leah, since his younger daughter Rachel should not marry 
before her older sister; in Genesis 19:30−38, the daughters of Lot make him inebriated and beget 
children with him. Other examples can be found e.g. in Boccaccio’s Decameron, e.g. Tale 3.9. about 
Gilette de Narbonne; and in Chaucer’s “The Reeve’s Tale” in Canterbury Tales, where two clerks 
seeking revenge for a miller steeling their grain sleep with his daughter. 
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When inviting Launcelot into Elayne’s chamber and facilitating the bed-trick, Dame Brusen 

offers him a cup of wine “laced with a fast-acting aphrodisiac” (Sklar, 2001, p. 60), and closes 

tightly all windows and holes of the chamber, in order to not reveal Elayne. Wine makes 

Launcelot lustful and without delay he arranges himself in Elayne’s bed believing she is Queen 

Guenever. The bed-trick scene has been set up to orchestrate the conception of the knight 

predestined to discover the Sankgreall. The lovers lay together until the morning and Elayne 

knows that she has become pregnant with Galahad. Launcelot cannot see his error since all the 

windows and holes of the chamber have been sealed to prevent any light from entering. In the 

morning, Launcelot opens a window and the enchantment disappears. He recognises that he has 

been misled and done wrong. He is entitled to feel destroyed and shamed: thus he angrily rages 

and pulls his sword demanding an explanation: “Thou traytoures! What arte thou that I have 

layne bye all this nyght? Thou shalt dye ryght here of myne hondys” (624.13−15/Wfol.324r).  

Playing her part in one of the most emotional moments in Le Morte Darthur, Elayne kneels 

before Launcelot and appeals to him:  

 Fayre curteyse knyght, ye ar comyn of kynges bloode, and therefore I requyre you, 

 have mercy uppon me! And as thou arte renowmed the moste noble knyght of the worlde, 

 sle me nat, for I have in my wombe bygetyn of the that shall be the moste nobelyste 

 knyght of the worlde (624.17−21/Wfol.324r).  

Until now Launcelot does not know the identity of this mystery lady. He may have seen her as 

a maiden carrying the Sankgreall, but in his anger and frustration he does not recognise her. 

Elayne’s days as a Grail maiden are over, she is no longer entitled to play the role which requires 

virginity.  To Launcelot’s demand to know who she is, Elayne at this point reveals her name 

and father. Elayne’s words are humble and polite, yet assertive and bold. Her deed is justified 

by a prophecy. She has followed her Chivalric Christian obligation and facilitated the 

achievement of the Sankgreall. Since Malory has convinced the reader in advance about 

Launcelot’s innocence, Elayne’s “breath-taking beauty melts away Launcelot’s postcoital rage” 

(Sklar, 2001, p. 67), and he forgives and embraces her with kisses, “for she was as fayre a lady, 

and thereto lusty and yonge and wyse, as ony was that tyme lyvynge” (624.25-28/Wfol.324r). 

All is justified by being beautiful and young, desirable, and wise. Elayne convinces Launcelot 

of her obedience since the plan was not her choice. Her father as the enforcer decided to exploit 

the knight.  
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 My lorde Sir Launcelot, I beseche you, se me as sone as ye may, for I have obeyde me 

 unto the prophesye that my fadir tolde me; and by hys commaundemente to fullfyll this 

  I have gyvyn the grettyst ryches and the fayryst floure that ever I had, and that is my 

 maydynhode, that I shall never have agayne. And therefore jantyll knyght, owghe me 

 youre good wyll (624.34−35/Wfol.324r−625.1−5/Cxi.3).    

The bed-trick through which Launcelot is beguiled into laying with Elayne against his will, 

with another woman in his mind, “evokes the idiom of rape to mark the abuse done to his body, 

and denies consent in the fathering of Galahad,” as Batt (2002) rightly observes (p. 102). It is 

easy to concur with Armstrong’s opinion (2003) about the bed-trick scene in Arthurian 

literature in general, and especially in this episode between Elayne and Launcelot, and agree 

with her claim that “the bed-trick motif takes on added complexity and raises questions beyond 

a reader’s comfort level with the plot” (p. 36). As concluded by Daniel (2014), ”the bed-trick 

trope is a problematic, serious, non-farcical attempt to gloss over the implications of scandalous 

sexual encounters” (p. vi) involving enchantment and deceitful means. Elaborating on Sklar’s 

(2001) consideration about Malory, who as a narrator treats Elayne “with a parental indulgence 

in her lesser moments, and admiration for her finer ones” (p. 67) this scene could be read as an 

illustration of Malory’s attempt, despite the disturbing bed-trick, to provide Elayne with a 

chance to fall for Launcelot because their relationship may introduce to Malory’s readership a 

determined feminine character and a bold rival to Queen Guenever.  

It is obvious that Elayne in this episode is a threat to masculine power. According to chivalric 

ideals, “to obey those placed in authority”, she is obedient to her father, yet she infringes on 

another, namely, “to live by honour and for glory”. She possesses features which according to 

the Songe du verger are “bad characteristics for a woman”, like being a path to iniquity and an 

imposter, allowing the bed-trick to be used to in order to beget the augured child. Until this 

scene Malory has presented Elayne very briefly as an amenable daughter whose life and future 

are masterminded by her father. A father who has totally neglected his only daughter for five 

painful years in a scalding tower is authorised by Malory to command her to execute the 

prophecy laid upon her. In this scene, Elayne in an exemplary manner accomplishes her 

metaphorical role of the innocent Virgin Mary, dutifully fulfilling a prophesy of a Christ-like 

son who will save all countries from danger.  

Considering Launcelot, is he a victim, deliberately tempted into a trap, forced into a dalliance 

with another woman while his heart lies elsewhere, with his beloved Queen Guenever? He 

laments: “Alas,” he says, “that I have lyved so longe, for now I have shamed” 



111 

(624.11−12/Wfol.324r). In a legend, it may sound inevitable that prophecies need to come true, 

at any cost.  The abuse of Launcelot and his passionate courtly relationship with Guenever 

places him in a position he is unable to escape. Yet, does he want to escape? He has made an 

oath of the Chivalric Code to “respect the honour of women”. Even though he feels tricked into 

siring a predestined child without his consent, he does not take it lightly. Hence, the shame 

disappears from his mind immediately when he recognises Elayne as beautiful and sexually 

desirable. As a king’s daughter she is a precious token for Launcelot’s fame. Furthermore, 

Launcelot was unable to resist because he was under the power of “one of the grettyst 

enchaunters that was at that tyme in the worlde” (623.13−14/Cxi.2). 

Launcelot can be considered just  a feeble man who is not at ease in the society of courtly love, 

where his role is to serve as the queen’s courtly lover in a dramatic love triangle. He is a master 

of martial prowess and courtly manners. Yet, he struggles with his duties as Queen Guenever’s 

knight. He is perplexed with his devotion to Guenever, who as his king’s wife should be out of 

his reach. He risks his highest esteem at King Arthur’s homosocial court as well as the trust of 

his king. Hence, he uses Elayne for a moment, only to cast her away as soon as possible. The 

magic utilised to get him into bed with Elayne, makes it all easier – there is no need for him to 

blame himself. On the other hand, Launcelot can be seen as looking for worldly indulgences 

outside Queen Guenever’s bed chamber. Malory portrays Launcelot in this scene as not being 

perfectly at ease with the rules of chivalry and the demands of perfection of knighthood.  

In medieval romances199 women are often described as confusing to men, since they may 

inherently work deliberately and self-consciously. To manage in a man’s realm, women are 

expected to be passive and submissive, performing as decorative figures to enhance male 

chivalric strength. Fisher (2000) argues that in the Middle English romance genre the 

marginalisation of women indicates anxiety about the threat they pose to the masculine status 

quo − deceiving and challenging women are reputedly capricious or as mean as Eve, and 

women’s capriciousness is constructed and determined by their situation. According to 

Campbell (2017), women in Arthurian literature operate both within the masculine system of 

chivalry and outside of it. As Crocker (2003) points out, a concept of performative passivity is 

applicable to Elayne: romance heroines perform a transparently false submissiveness while 

determinedly pursuing their targets. Also appropriate to Elayne is Beauvoir’s concept of 

resignation and passive resistance: “the resignation engenders the patience often admired in 

 

199 E.g. Chaucer, The Nun’s Priest’s Tale, in 1390; Boccaccio, Il Teseida, in 1340−1341. 
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women” (Beauvoir, 2009, p. 657). Beauvoir (2009) points out that women can withstand 

physical pain better than men. They have courageous capacity when demanded. Lacking the 

male’s aggressive audacity, women show tenacity which withstands duration, which no haste 

can overcome, “they do not measure their time” (Beauvoir, 2009, 657). They face crisis and 

sorrow, more resiliently than their husbands.  

Elayne’s performance does not comply with the rules of being a mere decoration. She seizes 

sexual power and sees her destiny in Launcelot. She can also be regarded as a threat to other 

women reaching for power, such as the two queens earlier in her narrative. Malory allows 

Elayne to wisely benefit from the situation laid upon her, since there is no escape from fulfilling 

the prophecy. However, her role is to become infatuated with Launcelot despite his reputation 

and enduring commitment to Queen Guenever. Acknowledging him as the implementer of his 

part in the prophecy, she strategically plays her passive role to later win Launcelot on her side.  

In this encounter Malory leads Elayne to take a huge step forward by recognising her strength 

to engage in her own actions, for example, as a recollection of her experience of scalding peril. 

Elayne’s short orations to Launcelot are private and very personal, yet, they capture her carpe 

diem moment when she recognizes that she has implemented her Chivalric Christian obligation 

and from now on, she is free to satisfy her own dreams. Elayne’s actions to beget Galahad can 

be read as a duty decreed by her father, but Elayne has fallen in love with Launcelot whose 

embrace and kiss justify her feelings for him. She has concluded her later actions, no longer as 

an allegorical Virgin Mary, but rather as an independent woman.  

Launcelot, on the other hand, is struggling with his masculinity. Crocker’s (2003) suggestion 

that in medieval romances masculine empowerment depends on the different ways that 

feminine passivity are displayed publicly, can be read by remembering the arranged scene 

between Launcelot and Elayne to conceive a future knight. Referring to Beauvoir (2009), it is 

also possible to understand Launcelot’s behaviour: a man is less attentive to himself and to the 

world since he lacks the sensitivity that is known to a woman, deriving from her “lived 

experience” (p. 678), like Launcelot in this scene without thinking about the consequences. In 

Malory’s storyworld, a man is hardly condemned if yielding to a woman, especially if it 

happens in accordance with a prophecy. 

The boy child is named Galahad after his father, Galahad Launcelot. Dame Elayne loves 

Launcelot for the rest of her life, and therefore she refuses to marry any great lord who 

approaches her (625.15−29/Cxi.3). When Queen Guenever learns that Launcelot has a son, she 
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becomes extremely angry and rebukes Launcelot calling him a false knight. But when Launcelot 

tells her how it all happened, she finally relents, as usual, excusing him, and allowing him to 

return to her courtly entourage.   

Launcelot is not concerned about his responsibilities as a father, and he never seeks to connect 

with his son. He would have a chance later, on the perilous quest of the Sankgreall, but he is 

too preoccupied with surviving himself. Galahad is destined to achieve the Sankgreall, and by 

his pious Christian belief he will, without his father’s assistance or encouragement. 

 

6.3 DESIRING WHAT IS NOT PREDICTED – FROM VICTIM TO 
PROTAGONIST 

 

Dame Elayne’s second and predesigned encounter with Launcelot occurs when all the lords and 

ladies of England are invited to celebrate King Arthur’s victory over King Claudas in France. 

Elayne requires her father to allow her to join the feast, and her father provides her with rich 

apparel and an envoy with a hundred horses. She is received in Camelot by King Arthur, Queen 

Guenever and all their knights with appraisal “that Dame Elayne was the fayrest and the beste 

beseyne lady that ever was seyne in that courte” (631.2−3/Cxi.7). 

Elayne’s first bed-trick scene with Launcelot presented a young woman, whose actions were  

commanded by her father, not by herself. Since then, her determination to have Launcelot for 

herself − as the father of her son − anticipates the travel to Camelot to fulfil her dream, as she 

announces to one of her suitors, “hit ys Sir Launcelot du Lake that I love and none other, and 

therefore wowe ye me no lenger” (625.23−24/Cxi.3). She has fulfilled the prophecy laid upon 

her, and now she can pursue her own desire as a protagonist in Malory’s work.    

Queen Guenever arranges that Elayne will sleep next to her chamber. She does not dare to risk 

Launcelot spending another night with Elayne. Then the queen sends for Launcelot and invites 

him to visit her at night. But at night Launcelot is again led to Elayne’s bed by Dame Brusen 

who “by her crauftes” (632.4/Wfol.328v), now for the second time, deceives him into believing 

that Queen Guenever awaits him in her bed. This bed-trick works as well. Launcelot believes 

that he is laying happily with Queen Guenever. He has a habit of talking in his sleep, and the 

queen hears this sound in her chamber. She becomes furious and calls him a traitor, a false 
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knight, and expels him from the court, never to come back. Launcelot leaps out of the bay 

window into the garden, runs away like a mad man, and keeps roaming for two years.  

Elayne’s abuse of Launcelot is discussed by Caughey (2011) who suggests that although 

Malory presents Galahad’s conception as leading to a favourable result, the second bed-trick 

represents a destabilising threat to Malory’s carefully fabricated masculine domain and destroys 

male prowess, as it is performed mainly for Elayne’s own satisfaction (pp. 155−179). Launcelot 

contradicts the gender definitions standardised by the Pentecostal Oath. 

Malory causes Elayne to perform two powerful orations on the threshold occasions of her life. 

The first speech she addresses to Launcelot in her bedchamber after their initial night together, 

begetting Galahad and just beginning her change to motherhood. The second one is delivered 

to Queen Guenever who just has cast Launcelot out of her life; this is – the first day of Elayne’s 

lonely life without Launcelot, or so she expects. 

Dame Elayne momentarily rises from the edge of power to boldly confront Queen Guenever 

due to her treatment of Launcelot. Elayne shows no fear when opposing the queen and letting 

her hear a rebuke about her dishonourable conduct towards Launcelot and her relationship with 

him:  

 Madame, ye ar gretly to blame for Sir Launcelot, for now have ye loste hym, for I saw 

 and harde by his countenaunce that he ys madde for ever. And therefore, alas! madame, 

 ye have done grete synne and youreselff grete dyshonoure, for ye have a lorde 

 royall of youre owne, and therefore hit were youre parte for to love hym; for there 

 ys no queen in this worlde that hath suche another kynge as ye have. And yf ye were 

 nat, I myght have getyn the love of my lorde Sir Launcelot; and a grete cause I have to 

 love hym, for he hadde my maydynhode and by hym I have borne a fayre sonne, whose 

 name ys Sir Galahad. And he shall be in hys tyme the beste knyght of the worlde

 (633.28−34/Cxi.8−634.1−4/Wfol.329r).  

She accuses Queen Guenever of having been unnecessarily cruel and causing Launcelot’s 

madness. Elayne’s forceful, emotive outburst entails that she is assured of her entitlement to 

carry Launcelot’s son, the best knight-to-be in the world, and she is thus the more righteous 

lover for Launcelot than the queen. All of her life the immanent presence of the Christian 

Sankgreall has surrounded her and it has cured her after five years in the hot tower. As its 

guardian she anticipates that the Sangkreall’s healing power will actualise again and even cure 
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madness, since her predestined life involves Launcelot, and the Sankgreall will facilitate her 

desire to be fulfilled.  

Elayne’s performance as an equal of the queen and as the primary lover of Launcelot reveals 

the depth of her own feelings for the knight. Not even the king or the queen, attached to 

Launcelot with bonds both forbidden and needing to be hidden from the court, can erase 

Elayne’s competing passion and love for Launcelot. Elayne’s agency, stamina and 

determination is necessary to let her accomplish her will and desire. To achieve her goal, she  

uses the prophecy of Galahad and his future dominance as the knight of the Sankgreall to tempt 

Launcelot into her domain. Elayne’s vast advantage over Guenever is that she is the mother of 

a son, something that her rival, Queen Guenever, can never accomplish, to her great regret and 

distress. The king needs an heir, and his queen cannot provide him with one. By accusing the 

queen, Elayne evidences her capacity to grasp the momentary power vested in her by Galahad’s 

honourable destiny.  

In addition, and in contrast to being an obedient daughter to her father, Elayne can be considered 

as a protagonist in a triangle drama where the queen will be defeated, at least temporarily, and 

will not have Launcelot returned to her before Elayne has had a tremendous impact on the 

narrative. Having said what she has on her mind Elayne leaves the court and disappears from 

the narrative back to her marginality on the brink of power for an indefinite time.200 The reader 

may here wonder whether she is still experiencing God’s providence.  

Launcelot has fled from Camelot, running mad around the country. Since he still will have a 

remarkable role in Elayne’s narrative, it is worth following him in order to later comprehend 

the consequences written for him by Malory. Malory comforts Elayne through Dame Brusen: 

“he ys clene oute of hys mynde and yet he shall be welle holpyn, and but by myracle” 

(635.6−8/Cxi.9). Launcelot runs for two years “furth he knew nat whothir and was as wylde 

woode as ever was man” (633.21−23/Cxi.8) suffering cold, hunger, and thirst, and enduring 

many acute troubles, racing wildly from place to place, living on fruit and water, possessing no 

other clothing than his shirt and breeches. 

 

200 Malory does not tell this, but when she reappears in Le Morte Darthur, her son Galahad will be fifteen 
years old.  



116 

In this, Launcelot resembles Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Merlyn,201 a prophet who in several 

episodes loses his mind and lives in the wilderness like an animal.202 The legend of Lailoken, 

often identified with Myrddin in Celtic mythology, contributes to Geoffrey of Monmouth’s 

narrative of Merlyn. Lailoken, a Scottish lord, suffered from guilt after the battle of Arfderydd 

in Scotland in 573−575, where he caused the death of many; due to this, he became a madman 

capable of making prophecies (Bergholm, 2012, pp. 79−83). Another madman episode is found 

in Le Morte Darthur when Tristram de Lyonesse escapes King Mark, the husband of his 

beloved Queen Isode, and runs naked through the forest until he is found sick and withered 

(389.12−35//Cix.18; 390/Wfol.202v−396.1−4/Wfol.206r). Chrétien de Troyes’Arthurian 

Romances contains a tale called Yvain, the Knight with the Lion, where the reason for the knight 

to wander as a madman in wild woods is his wife’s rejection after failing to return from his 

knightly adventures within an agreed time limit (Chrétien de Troyes, 1991, pp. 295−380). 

In addition to being an escape, roaming wildly in forests can metaphorically be considered, as 

a retreat from the world. In Le Morte Darthur the forests are “associated with strange powers 

of destiny and adventure”, as Saunders indicates (1993, p. 165). The forest is a place outside of 

the normal conduct of a knight, where he, in this case, disappears due to having been 

reprimanded by his beloved queen, and where he can hide his humiliation and recover by doing 

penance. The forests hardly provide madman with physical or moral challenges that would 

enhance his mental or spiritual capability. On the contrary, as Mameli (2014) considers, “all 

these knights are healed only when they leave it: Tristan recovers his sanity when properly 

looked after, Launcelot is healed at King Pelles’ court” (p. 38). In chivalric romances, forests 

could be magical, for a knight-errant might roam a pathless forest in search of adventure or for 

wisdom (Keen 2005, pp. 227, 237, 250).  

A concept of Christian madness as wisdom as well as lunacy, is well known in early 12th 

century Irish literature. The history of a saintly madman, the 7th-century Ulster petty king 

Suibne, demonstrates a wild man tale, which according to Bergholm (2012) is “…built on the 

theme of a deranged prophet or poet, who after a tragic experience in battle takes his abode in 

the wilderness” (p. 168). The aspect of guilt may be transformed into wisdom or the ability to 

prophesy. Suffering in wildness can also be read as a “purgation or test” as Bergholm (2012) 

suggests by referring to Hebrews 12:5−6: “do not make light of Lord’s discipline, and do not 

 

201 In Vita Merlyni, written in 1150.  
202 A theme of Celtic wild men is known in Wales, Scotland, and Ireland. See, e.g., Bergholm, 2012. 
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lose heart when he rebukes you, because the Lord disciplines the ones he loves, and chastens 

everyone he accepts as his son” (p. 140). For Launcelot, who is expelled by his beloved queen, 

the forest is a hiding place from the courtly society. He can well be compared with a “deranged 

poet” who has experienced a tragedy (Bergholm, 2012, pp. 126−148). 

Lynch (2019) recognises in Launcelot’s madness episode “parodic displays of aggression 

against the central norms of knightly life and love; a reaffirmation, through collective pity, of 

their value; and a celebration of the suffering knightly body as a supreme icon in a medium 

where collective emotional intensity itself becomes a central value” (p. 186). This is mediated 

by Queen Guenever’s regretful yearning (simultaneously with anger) for Launcelot’s 

disappearance and the ambition of the other knights of the Rounde Table to enhance their 

prowess and valour while he is away. Yet, Launcelot’s return from exile is evident, even though 

it may destroy an emotional balance developed in the Arthurian court during his absence. For 

a knight, departures and returns from an adventure are a normal duty. However, this time, the  

return is not a homecoming to a place where he is known since he is not entitled to appear in 

court without Queen Guenever’s permission. Thus, he needs to look for a refuge elsewhere.  

Meanwhile, Launcelot’s fellow knights ride in search of him, provided by Queen Guenever 

with sufficient treasures for their expenses. They travel from country to country, in forests, in 

wildernesses, and in wastelands, finding no trace of Launcelot. After three months of futile 

search the knights receive more resources from King Arthur. At the same time Launcelot is 

drawn into a sword fight hurting a knight who after recognising him to be Sir Launcelot takes 

him to his castle to recover physically, yet his mind cannot be healed. Launcelot spends a year 

and a half in this castle. 

Malory’s treatment of Launcelot can be read by means of multiple interpretations. Malory 

reminds his audience with this narrative about Arthur’s best knight, that not even the most 

valued, most worshipped individuals, if put in a place where their loyalty and faithfulness are 

truly tested, and where they feel abused, can carry the burden of shame or self-accusation, but 

must escape seeking for a place to hide. Alternatively, Malory reveals Launcelot, “the floure of 

knyghthode” (620.26−27/Wfol.322r) to be a vulnerable man who needs withdrawal from his 

ordinary life as a remarkable paragon, “Sir Launcelot de Lake, in all turnementes, justys, and 

dedys of armys, both for lyff and deth, he passed all other knyghtes, and at no tyme was he 

ovircom but yf hit were by treson other inchauntement” (190.8−11/Wfol.96r). In addition, Field 

(2017) notes, Malory seeks the sympathy of his readers for his characters who act in an 



118 

unexpected manner, and at the same time sympathy for himself, since he wrote Le Morte 

Darthur in prison, charged of murder (p. xviii.).  

Additionally, when reading Malory, the symbolic meaning of madness could arguably be 

understood as a journey into oneself, to search for one’s inner freedom and independence. 

Launcelot is bound by Queen Guenever’s “enchauntemente” (206.4/Wfol.104r) to love only 

her. She “had hym in grete favoure aboven all other knyghtis” (190.15−16/Wfol.96r) and 

Launcelot responds to her admiration by loving her “agayne aboven all other ladyes dayes of 

his lyff, and for hir he dud many dedys of armys” (190.16−17/Wfol.96r). Yet, she continuously 

misuses her power to regard Launcelot through her caprices as either perfect or worth nothing, 

sending him away when he does not meet her impeccable requirements, and then calling for 

him in the next moment to return to her rescue, like “frome the fyre thorow his noble chevalry” 

(190.18/Wfol.96r). His duty to her is either to obey her orders or to be abandoned from his high 

status as the Queen’s knight and champion.203 Thus, in Malory’s storyworld Launcelot is 

oppressed by the queen’s demands and requests. Madness seems to come to his rescue, offering 

a retreat from her vicinity.  

 

6.4 SHORT YEARS WITH LAUNCELOT 

 

Two years pass, and Dame Elayne appears in the narrative when she finds Launcelot in the 

garden of Castle of Corbyn, insane and wounded, now by a boar. By God’s providence 

Launcelot has come back to her. At the start of this third and longer lasting encounter with 

Launcelot, with her father she will carry him before the Sankgreall where his mind and wounds 

are healed (650.1−7/Wfol.338v). Since Launcelot recovers from his unconsciousness only 

when removed from the vicinity of the Sankgreall, he never comprehends how privileged and 

chosen by God he is, to be guarded by the very persons who can choose those who will be 

healed by the power of the divine Grail. Later, on the quest of the Sankgreall, Launcelot never 

gets this close to the holy vessel, since by then his sins have grown heavier and he is no longer 

protected by Elayne and her father. But here, after regaining his strength, he needs to find a 

 

203 Queen Guenever in Le Morte Darthur has her own knights, as well as one champion who fights with 
her token in tournaments, or is demanded to defend her, like Launcelot is required to save the accused 
Queen Guenever from the fire (884.27−35/Wfol.457r; 885.1−25/Cxx.8). 
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place to live where no one will learn his true name, since he is banished from the vicinity of his 

beloved Guenever, “never abyde in my courte […] evermore thou come in my sight” 

(633.12−14/Cxi.8). Elayne is presented as one of the strong ladies who choose to live 

unmarried, as she does with Launcelot encircled by water on the “Joyous Ile” (652.25, 

29/Wfol.339r), which has been given them by her father, King Pelles (Malory, 2017, 651). 

Water plays an important part in Elayne of Corbyn’s common-law union with Launcelot: it 

separates them from the rest of the Arthurian community. Launcelot wants to hide himself in 

“the Castell of Blyante, that stood in an ilonde beclosed envyrowne with a fayre watir depe and 

layrge”, (652.10−11/Wfol.339v) and demands to conceal his identity from outsiders by being 

called “Le Shyvalere Mafete, the Knyght That Hath Trespast” (652.13/Wfol.339r).  

A castle in Celtic mythology provides delights, sensual indulgence, dazzling brightness, and a 

hospitable host to sponsor tournaments (Whitaker, 1976). Malory’s castles regulate social 

conduct with ritualistic codes, radiate authority, and are mostly associated with prowess, justice, 

and “worship” rather than love (Whitaker, 1976, pp. 74−75). A castle offers a rest for hiding 

and healing, just as the Castle of Corbyn with the Sankgreall becomes Launcelot’s hideaway, 

where he recuperates from his wounds and madness. At the Castell of Blyante he keeps his life 

with Elayne hidden from his beloved Queen Guenever and King Arthur’s court. Malory shows 

that  life with Launcelot is joyous to Elayne, her dream come true, despite Launcelot’s obsession 

to hide from his bygone life. She opens her heart to him:  

 I woll lyve and dye with you only for youre sake; and yf my lyff myght nat avayle you 

 and my dethe myght avayle you, wyte you well I wolde dye for your sake […] And where 

 ye be, my lorde Sir Launcelot, doute ye nat but I woll be wyth you, wyth all the servyse 

 that I may do (651.8−14/Cxii.5).  

Elayne has learned from her “lived experience” that she can enjoy her happiness for the 

moment. The predestination which enabled the abuse of a good knight has led to her happiness 

with the same knight. Her body was targeted by sorcery and prophecy before she grew into 

using it through her own will, thus finding sexual independence and satisfaction. 

Did Launcelot learn something from his tough experience in the wilderness? Did he grow in 

wisdom? Reunited with Elayne, he yields to her. Malory does not tell whether this is 

Launcelot’s way of reconciling his earlier, harsh behaviour towards Elayne, or, whether he sees 

himself on a stage where he is forced to play this role since Elayne has played hers by awaiting 

and refusing all other pursuers. Elayne has her reasons, such as a lost maidenhood and a 



120 

motherly responsibility for Galahad, but she also has shown love and passion to Launcelot. Is 

his atonement sincere? Most obviously not. Malory reminds that Launcelot “wolde onys every 

day loke towarde the realme of Logrys, where Kynge Arthure and Quene Gwenyvere was, and 

than wolde he falle uppon a wepyng as hys harte shulde to-braste” (652.17−20/Wfol.339r). 

Regarding this episode in Le Morte Darthur, it can be argued that Launcelot may only want to 

save his reputation for the time being. He deeply longs for his true love, Queen Guenever, but 

as a noble knight he hesitates to leave a damsel in distress. He does not love Elayne, for he 

refuses to marry her, and he awaits the right moment to leave. As well he declines to be called 

by his own name; he must prevent Queen Guenever from knowing about his disloyalty and 

unfaithfulness, since he is planning to win her back. Launcelot is neither wiser nor more mature 

after his madness-experience. He has only one goal, to be back with his forbidden love. The 

relationship between Queen Guenever and Launcelot is characterised by opposites: “courtly, 

yet shameful; sexual, yet carefully asexualised; secret, yet manifestly public knowledge,” 

according to Caughey (2011, p. 157). Malory guards Guenever and Launcelot’s privacy and 

shows their sexual contact only when it becomes unavoidable (852.21-23/Wfol.440v). 

As stated earlier, Launcelot has not truly found his place on the stage of the society of courtly 

love. He can never have a lady of his dreams − namely, the queen − but nor does he feel satisfied 

with the mother of his son. He is left in the state of a wandering soul who is excellent only in 

his prowess as a jousting knight. If he were freed from his commitment to the queen, and had 

Malory given him an opportunity in his storyworld to truly settle down he might have found 

peace with Elayne, enjoyed their parental life, and been satisfied with their son and his 

accomplishment with the Sankgreall.  

Elayne, on the other hand, has built her life by sedimenting the layers of her past experiences 

and learned to enjoy her happiness for the moment. Guided by God’s providence, she has grown 

in wisdom and is prepared to relinquish Launcelot as soon as Galahad is old enough to follow 

his father on a knightly path. After fulfilling her part, she has released herself from the 

oppression of the prophecy and led her life where she desired to go. Beauvoir’s (2009) 

metaphorical description of a waiting woman can be used when considering Elayne’s earlier 

life: “Woman is Sleeping Beauty […] Cinderella, Snow White, the one who receives and 

endures […] she is locked up in a tower, a palace, a garden, a cave, is chained to a rock, captive, 

put to sleep: she is waiting” (p. 316). Elayne’s prospective experiences may carry a sense of 

limitations as well as freedom from oppression, proving that “the body is a situation”, not a 
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destiny. In her current life, Elayne has stepped out from the periphery and enjoys about her 

independent power and its apparent domesticity. 

Later, when Galahad is already fifteen years of age (656.31/Wfol.341r) and ready to be 

knighted, Launcelot hears about a jousting near the Joyous Ile. He sends a word to all the knights 

that he is ready to joust with anyone who may come. In a great tournament Launcelot alone 

defeats all others. Two of King Arthur’s knights, Sir Ector de Maris and Sir Percivale, arrive to 

joust with Launcelot. After Launcelot has bested them and revealed his real name, they urge 

him to return to the king’s court, promising that no knight would ever be better welcomed than 

him. Launcelot could not be more eager to depart with them to Camelot. As Sklar (2001) 

describes: ”he (Launcelot) parts from Elayne, abandoning his common-law wife, healer, and 

long-time companion with not so much as a backward glance, and a singular lack of regret” (p. 

61). 

Malory makes Dame Elayne rejoice about the fact that her son Galahad can follow his father to 

be made a knight at the Pentecostal feast and pursue his career under King Arthur. Galahad is 

recognised and greeted in court by Queen Guenever as the son of Launcelot which implies her 

forgiveness for Launcelot’s odyssey in Elayne’s bed. She easily admits Galahad’s nobility and 

his highest Christian ancestry among all knights, referring to his father’s side,  

 for he ys of all partyes comyn of the beste knyghtes of the worlde and of the hyghest 

 lynage: for Sir Launcelot ys com but of the eyghth degré from Oure Lorde Jesu Cryst, 

 and thys Sir Galahad ys the nyneth degré frome Oure Lorde Jesu Cryst. Therefore I 

 dare sey they be the grettist jantillmen of the worlde (673.20−25/Cxiii.6). 

King Arthur expects Launcelot’s madness to have been caused by Elayne’s love.  

 I mervayle for what cause ye, Sir Launcelot, wente oute of youre mynde. For I and 

 many othir deme hyt was for the love of fayre Elayne, the doughtir of Kynge Pelles, by 

 whom ye ar noysed that ye have gotyn a chylde, and hys name ys Galahad. And men 

 sey that he shall do many mervaylouse thyngys (657.14−19/Cxii.9). 

Launcelot answers: “My lorde, yf I ded ony foly I have that I sought (657.20−21/Cxii.9).204  

 

 

204 MED s.v. ‘foli’: (a) foolish, ignorant; imprudent, unwise, ill-advised; foli largesse, foolish generosity, 
prodigality; (b) sinful; (c) lascivious, libidinous. 
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Mameli (2014) rightly asks whether “the knight’s observation that he reaped what he had sown 

[is] just a way of obtaining the queen’s forgiveness by admitting his own guilt or is he 

insinuating that the king is bound to suffer because of his own folly?” (pp. 189−190). Arthur 

misunderstands Launcelot’s madness by neglecting all the details of his folly. But all of 

Launcelot’s fellow knights know who drove him mad, the queen of course.  

Elayne is briefly mentioned in Le Morte Darthur only once more. During the quest Launcelot 

finds himself − wounded but then healed by the Sankgreall − in the Castle of Corbyn where 

King Pelles tells him about the death of his daughter. Hence Launcelot replies: ”Me forthynkith 

of the deth of youre doughter, for she was a full fayre lady, freyshe and yonge. And well I wote 

she bare the beste knyght that ys now on erthre, or that ever was syn God was borne.” 

(776.13−16/Wfol.402v). Launcelot’s memory of Elayne mainly focuses on her qualities as a 

young, beautiful woman. 205 He credits her as the mother of Galahad but seems to have forgotten 

her desirability and her love for himself as well as his own role in begetting Galahad. His 

memory places Elayne in the category where women typically are located in medieval romance 

genre, according to Crocker (2003) “as passive players who exert no decisive control in 

competitions that are supposed to take place only between men” (p. 183). 

 It is not a coincidence that Malory composes for Elayne of Corbyn a life predestined by God. 

She is the precious future guardian of the Sankgreall due to her paternal genealogy of Joseph 

of Arimathea. She is precious also due to her commitment to fulfil the prophecy of giving birth 

to the one and only knight who comes from the most Christian family of Christ and his disciple 

Joseph of Arimathea and who is chaste enough to achieve the Sankgreall, the highest Christian 

emblem in Le Morte Darthur. When this holy vessel is found and taken back to the Christian 

town of Sarras by his son, thus disappearing from his father’s castle, Elayne’s life has served 

its Chivalric Christian purpose, and she may pass away. 

 

 

205 Queste, 1923, 259. 
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7. ELAYNE LE BLANKE, THE FAYRE MAYDEN OF 
ASCOLAT     
 

“Therefore unto all ladyes I make my mone that for my soule ye pray and bury me at the leste, 

and offir ye my masse-peny: thys ys my laste requeste. And a clene maydyn I dyed, I take God 

to wytnesse. And pray for my soule, Sir Launcelot, as thou arte pereles” (829.23−27/Cxviii.20). 

 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

Although Malory’s story of the Fayre Mayden off Ascolat, Elayne le Blanke (806.17, 

20/Wfol.417v) differs remarkably from the previous narrative of Elayne of Corbyn, the reader 

finds certain similarities as well. Le Morte Darthur presents this Elayne as having strong 

emotions, a voice, and an inescapable end which embodies the meaning of pious Chivalric 

Christian religiousness of following the aspiration of dying well.206 Malory’s lines written for 

Elayne are a blueprint of a determined, desperate speech coloured by her intense feelings about 

the  predictable outcome of her narrative. Elayne’s story exemplifies a proud and resourceful 

maiden whose purity and body are overly protected by the social and cultural demands of the 

Middle Ages. Her narrative is dictated by Mariology and its pervasive demand of virginity 

reminding of the previous Elayne, who was presented in her first appearance as a chaste allegory 

of Virgin Mary. The cult of the Virgin, the concept of courtly love, and chivalry compose a 

frame around Elayne of Ascolat and guard her honour as a chaste maiden. In Malory’s 

storyworld she appears in three episodes where she is depicted as a Chivalric Christian daughter 

who in her passages confidently addresses God for witness, for mercy, and for blessings, and 

proclaims her belief that God has made her what she is. 

Malory seems to have chosen to treat Elayne of Ascolat more sympathetically than other, more 

influential women, such as Queen Guenever and King Arthur’s sisters, Morgawse or Morgan 

Le Fey. Next to Elayne of Corbyn, she constitutes another contrast against the capricious and 

 

206 Elayne of Ascolat is mentioned in Malory, 2017, on pages 806−807, 815−822, and 825−829. For 
more about ”good death” see, e.g., Beier, 1989. 
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importunate Queen Guenever. The brief, yet dramatic narrative of Elayne of Ascolat in Le 

Morte Darthur can be interpreted also as an opposite to those female characters whose 

voluntary actions strongly challenge religious and ethical rules of conduct (see, for example 

Queen Guenever’s adulterous relationship with Launcelot, as well as Morgawse’s voluntary 

adultery and incest with Arthur).   

Elayne of Ascolat appears for the first time in the 13th century in the Lancelot Grail Prose 

Lancelot as the Maiden of Escalot who dies of unrequited love for Launcelot (Lupack, 2007, p. 

108).207 A similar version is presented in the 13th century Italian short story of La Damigelle di 

Scalot. Malory’s Elayne is mostly based on the 14th˗century Stanzaic Morte Arthur, a 

compressed version of Prose Lancelot Vulgate Morte le roi Artu, there she is known as the 

daughter of Lord of Ascalot (Lupack, 2007, pp. 111−112.). Alfred Lord Tennyson was inspired 

by Elayne in the 19th century, and he, drawing from the Italian story, made her well-known as 

The Lady of Shalott in the poem written in 1833–1842, calling her Elayne of Astolat. Later, 

during 1856−1874 he wrote a series of Arthurian poems in a collection called Idylls of the King, 

one of which is the poem called Lancelot and Elayne. Both Malory, and Tennyson drawing 

from Malory, portray Elayne of Ascolat as a determined, yet miserable maiden who is 

tormenting a noble knight, Launcelot, to achieve her goal of solace with a man chosen by 

herself, not her father. T. H. White in his novel The Once and the Future King (1958), combines 

Malory’s two Elaynes, Elayne of Corbyn and Elayne of Ascolat, into one portraying her both 

as the mother of Galahad and as having a tragic end. 

Contemporary scholarship has found Elayne of Ascolat more interesting than her namesake in 

Le Morte Darthur, Elayne of Corbyn. She is seen by Noble (2001) as a regrettable figure, a 

woman who perishes for love when Launcelot declines her marriage proposal, or as a caricature 

of the compliant woman “who kills herself when rebuffed by the man to whom she hopes to 

subjugate herself” (p. 45). Knepper (2001) considers her as a “bad girl” who will love a man to 

death (p. 229). Larrington (2017) writes about Elayne of Ascolat as an example of Arthurian 

femininity who “acts on her own recognizance, her father and brothers astonished bystanders 

in the drama she creates” (p. 266). Elayne’s emotions are studied by Holbrook (2007) who calls 

Malory’s story of Elayne of Ascolat one of the most appealing representations of female 

emotionality and appreciates Malory’s engaging portrayal of Elayne’s emotions from wordless 

shrieks to uttered complaints filled with feelings to a formal letter of resentment. According to 

 

207 See Appendix 2. 
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Cherewatuk (2006), Malory facilitates Elayne’s eligibility to be Launcelot’s spouse when 

depicting her father as belonging to nobility, thus “removes social class as an obstacle to 

Launcelot marrying Sir Barnarde’s daughter” (p. 62). 

Hildebrandt (2018) depicts Elayne as a “disobedient daughter, willing to offer herself as lover 

to a man who will not marry her, subverting the whole patriarchal system of women given in 

exchange between men”. Houswitchka (2015) sees Elayne becoming victimised by Launcelot’s 

stern chivalric principles, by assuming an opposite position which breaks Launcelot’s 

perception of being perfect in his love for Queen Guenever, and argues that Elayne of Ascolat 

does not institute a determinate femininity, but rather “in sacrificing herself stabilizes 

Launcelot’s precarious masculinity for a little longer” (p. 76, footnote 2). Reynolds (2006) reads 

Elayne’s death speech in relation to the Ars Moriendi, as reflecting “late-medieval concerns 

about afterlife and the judgement that all humans must face after death” (p. 35).   

It is easy to agree with the above notions of Arthurian scholarship that Elayne of Ascolat is a 

tragic figure who sacrifices herself for nothing, that is, for her own choice of a man who will 

not marry her. However, during her short narrative she grows, despite her marginality, into one 

of the independent maidens in Le Morte Darthur who decides for herself what she wants.  When 

abandoned, death is her only way out.  She increases in discipline and  obedience to her father 

where conventional Chivalric Christianity demands dutifulness. Her short life would be an 

exemplary precondition for a good death, had she not fallen in love with a man not chosen by 

her father. As one of the motherless daughters in Malory’s narrative, she is fully unequipped 

for her destiny. It can be argued that she is not victimised by Launcelot, but by the chivalric 

community which does not recognise or protect a maiden, despite her discontent and actions 

against its rules. 

Elayne of Ascolat remains a minor character in Malory’s chivalric, male-dominated storyworld 

and as an “Other” with respect to her male environment. She lives in her world with a passive 

acceptance of the roles assigned to her by the society. A chivalric community, based on 

masculine prowess and dominance, “profits” in many ways from the otherness of a woman 

(Beauvoir, 2009, p. 14). A woman is physically weaker and predisposed to be subjected and 

protected as the Code of Chivalry expects and guides knights to do. Women in Malory’s 

storyworld, however, do not regularly act as “damsels in distress” to be rescued or patronised, 

with Elayne of Ascolat being an example of this.  
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As either a virtue or a commodity, virginity is an overarching Christian demand and theme in 

Elayne of Ascolat’s narrative. During Malory’s time virginity was a valuable asset to a maiden 

and much more controlled than the sexual behaviour of a man. A chaste aristocratic maiden 

was not allowed to be left alone with a man, and her speech and conduct were guarded by her 

female servant or lady-in-waiting. Elayne of Ascolat’s father watches his daughter to ensure 

that she does not take Gawayn to her chamber and he requires a proper reason for her ride to 

heal wounded Launcelot, as discussed below. In Le Morte Darthur, chastity is strongly 

demanded from those who participate in the quest to pursue the Sankgreall. This applies to men 

as well as women. Those who challenge the demand of chastity are not worthy to find the 

Sankgreall. 

Virginity was a Christian virtue required from a marriageable noble maiden who was to be wed 

as a token of an exchange whose purpose was to secure an alliance and support, often of military 

type, between her father and future husband. Her chastity and virginity ensured that a boy child 

born in the marriage was her husband’s heir. Since it was crucial to ensure that a child born to 

a marriage was a legitimate heir − a boy child who would inherit his father’s property, since 

daughters seldom inherited anything − the wife had to be a virgin. Thus, virginity was highly 

valued. The economic and spiritual values of virginity were combined: it was evident that any 

woman was demanded to defend her virginity and the status attached to it. Myths of virginity 

and sexual purity are historically rooted in defined paternity and solidified in male ownership.   

As Charles-Edwards (2009) indicates in medieval Britain a girl was expected first to be 

betrothed to a man and later given to him, probably at marriage feast. In early English and in 

later Welsh law, it was normally a part of the contract made at the betrothal that the girl was a 

virgin. The English “morning-gift” − “a gift of money or land, or both“, (Riedinger, 1994, p. 3) 

– which the husband gave to his newly-wed wife the morning after the consummation of their 

union was an exchange for the gift of her virginity (Duby, 1988, 14). The sexual status of a 

medieval aristocratic woman was very much a public matter because of her virginity, which was 

hardly owned by herself but rather by her father or her husband (Phillips, 2003, pp.146−147). 

An effort of dying well, another major theme in Elayne of Ascolat’s narrative, following the 

demands of a good death, was at the centre of medieval aspirations. Adults died for various 

reasons, such as malnutrition, famine, and the constant threat of war, while children often died 

as infants. Diseases like the plague, tuberculosis, sweating sickness, and other contagious 

infections did not have a medicinal cure (Dyer, 1997). Therefore, beliefs about death and 

afterlife shaped the attitudes of life. Christianity prepared people to live by taking responsibility 
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for their own actions in their life in a way which would grant them a good death. The concept 

of salvation in the Christian worldview was grounded in individual virtue and the belief that 

“sins would be punished and good deeds – or at least faith – rewarded” (Korpiola and Lahtinen, 

2015, p. 1). The soul was doomed either to hell or to wait in purgatory before being admitted 

to heaven, based on how the individual lived their life.  

The Council of Constance (1414–1418) ordered production of a book that would advise people 

on how to die well. The longer of two original versions was the Tractatus Artis bene Moriendi. 

Malory reveals the Ars Moriendi as a medieval guide of a good death in the scenes of the deaths 

and funerals of his characters illustrating the requirements of the soul that it die well. The 

necessity of repentance as well as the power of intercession would reward penitents with a 

future celestial paradise and the resurrection. Religious deathbed rituals and a mass-penny paid 

at funerals ensured a good death and after-life.208 The approach to a “good death” is exemplified 

by Elayne of Ascolat in her narrative (Reynolds, 2006). In addition to Elayne of Ascolat’s 

example, Malory utilises the concept of “dying well” also in the tale of the Sankgreall where 

Sir Galahad, the only knight sufficiently worthy to achieve the divine target of the quest, is the 

best witness of a “good death” in Le Morte Darthur. He is called to Heaven by his Creator and 

carried there by His angels – the noblest death ever.    

The intention is to focus on Elayne of Ascolat through several approaches. Malory’s drama 

reflects her personal routines, rituals, and conventions of everyday life, seasoned by hopes, 

aspirations, and failures. First, how does she manage, as an affectionate, emotional, network 

building “Other”, to negotiate her marginal existence as an eternal virgin and define how she 

will be remembered? Second, what alternatives does she have to make the best out of the 

expected performance, despite of her predefined role as an “Other” which diminishes and 

restricts her opportunities? Third, is Elayne of Ascolat a victim of the perceptions and attitudes 

of patriarchal hierarchy against women in general, or in Elayne’s story specifically against 

unwed maidens – protecting their purity, hindering their sexuality, and marginalising them on 

the fringes of power? Finally, her narrative closes with an expected tragedy, however her 

embodiment of Chivalric Christianity guarantees a good end to her.  

 

208 New Catholic Dictionary, s.v. ‘mass-penny’: “An Anglo-Saxon term signifying a money offering 
of uncertain value commonly made, at the Offertory of the Mass all over Western Church from the 
12th to the 15th century”. (CatholicSaints.Info. 19 August 2010. Retrieved 30 October 2021). 
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Elayne’s acts in Malory’s storyworld can also be examined through the phases of a young 

woman who is preparing herself towards a “good death”. The Chivalric Christian purpose of 

her life can be seen as making herself ready for the afterlife by living in a pious, obedient, 

dutiful way: by praying and keeping God in mind in everyday chores, performing good deeds, 

and avoiding sin. Elayne, like most of Malory’s characters regularly praises and calls for God: 

“Now blyssed be God” (815.13/Cxviii.13), “I promyse God” (815.22/Cxviii.13), “God wolde 

that I were hys love” (816.11−12/Wfol.422v). The passage cited below the title of this chapter, 

“I take God to wytnesse” (829.25−26/Cxviii.20) illustrates well her inclination towards God’s 

help and providence. Her good afterlife will be guaranteed also with a mass-penny offered by 

Launcelot. 

The approach of this work proposes to combine the above perspectives in order to explore 

Elayne’s tragic story through three acts: first, as a virgin and daughter, second, as a young 

woman adamant to sacrifice herself due to unrequited love, and third, as a pure maiden 

preparing to die by defining how she will be remembered by means of a powerful post-script.  

 

7.2 MARGINALISED MAIDEN AND PURE VIRGIN 

 

Le Morte Darthur introduces Elayne of Ascolat as the only daughter of Sir Barnard Ascolat, 

and she is called the “Fayre Maydyn of Ascolat”. As a baron’s daughter she is raised to marry 

into chivalric nobility, hence her Christian piety and virginity increases her value to the 

imminent nuptial bed. Elayne − doing the everyday chores assigned to her, tending her family 

relations, serving her Creator − is acting within the boundaries of her family lineage which 

engenders her purity, chastity, and Chivalric Christian worldview.  

Christian faith and devotion were respected assets of a marriageable daughter in the time of Le 

Morte Darthur. Malory could have also attributed other favourable characteristics of a medieval 

daughter such as “chastity, purity, delicacy, and beauty of body, modesty, humility and 

openness of manners, freshness, incorruption, and lack of ’feminine passions’” (Phillips, 2003, 

p. 7) as presented by the clerical, masculine perspective of a thirteenth century Franciscan friar, 

Bartholomeus Anglicus. As Phillips (2003) elaborates further, “medieval maidens, both abstract 

figures and as real girls, were subject to both protection and display, anxiety, and apprehension“ 

(p. 7), so are maidens in Malory’s storyworld.  
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In the first scene, Elayne of Ascolat inhabits the isolated world of her father’s house, surrounded 

by her family – a stern father and two knightly brothers, Sir Lavayne and Sir Tirry. Malory does 

not mention her mother: Elayne’s closest family members are all males. Her father, a chivalric 

baron, is distant and occupied by his affairs. He has a paternal obligation to provide affection 

and care, but also to command respect, obedience, and chastity (see e.g. Bergqvist, 2017). He 

is dedicated to guard his daughter’s maidenhood and is adamant not to let her be alone with any 

man but has he neither time nor motivation to broaden her perspective of the world. Her two 

brothers are bound to act with filial obedience by respecting and obeying the chivalric rules and 

expectations of their father.  

Elayne’s short life as an amenable daughter to her strict father is marked by both self-sacrifice 

and oppression from which she cannot escape. She is a victim of the patriarchal society which 

hinders her aspirations to live her own life and locates her on the margins of her own power.  

Beauvoir’s (2009) claim regarding the marginalization of women, ”Her wings are cut and then 

she is blamed for not knowing how to fly” (p. 660) fits well with Elayne of Ascolat’s lack of 

opportunity to utilise her full capacity and build a life of her own.  Elayne grows up with her 

female servants, her only “female tutors” (Linton, 2017, p. 216)209 and learns from them 

everything that a daughter of a baron should expect in her adult life, including betrothal, 

marriage, motherhood, and performance as a lady-of-a-manor in the storyworld of Le Morte 

Darthur. In her masculine environment no one provides her with skills needed in a chivalric 

world, such as sensitive boldness and authority over her own life.  

Historically in patriarchal societies throughout time a woman has been forced to accept the 

status of an “Other” with respect to men. The same applies in Malory’s literary realm. Posited 

as an “Other” a woman is doomed to her innate perspectives since her existence “will be forever 

transcended by another essential and sovereign consciousness” (Beauvoir, 2009, p. 17).  

Malory affords to Elayne of Ascolat, as a minor character, neither potential nor room to escape 

her minority and rise into a more prominent figure during her short life. Her predestined role as 

an “Other” diminishes and restricts her opportunities and living in an immanently marginalised 

reality offers scarce alternatives to her. 

 

209 Linton refers to Morgan Le Fey, but this applies applies well to Elayne of Ascolat. 
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When exploring Elayne’s narrative, it is relevant to consider how a woman can find 

independence when she is forced to reside in otherness, how her freedom is limited and how 

she can overcome those limitations, what paths are open to her, and which ones lead to dead 

ends (Beauvoir, 2009, p. 17). Young women in Le Morte Darthur, especially the two Elaynes 

analysed in this study, are depicted living in a motherless, masculine, and chivalric 

environment. The reader can easily understand their forced necessity to accept passive 

obedience and a predestined future, a locus of otherness with no will or choice of their own. 

This otherness dooms Elayne of Ascolat to be undermined by the authoritative perception of 

her father and the omnipotent chivalric masculinity. Armstrong (1999) discusses the 

performativity of gender in Malory’s text, noting that “gender is both constructive and 

destructive, a centripetal and a centrifugal force” (p. 20), women as subjugated others offer an 

antithesis that enables Malory’s male characters to solidify their normative homosocial roles in 

King Arthur’s court. 

Elayne is born into this family, and thus she has neither any need nor intention to break the 

family rules or remake them into her own. Malory does not depict her as having any friends or 

other close relations. Thus, her family is her universe, worth building and defending. That is all 

she has, so far. Without her family Elayne would be lost in her own small world. It is clear 

however, that the all-male authority is very restrictive and destructive for her sensual and sexual 

development. She has no convincing female authority to guide her through her maidenhood in 

the masculine world where the most required asset of a maiden is her virginity prior to imminent 

marriage, the first option for a medieval aristocratic woman.  

She is totally unprepared for her feelings of feminine passion towards the man who is about to 

step into her domain. When she later, not too far from now, reflects on these moments in her 

life and seeks for a good death, she might regard her carefree, oblivious attitude towards her 

near future as a sin for which she would have to atone. 

 

7.3 UNREQUITED LOVE TO LAUNCELOT 

 

The second scene of Elayne’s life unfolds when Sir Barnard of Ascolat offers lodging to Sir 

Launcelot, whose identity is unknown to Sir Barnard, on the eve of a grand jousting-tournament 

in Camelot, arranged by King Arthur on Our Lady Day of the Assumption. Launcelot aims to 
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partake in a tournament, this time fighting incognito against King Arthur and his fellowship. 

Therefore, he asks Sir Barnard to lend him a shield, that will not be recognized by his opponents. 

While Launcelot is lodging at Elayne’s home, she quickly becomes very amorous with him: 

“she keste such a love unto Sir Launcelot that she cowde never withdraw hir love […] she was 

so hote in love” (806.18−19, 21/Wfol.417v) and requests him to wear her token in his helmet 

during jousting, “a rede sleve of myne, of scarlet, well embrowdred with grete perelles” 

(806.32−33/Wfol.417v). She is not aware of Launcelot’s identity. Launcelot finds himself 

feeling rather uneasy, since Queen Guenever should not see him jousting with a secret token, 

since he never has accepted to wear any other lady’s token but hers. Nonetheless, he is eager to 

test the destiny and the threat of falling once again under Queen Guenever’s impulsive anger, 

since he learned from the earlier episode of Elayne of Corbyn that the queen will in due course 

relent to him.  The shield of Elayne’s brother lent by Elayne’s father serves as a disguise against 

the queen as well. Malory makes Launcelot convince Elayne about his motives to fulfil her 

wish only because she seems to love him – thus giving a very misleading sign about his 

emotions for her. In this scene Elayne exposes her affection and “hote love” (806.21/Wfol. 

417v) to Launcelot and is not shying away from the publicity of her token being worn on 

Launcelot’s helmet. 

Elayne’s brother, Lavayne, rides to the jousting with Launcelot as his squire, since “he ys of 

hys ayge stronge and wyght” (806.7/Wfol.417v). His father rejoices about the progress of his 

son’s knightly career. 

Malory inevitably describes Elayne as a marginalised figure, as an “Other” who should stay 

outside of the masculine world of knights and tournaments, a world where a man’s loyalty is 

first “to his (male) God, his (male) king, and his fellow knights” − not to a female (Noble, 2001, 

p. 46) Elayne of Ascolat exemplifies such a person. She lives among her all-male family, 

neglected, unrecognised, timid in her own world. In Elayne’s social sphere, she would have 

needed guidance and advice, not to focus all her affection on the first man she meets, a danger 

as an outsider. Launcelot is glorified in Elayne’s mind already before he enters her home.   

Elayne’s solitude is food for thoughts of love and desire, and when she lays her eyes on 

Launcelot, she undisputedly believes him to be her destined one. Falling for and desiring a man 

not chosen by her father definitely marks another sin for her later reflections on the afterlife and 

confessions in the hope of a good death.  

In the tournament, Launcelot wins most of the jousts but receives a severe injury and vanishes 

from the tournament field to find a healer. While invulnerability and easy power may be 
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aspirations for individual knights, tempting them into jousts and battles, these daydreams do 

not reflect the more realistic ideals of manhood expressed in Le Morte Darthur.  

Elayne learns about Launcelot’s identity from Sir Gawayn who is sent by King Arthur to seek  

the winning knight and accidentally lodges also at Sir Barnard’s house. There Gawayn tells 

about the red sleeve-tokened helmet of the victorious knight, evoking Elayne to say: “Now 

Blyssed be God […], that that knyght sped so welle! For he ys the man in the worlde that I firste 

loved, and truly he shall be the laste that ever I shall love” (815.13−16/Cxviii.13). She asks 

Gawayn to come with her and see the shield of the winner knight in her chamber. Her father, 

quick to guard his daughter’s maidenhood, orders that the shield instead be brought to her 

(816.1−2/Wfol.422v). Recognising the shield belonging to Launcelot, Gawayn reveals his 

identity and talks about his wounds. Elayne demands her father’s permission to ride and seek 

him: “Now, fayre fadir […] I requyre you gyff me leve to ryde and seke hym, other ellis I wote 

well I shall go oute of my mynde. For I shall never stynte tyll I fynde hym” (817.6−8/Cxviii.14). 

Sir Barnard also repents the fate of the noble knight and allows her leave, more for the knight’s 

sake, as it seems, than for Elayne’s peace of mind. Strange here is the flexibility of Elayne’s 

father, as his empathy for Launcelot surpasses his guardianship of his virgin daughter’s 

reputation. He is partly culpable of Elayne’s approaching tragedy. 

Elayne finds Launcelot laying so ill and pale in his bed that she cannot speak − but faints. She 

remains like this a long while and when recovering, she shrieks and says: ”My lorde, Sir 

Launcelot! Alas, whyghe lye ye in thys plyte?” (819.11−12/Cxviii.15). She faints again. 

Launcelot asks Lavayne to lift her and bring her to him. Then he kisses her − another wrong 

sign to Elayne of his non-existent love for her. Launcelot’s main concern at this moment is not 

Elayne’s misunderstanding but the fact that he cannot hide anymore. 

According to Hodges (2009), wounds received in battle or jousting sometimes contribute to 

interactions such as a “knights-errant bond with their healers” or that they “return to their 

companions and courts for healing” (p. 14). The wounds are a compulsory ingredient of the 

chivalric ideal of masculinity. Here Launcelot is portrayed as a knight-errant who chooses both 

options from Hodges, first bonds with his healer, and then returning to court. 

Elayne of Ascolat is one of the few ladies whom Malory permits a privilege of emotions. 

Malory is a narrator, not a master illustrator of feelings. Shrieks and fainting as results of the 

emotional moment of seeing Launcelot sick and pale show a convincing proof of Elayne’s 
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feelings. Holbrook (2007) explains Elayne’s shriek as indicating her sorrow for a wounded man 

she loves quickly changing to a broken heart with the dawn of his rejection.  

Elayne never leaves Launcelot’s side. Day and night, she faithfully stays by his bed and attends 

him so well that “there was never woman dyd never more kyndlyer for man” 

(819.31−32/Cxviii.15). For Elayne these days are obviously the best of her life, nursing the man 

she loves by executing her Chivalric Christian duty of helping those in need. She utilises her 

feminine sensibility and instinctively complies with compassionate caring. Launcelot repents, 

mainly since his name is now revealed, and his beloved Queen Guenever will certainly hear 

about it. He needs to apply the rules laid upon him by Queen Guenever. 

Elayne can be assumed to do all in her power to keep her moral standards high, regardless of 

her gender. Following McKinnon’s (1983) argument of power in gender hierarchy, Elayne’s 

attempt to gain power “presupposes her more fundamental powerlessness” (p. 655). Her 

subordination to Launcelot is irrelevant and pointless since Launcelot is not going to yield to 

her agenda, instead he seeks escape, to the exclusion of Elayne and for reconciliation with his 

one-and-only beloved Queen Guenever. McKinnon’s (1983) note that “desirability to men is 

commonly supposed to be women’s form of power” (p. 655) corresponds well with the situation 

between Elayne and Launcelot. Elayne offers all she has and tests her desirability, but Launcelot 

rejects her and shows his male-associated values and standards. Elayne is discriminated against 

and feels it.  

“One is not born, but rather becomes a woman” becomes relevant in this short phase of Elayne 

‘s narrative. Becoming a woman by purposive and appropriative set of acts, the gradual 

acquisition of a skill, proposes that sexual relations are a relevant precursor for becoming a 

woman. However, nothing intimate happens between Elayne and Launcelot. She remains, in 

Launcelot’s later words “a clene mayden for me, bothe for dede and wylle” 

(826.31−32/Wfol.427v). She claims herself to have become a woman, since her love for him 

comes from God, “all maner of good love commyth of God […] I loved never none but hym, 

nor never shall, of erthely creature; and a clene maydyn I am for hym and for all othir” 

(827.23−27/Cxviii.19) and as a pure maiden, she anticipates her immaculate and true feelings 

for Launcelot to mean the same as sexual fulfilment. For Elayne’s unexperienced mind and 

body, this signifies a consummation of their love.  

The burden of Elayne’s sins increases day by day. Her belief in God and her innocence in love 

do not save her from the fact that she is exploiting Launcelot who according to the Code of 
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Chivalry recognises and values her feminine care, but never intends to − nor could − yield to 

her. Elayne, with her scarce experience, does not acknowledge the strict rules of courtly and 

adulterous love placed upon Launcelot by his beloved queen. She will have a lot to confess to 

her “gostly fadir” (827.19/Cxviii.19). 

Launcelot sends for Sir Bors to discover Queen Guenever’s feelings and words about his 

indiscretion. The news is discouraging. The queen is furious with Launcelot, calling him a 

traitor because of his sleeve-bearing and the great love rumoured between him and the Fayre 

Maydyn of Ascolat. When Bors inquires about Launcelot’s emotions for Elayne, he responds 

evasively that he cannot turn her Elayne away because she has taken such a good care of him. 

Bors considers Elayne “a passyng fayre damesell, and well besayne and well taught” 

(821.21−22/Cxviii.16), and by her diligence she entirely seems to love Launcelot. Le Morte 

Darthur describes how they spend “nyghe a moneth togydirs” (822.5/Wfol.425v), and Elayne 

nurses Launcelot night and day. In this scene Malory turns Elayne’s character from a minor, 

timid, obedient daughter into a kind, caring nurse who attends to her man with unending 

devotion. She plays the role of a decisive healer, strong enough to break the rules of her 

pedigree, and to design her own future − or at least to attempt that. However, the outcome of 

her plans does not meet her wishes, and as a minor character she cannot escape her otherness.  

With Launcelot totally healed, Elayne determinately arranges her greatest performance ever. 

Elayne anticipates that Launcelot will leave her behind if she does not act quickly. With 

gathered self-confidence and trust in her feelings towards him, it is time to tear down the 

barriers, set by her father, and announce her plan. Since acceptance and obedience are important 

to Elayne as a Chivalric Christian daughter, it is crucial for her to consider her family’s feelings.  

Her dutifulness is earlier displayed by Malory in passages where asking for her father’s 

permission is necessary for her deeds (816.1−2/Wfol.422v; 817.6−9/Cxviii.14).  

When Launcelot is leaving, Elayne obediently invites her father and brothers to witness her 

marriage proposal to him. She knows what she wants, but she needs to have the patriarchal 

permission to proceed with her actions. Elayne’s public marriage proposal to Launcelot reflects 

her naivety and ignorance of social conduct and her place in the world. Elayne clearly 

recognises the boundaries set by the patriarchal hierarchy and advances to cross them. Yet she 

achieves nothing but misery. She is only a maiden, an “Other” who should yield to her father’s 

authority and not try to cling to her own agenda. 
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 “My lorde Sir Launcelot, now I se ye woll departe frome me. Now, fayre knyght and curtayse 

knight […] have mercy uppon me, and suffir me nat to dye for youre love” 

(825.25−28/Cxviii.18). Launcelot is confused about what this means. “Sir, I wolde have you to 

my husbande” (825.30/Cxviii.18). He thanks but refuses, for he can never be a wedded man. 

His honour is at stake, since his love is dedicated only to Queen Guenever. According to 

Whetter (2017), “the most obvious facet of Launcelot’s character throughout Le Morte Darthur 

is how absolutely stable he is in his love and chivalric motivation” (p. 131). 

Elayne provokes him, demanding “Than, fayre knight[…] woll ye be my paramour?” 

(825.33/Cxviii.18). This is nearly an insult to Launcelot. He could not accept the offer and 

reward Elayne’s father and brother for their great goodness by making Elayne his unwed lover. 

This episode illustrates Launcelot in a situation where he need not hide from anyone, like in his 

encounter with Elayne of Corbyn, who by loving Launcelot offered him a hide-away from the 

humiliation caused by his madness. Galahad, their shared son, provided another excuse for 

Launcelot, even though paternal duty was far from Launcelot’s mind. He cared only about his 

own reputation then. Here, however Launcelot is primarily concerned with his own reputation 

as a knight: he never seeks to offend or insult his noble peers. To soften his refusal he offers, 

as a token of his gratitude for her healing him, to pay a yearly sum of thousand pounds in case 

Elayne will set her heart upon a good knight.  Elayne is not going to settle for this.  “Sir, of all 

thys […] I woll none, but for yff ye woll wedde me, other to be my paramour at the leste, wyte 

you well, Sir Launcelot, my good days are done” (826.12−14/Vfol.427v). Her final words are 

conclusive: “Alas than […] I muste dye for youre love” (826.1/Wfol.427v). She mirrors Virgil’s 

Dido. If she cannot have the man she loves, there is no more left than death. 210 She is asking 

for mercy. She is putting her own life at stake – it is either Launcelot or death – yet her threat 

achieves nothing. All her pleas are useless and vain. She is obsessed with the thought of 

marrying Launcelot, and when that hope is lost her life becomes futile and worthless. 

Launcelot is not willing or able to give in to Elayne’s wish, causing Elayne to shriek shrilly and 

fall down in a faint. Although Malory has allowed Elayne, in comparison to other women, to 

show her emotion by shrieking several times in her story, he does not elaborate further on 

Elayne’s last emotional burst. Her all-male family cannot alleviate her pain, and have no 

 

210 Virgil, Aeneid IV, p. 38.663−665. 
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emotional capacity to console her. Her ladies carry her to her chamber, where she wallows in 

great sorrow. Her misery is her own; she is left without any empathy or pity.  

The lack of response by Elayne’s family and Launcelot to her emotions, can be seen in a wider 

cultural context. Self-restraint has roots in classical antiquity, being related to teachings in 

peripatetic schools to moderate and control emotions.211 Also, as Korpiola and Lahtinen (2015) 

point out, during the High Middle Ages “the uncontrollable demonstrations and outbursts of 

grief that had been associated with the epic masculine laments of knightly culture were 

increasingly perceived as unmanly expressions of feminine passion and thus unsuitable for 

men” (p. 4). This cultural idea also included emotional norms and attitudes shaped by the rise 

of self-restraint and courtliness (Bergqvist, 2017). Launcelot has an excellent escape route here, 

since the ideal behaviour is exclusively attributed to the highest orders of society. The 

obligation to respect virtues were the same for the king and his nobility and knights. By openly 

portraying her grief rather than restraining herself, Elayne’s emotions can be seen as an 

immature lack of reason and self-restraint, not as a means of manipulation and a trial of female 

power over men (Loden, 2017). She could perhaps have reached her goal with any other knight 

than Launcelot, committed elsewhere.  

In this scene, Elayne of Ascolat performs as a victim of the perceptions and attitudes of 

patriarchal hierarchy against medieval women in general. In Elayne’s story, this is specifically 

against unwed maidens, whose purity has to be protected and whose budding sexuality has to 

be constrained. Elayne is truly discarded on the perimeter of power in Malory’s storyworld. 

Before departing, Launcelot seeks pardon from Sir Barnard Ascolat by confessing that he never 

urged her to love him:  

 As for me […] I dare do all that a knyght sholde do, and sey that she ys a clene mayden 

 for me, bothe for dede and wylle. For I am ryght hevy of hir distresse, for she ys a full 

 fayre mayden, goode and jentill and well itaught (826.30−33/Wfol.427v).  

Elayne’s father is devastated that her daughter is about to die for Launcelot’s sake. He has lost 

a marriageable daughter – as well as the alliance which her future husband would have brought.  

 

211 The Peripatetic school was a school of philosophy in Ancient Greece. Its teachings derived from its 
founder, Aristotle (384−322 BCE), and “peripatetic” is an adjective ascribed to his followers. 
The school dates from around 335 BCE when Aristotle began teaching in the Lyceum. See, e.g., 
Knuuttila, 2004, p. 47.  
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This tragedy in Malory’s masculine storyworld is unavoidable since his male characters present 

in Elayne’s life are not at all attentive about her well-being. Malory is not concerned about his 

female characters. Elayne is hardly to be recognised. On the contrary, Lavayne who understands 

his sister’s obsessed love for Launcelot, since he himself could “never departe frome hym, 

nother nought I woll” (827.1−2/Cxviii.19), joins Launcelot to advance on his knightly path. His 

father rejoices about his son’s success. The daughter’s irrelevance is obvious.  The fulfilment 

of emotions is particularly gender-dependant in this scene. Lavayne can focus his desire on 

Launcelot through the homosocial chivalric knighthood. Elayne, wanting “to be either 

Launcelot’s wife or lover, cannot” (Lynch, 2019, p. 187). Malory’s insensitivity towards 

women’s feelings is evident here as well. 

If tormenting a knight by her unrequited love is considered a sin, it is the last one of Elayne’s 

outnumbered deeds to confess before her dark fate is fulfilled. 

 

7.4 A LETTER IN HER HAND AND A GOOD DEATH 

 

Immanent sorrow marks the beginning of the third and last episode in Elayne of Ascolat’s brief 

and useless life. She mourns, does not sleep or eat, drinks nothing, and only complains about 

Launcelot. After ten days of enduring torment while starving herself, she wants to have a “good 

death” by confessing her several sins and convincing her Creator about her purity in love for 

the only man she ever fervently cherished; she is still complaining about him. The preconditions 

for dying well are followed explicitly, confession of one’s sins, penitence and making amends 

are part of the contrition process and prerequisites of a good death. As Korpiola and Lahtinen 

(2015) suggest, a person “facing death was anticipated to speak the absolute truth as otherwise 

his soul risked eternal damnation” (p. 15).  

Elayne’s “death speech” is a private and emotional address to her priest on the dawn of her 

death. This is the second strong speech written for her by Malory. Chivalric Christian devotion 

is explicitly declared in her speech, where she calls God to witness her earthly love, which 

comes from Him. The priest demands her to leave her complaints against Launcelot.  She 

responds:  

 Why sholde I leve such thoughtes? Am I nat an erthely woman? And all the whyle the 

 brethe ys in my body I may complayne me, for my belyve ys that I do none offence, 



138 

 though I love an erthely man, onto God, for He fourmed me thereto, and all maner of 

 good love commyth of God. And othir than good love loved I never Sir Launcelot du 

 Lake. And I take God to recorde, I loved never none but hym, nor never shall, of erthely 

 creature; and a clene maydyn I am for hym and for all other (827.20−27/Cxviii.19).  

She is an earthly woman, in love with an earthly man; both are committed to God. The earthly 

love created by Him thus represents moral purity. Elayne cannot, due to her physical 

immaculateness, accept her love for Launcelot as wrong.  

Malory consistently presents Elayne of Ascolat “with sympathy”, and Elayne’s right to 

spiritedly voice her feelings of pure love for Launcelot glorifies her as a simple and honest 

maiden (Wyatt 2016, p. 135.) Elayne exhibits especially in this scene the courage to withdraw 

from the patriarchal subjugation and undervaluation of female emotions. Her power to express 

her own feelings show that Malory, despite his earlier harsh treatment and negligence of her 

sorrow and despair in the “marriage proposal” scene, now offers more empathy to Elayne as 

she deals with her sins.  

Elayne continues her “death speech” with prayers for mercy and appeals that her suffering 

would atone for her sins, 

  And sitthyn hit ys the sufferaunce of God that I shall dye for the love of so noble a 

 knyght, I beseche The, Hyghe Fadir of Hevyn, have mercy uppon my soule and uppon 

 myne unnumerable paynys, that that I suffer may be alygeaunce of parte of my synnes. 

 827.27−31/Cxviii.19) For, swete Lorde Jesu[…], I take God to recorde I was never to 

 The grete offenser nother ayenste Thy lawis, but that I loved thys noble knyght Sir 

 Launcelot oute of mesure. (827.32−34/ Cxviii.19) And of myself, Good Lorde, I had no 

  might to withstonde the fervent love wherefore I have my deth (828.1−2/Wfol.428v).  

Elayne’s “oute of mesure” love for Launcelot compensates for her fervent quest to capture him 

either in marriage or an unwedded love relationship. Elayne’s words sound guileless on the 

surface, but they carry a more profound connotation. Reynold’s (2006)  suggestion that “Malory 

is subtly attaching censure to the maid’s love for Launcelot through her incorrect answers” (p. 

35) is controversial, since Malory’s attempt to present Elayne of Astolat consistently with 

sympathy is recognised by contemporary scholarship (see e.g. Wyatt, 2016, p. 125). Loving 

Launcelot “oute of mesure” is a manifestation of Elayne’s sin, and a medieval reader of Malory, 

knowing the Ars Moriendi, may have understood that Elayne’s sin was not her love to 

Launcelot, but putting her love for  an earthly man above her love for her God (Reynolds, 2006). 
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Malory implies that Elayne’s “oute of mesure” indicates two opposites − first, her innocence 

and purity, not having encountered similar situations before, and second, her need to justify her 

demeanour and be absolved by her priest.  

The priest demands her to abandon such thoughts. She does not want to forget Launcelot, whom  

according to her words, she loved purely; he was her only love. She prays for the “Good Lorde” 

(828.1/Wfol.428v) to record her as no offender − but a follower of His law, since she dies as “a 

clene mayden” (826.31/Wfol.427v).  

As Reynolds (2006) indicates, although the “death speech” of Elayne can be seen as “a defence 

for her love to Launcelot, it also reflects the late-medieval concerns about the afterlife and the 

judgement that all humans must face after death” (p. 35). Korpiola and Lahtinen (2015) refer 

to the Ars Moriendi, which advised people to be happy to die in faith with Christ, to confess 

and repent their sins, and to have done their tasks well on earth. Elayne wishes to die well; 

therefore she needs to speak to her Creator and seek forgiveness. Elayne’s speech implies that 

she does not fully understand the obligations of the confession. She is adamant in her love for 

Launcelot and she claims to have not done any offence. Hence, she refuses to admit that her 

love is a sin. Donavi (2003) points out that in her mind she is innocent; in her love for Launcelot 

she is only following the law of Nature, the law created by God himself. Hanks (2013) argues 

that Elayne’s “death speech” about her love for Launcelot being both good and godly presents 

“the concept of Godliness combined with earthly love” (p. 15) which will be a major theme in 

the latter part of Le Morte Darthur.212  

Elayne’s “death speech” can be read as a revelation of her faith in God who is behind her being 

and all acts, as good love comes from Him. She is not ready to submit by announcing her acts 

as sins, because anything coming from God cannot be wrong. Her speech can also be regarded 

as a plea of a determined maiden who remains eternally true in her love for the man who rejected 

her. The principles of Chivalric Christianity have been her lifeline and the reason for her 

resolution  to die rather than live without her man. She has lived by at least three of the rules of 

 

212 In the final episodes of Le Morte Darthur, the relationship between Queen Guenever and Launcelot 
is revealed, and the queen is condemned to be burnt, but Launcelot saves her from the pyre. They retreat 
to Launcelot’s castle, which is besieged by King Arthur’s army for weeks. Finally the Pope demands 
Launcelot to return the queen to the court. Thereafter Launcelot flees to his own country, while King 
Arthur leaves his realm to be governed by Mordred and follows him with his forces. Mordred usurps 
the power and the queen, forcing Arthur to return and reclaim back his crown. This leads to the final 
battle in Cammlan. For more of Cammlan, see chapter 8.3. 
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chivalric conduct: “at all times spoken the truth”, ”lived by honour and for glory”, and “kept 

faith”. If that is not enough, death is inescapable.  

Elayne calls her father − partially guilty for her death but he was never accused −, she asks her 

brother to write a letter according to her indications, and act upon her orders when she is dead. 

Elayne’s last words are dictated by her and written in a farewell letter:  

 Moste noble knyght, my lorde Sir Launcelot, now hath dethe made us too at debate for 

 youre love. And I was youre lover, that men called the Fayre Maydyn of Ascolate. 

 Therefor unto all ladyes I make my mone that for my soule ye pray and bury me at the 

 leste, and offir ye my masse-peny: thys ys my laste requeste. And a clene maydyn I dyed, 

 I take God to wytnesse. And pray for my soule, Sir Launcelot, as thou arte pereles 

 (829.20−27/Cxviii.20).  

Her letter is addressed to Launcelot and to all ladies.  Elayne’s noble act cleanses Launcelot’s 

reputation as a valiant knight. In her own words she confirms having been his lover, thus 

claiming herself to be a pure maiden.213 By doing so, she solidifies Launcelot’s future as Queen 

Guenever’s champion. 

Elayne’s moan “unto all ladyes” to pray for her soul and at the very least to bury her is 

remarkable. The fact that Malory makes Elayne cry out, to moan in the presence of all women 

or to convey a message to all women, describes his sympathetic attitude towards women, who 

may at least pray for Elayne or remember her later with their mass-penny. The moan can also 

mirror Malory’s compassion, even empathy and pity to women or his reflection on one 

woman’s pain being all women’s pain. Malory may have favoured to enhance the role of Elayne 

compared with his sources Elayne might expect women to sympathise with her situation and 

thus be more compliant to her moan. While asking ladies to bury her, Elayne does not expect 

this from a male audience, not even Launcelot.  

Then she dies. The letter is placed in her right hand, with the hand bound fast to the letter until 

she is cold. She is set on a beautiful bed in all the richest clothes with a lily in her left hand, to 

 

213 The word ’lover’ was understood differently from the contemporary notion.  See e.g. MED:  
1. (a) One who loves, a friend; (b) one who loves God or Christ; a worshiper or follower;  (c) one who 

loves his king, a loyal subject; (d) one who loves a thing, an action or abstraction; (e) in Biblical 
transl.: a jealous one, a jealous god; also, a zealot, one who is zealous  

2. (a) A male who loves sexually, a lover; (b) used of either sex or of both sexes at once; (c) a female 
lover, a mistress;  (d) a devotee of courtly love; (e) loveres maladie, lovesickness. 
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symbolize her purity. The bed is led in a chariot to the river Thames and put in a barge with a 

trusted man to steer it. Hares-Stryker (1997) suggests that “we cannot ignore the Christian 

literary tradition surrounding this image of Elaine as she floats toward Camelot”, referring to 

the Christian symbolism of floating vessels, such as “the ship as the ark, the ship of salvation 

of which the cross is the mast” (p. 205).214 

Water represents a prominent and mysterious element in legends and myths, as well in Le Morte 

Darthur. The meaning of the water as sacred value of life − the spiritual dimension of 

purification, protection, and healing − as well as the profound meaning of suffering and 

redemption in human life reflects its multiple connotations particularly in the religious context 

of Malory’s work.  

A boat in the water, often either rudderless or oarless, carrying a dead body, is a recurring 

religious theme in Le Morte Darthur, like Percivale’s sister’s bloodless body floats oarless to 

Sarras. The theme is common in medieval literature and appears, as Clark (2016) mentions, in 

various literary genres, such as romance, chronicle, hagiography, and Breton poems (p. 50).  

On the Chivalric Christian quest of the Sankgreall water becomes a gateway for  the Rounde 

Table knights, first to King David’s secret objects designed for his descendant Galahad, then 

Galahad’s voyage on Solomon’s ship is directed by wind while he is sleeping on King David’s 

bed, and later water is a passage of the sacred the Sankgreall to the holy city of Sarras.215 

In Malory’s storyworld the passage over water often illustrates a liminality between life and 

death, or the last voyage of the dead body either to a predestined burial place or to the 

Otherworld, a common concept in Celtic and Brittonic mythology. It is usually illustrated as a 

supernatural domain of eternal well-being, deities, and presumably also death. The Otherworld 

is in Arthurian legend called Avalion, a place where time is different from this world, and it 

located across the water. Otherworld beings are portrayed “to have much longer lifespans that 

humans do, and time affects them quite differently”, according to Larrington (2015, p. 82) and 

living “beneath lakes or the sea, or on islands in lakes or off the coast […] passage underground 

or underwater grants access to a supernatural land of abundance” (Carey, 2000, pp. 116−117). 

 

214 On the ship as a symbol of salvation, see Matthew 14:24−33, where Christ walks on stormy water 
and calms it to save his disciples. 
215 In a Christian context, water has multiple meanings. Water was created first (Genesis 1:2). Christ 
walked on water in order to calm the storming sea and save his disciples (Matthew 8:25−27) and 
transmuted water into wine; these two acts can be seen as symbolising a transcendence of the earthly 
ambience. Water is symbolic in baptism, meaning cleansing and purity. Water of life refers to the Holy 
Spirit (Revellation 21:6).    
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The Otherworld is signified by magic mist, 216 sudden changes in the weather, or the appearance 

of divine beings or unusual characters, such as the multiple avatars of the Lady on the Lake in 

Arthurian texts.  

Water in Arthurian literature frequently symbolises a female dominion, exemplified by the 

Lady of the Lake who resides in Avalion “within that lake” (43.22-23/Ci.24) appearing from 

there at her own will to counsel and guide King Arthur. The mighty and magical sword, 

Excalibur, is handed to Arthur from the lake and then returned to the waters at the dawn of 

Arthur’s imminent death, as executed by the Lady of the Lake. She also leads the dead Arthur 

by water to the Isle of Avalion with three queens. Morgan Le Fey, sister to King Arthur, plays 

her part in the symbolism of water by throwing the scabbard of Excalibur – enchanted to protect 

its holder from bleeding – into the deepest water as revenge against her brother. 

So, Elayne floats down the Thames to Camelot, “as she had smyled” (829.10/Cxviii.20) as if 

she finally had reached happiness by dying well and through her letter achieving her wishes to 

be fulfilled. King Arthur’s courtiers discover her. The letter is read and Launcelot’s reputation 

as the queen’s primary knight is preserved; he remains “pereles” (829.27/Cxviii.20). Queen 

Guenever blames Launcelot for not having shown some bounty and gentleness, which might 

have saved Elayne’s life. Launcelot’s defence is that love may arise only from the heart itself, 

not from constraint. Nonetheless, at King Arthur’s command, Launcelot arranges Elayne’s 

funeral and offers her a mass-penny.  

When Elayne’s letter with her last message finally reaches the court, it has an impact that she 

obviously anticipated. The truth is revealed and Launcelot’s reputation as a paragon of chivalric 

knighthood is preserved. While his odyssey has been disclosed to the whole court, his knightly 

glory has inevitably increased. Because he abandoned Elayne on the edge of his world, he needs 

to show compassion; even his beloved Queen Guenever criticises him. However, Launcelot 

may have a regretful and guilty mark of Elayne of Ascolat in his mind (Larrington 2016), and 

he may want to atone for his harsh behaviour towards her and ensure their pleasant rendezvous 

in the afterlife. The mass-penny paid by Launcelot surpasses Elayne’s last wish, and therefore 

it is meaningful. For Launcelot, it serves him to leave sentiments to Elayne behind. Yet, offering 

 

216 This way Avalion is described in this way in modern Arthurian fiction, (e.g. Marion Zimmer Bradley, 
Mists of Avalon). 
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a mass-penny for her death shows ”the smallest possible amount of enrolling a name in a 

church’s bede-roll” and does not lead to any repentance (Cherewatuk, 2013, p. 84). 

 Having passed from the earthly world Elayne of Ascolat gains the recognition and attention 

she never received in her life. With her letter, which she expected to be read in Launcelot’s 

presence, she manages to negotiate her marginal existence as an eternal virgin and command 

her memory by herself.  

Her letter makes King Arthur and Queen Guenever, along with all the knights mourn her and  

weep out of pity. However, the queen’s weeping is ironic and pathetic, since Elayne was one 

of many of her rivals. Later, as is her habit, Queen Guenever calls for Launcelot, to apologise 

to him for reprimanding him without cause. He is − once again −  in the queen’s favour, able to 

address all his devotion and commitment to Queen Guenever alone, unrestricted to roam into 

any adventure awaiting him (830.31−33/Wfol.429v). 

Malory illustrates Elayne as a maiden with nothing to offer but herself, living in his storyworld 

in emotional turmoil, acting as an obedient daughter, dutiful sister, pure maiden, enamoured 

healer, marriage proposer, and paramour candidate. The Chivalric Christian Elayne perpetually 

remains a minor character, an “Other”, who is quickly forgotten and never reappears in 

Launcelot’s thoughts or in Le Morte Darthur.  
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8. MORGAWSE 
 

“… for ever sytthen he was growyn he was mervaylously wytted, and ever he was feythfull and 

trew of his promise.” (267.17−19/Cvii. 26). 

 

8.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

Morgawse’s narrative is quite distinct from the accounts of the two Elaynes whom Malory has 

depicted as personifying deep Christian devotion, as discussed in their respective chapters. 

Although similar to other narratives in terms of being very brief and rather concise, Malory 

depicts Morgawse in his storyworld as one of the assertive female characters who nonchalantly 

and publicly break the rules of the surrounding society, who take advantage of carpe diem 

moments, and whose earthly journey is guided by their own ambitions,217  as opposed to Elayne 

of Corbyn who dutifully fulfils her father’s expectations, and Elayne of Ascolat, whose private 

aspirations lead to her own misery.  

However, Morgawse’s portrayal can no doubt also be apprehended as religious. Her devout 

integration from birth to death in the chivalric community of Le Morte Darthur is embedded 

with the theme of Chivalric Christianity. Her situation is thoroughly predefined by the 

omnipresence of the knightly culture. Chivalry evokes a Christian umbrella over Morgawse, 

capturing her throughout her life. Like the two Elaynes examined above, she is predestined to 

fulfil the obligations of Chivalric Christianity. The Code of Chivalry’s embodiment of lay 

Christian responsibility, which entails a moral, religious, and social duty to God and to fellow 

Christians, can be translated as an appropriate guideline for a chivalric lady who should practise 

piety in her daily life, and it designates the orientation of Morgawse’s portrait.  

Malory invites his reader to view the consecutive phases of Morgawse’s life as the progress of 

a lay Christian. His representation of Morgawse can be considered a metaphorical view of the 

“spiritual journey of life” in her Chivalric Christian domain, and a “human and destinal” 

 

217 Two other comparable ladies, Queen Guenever and Morgan Le Fey, are only briefly mentioned in 
this study. 
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peregrination with an inner lay Christian perspective (Gardiner, 1971, p. 1). Morgawse  departs 

from her childhood home to a new life as a peripheral queen, and proceeds through several 

social interactions driven by her individual ambition, simultaneously maturing from a mere 

daughter of a duke to a major character as a mother and ruling queen. To be able to assimilate 

her narrative with a lifelong Christian journey, it is important, as Ritari (2009) suggests, to 

acknowledge the medieval Christian preconditions for everyday life, to observe the early 

Christian texts for guidance on how to live like a good Christian (pp. 61−62) and to identify 

those sins and virtues218 which make a mark in Morgawse’s narrative. To lead a virtuous 

Christian life requires, as Ritari (2009) proposes, “obedience to God and thus perfecting […] 

right relationship with God through which one can merit the grace of God and salvation in the 

hereafter” (pp. 61−62).  

Morgawse is one of three daughters of Lady Igrayne and the Duke of Cornwall; Morgan Le Fey  

and Elayne are her sisters. She is the half-sister of Arthur, the wife and queen of King Lot of 

Lothian and Orkney, and the mother of his sons, Sirs Gawayne, Gaherys, Aggravayne and 

Gareth. She has a role as the target of Arthur’s desire and the mother of Arthur’s illicit son, Sir 

Mordred. In her narrative she also performs as a spy of her husband at King Arthur’s court and 

as the lover of a young knight. She is described as a “fair and passing” lady, beautiful and wise 

− qualities universally used by Malory for admirable features of a lady.  

Morgawse does not exist in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s pseudo-historical The History of Kings of 

Britain, written in 1136−37, where Mordred is identified as the  one of Arthur’s sister Anna, 

married to King Loth of Lodonesia, thus being Arthur’s nephew (Geoffrey of Monmouth, 1966, 

pp. 208−209).219 Morgause appears for the first time in Chrétien’s Story of the Grail, in 

Arthurian Romances. As a nameless daughter of Queen Igerne, she has followed her mother to 

the Rock of Champguin, a castle which Igerne had built after her husband, King Uther 

Pendragon was laid to rest. She has four sons, Gawayn, Agravain, Gaheris and Gareth, and a 

daughter Clarrissant (Chrétien, 1991).220 Morgawse emerges again in Chrétien’s first 

Continuation as Orcades, already as the mother of Mordred in addition to four other sons and 

 

218 As discussed in Chapter 2.3, the seven deadly sins are lechery or lust, gluttony, avarice or greed, sloth 
or discouragement, wrath, envy, and pride. The four cardinal virtues as opposed to the sins, are prudence, 
temperance, justice, and courage, as well as the three theological virtues of faith, hope, and charity.  
219 This is challenged by Lewis Thorpe, translator of the respective edition. According to Thorpe, 1966, 
p. 214, footnote 1, “Arthur’s sister” must be read “the sister of Aurelius Ambrosianus”. 
220 Chrétien 1991, pp. 480 (the names of her sons), 482 (Clarissant), 487−488 (Igerne as wife of King 
Lot), 488 (Rock of Champguin). 
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two daughters.221 Later, in the Lancelot Grail Estoire de Merlyn Morgawse’s incestuous 

relationship with Arthur is depicted as a bed-trick (Larrington 2015, p. 128). The theme of 

incest is re-established in the Suite de Merlyn (Larrington, 2015, p. 130) and later in Le Morte 

Darthur (Bromwich, 1961, p. 455). In the Prose Lancelot Vulgate Morte le roi Artu,  Morgawse 

is briefly depicted as Mordred’s mother. In contemporary fictional literature Morgawse’s 

character is developed to play a more crucial role.222 

Morgawse is scarcely described in Malory’s storyworld; she is mentioned sporadically and 

briefly on a few occasions and mostly as King Lot’s wife or as the mother of her sons.223 Malory 

gives her only a few lines to speak, yet through these she regally confronts King Arthur. Her 

impact in the storyline would remain shallow if she were not the mother of Arthur’s best knights 

and mother of Mordred. Her voluntarily adulterous and unconsciously incestuous relationship 

with her brother is known to her husband, King Lot, who regards King Arthur as his enemy 

ever since the day Arthur is crowned king. Both Mordred and Morgawse become Arthur’s 

destiny. The themes of finality and destruction resonate heavily in Morgawse’s concise 

narrative due to Mordred, who usurps both Arthur’s queen and throne while Arthur is waging 

war in France. At the end of the battle of Cammlan Arthur kills Mordred with a fatal throw of 

his spear and Mordred critically wounds his father by piercing his helmet with his sword. A 

patricide-filicide is accomplished.  

Morgawse has been examined in contemporary Arthurian scholarship mainly through her 

relationship with Arthur, Mordred, and her other sons, seldom through her own performance 

not to mention her Chivalric Christian religiousness. According to Larrington (2015) Le Morte  

Darthur fails in estimating the implications of incest while proclaiming the mutual destruction 

of both Arthur and Mordred in the last battle, which is an emotional engagement of their 

“personal and political betrayal” (p. 113). Armstrong (2001) suggests that as the mother of both 

of Arthur’s ally Gawayn, and his enemy Mordred, “Arthur’s half-sister suddenly becomes 

pivotal to an understanding of the rise and fall of Arthur’s kingdom” (p. 150) and her feminine 

potential is reflected by her son Gaheris at the end of Morgawse’s life (Armstrong, 2001, p. 

158). 224 As Archibald (2001) notes,  Morgawse’s role is substantially minimised in Malory’s 

 

221 See Appendix 2. 
222 See more, e.g. Bradley, 1983, Mists of Avalon; Stewart, 1980, Merlyn Trilogy. 
223 Morgawse is mentioned in Malory, 2017, on pages 4, (33−34, 46, as King Lot’s wife), 61, 245, 
266−268 (her speech), 272, 283−284, 380−381, (486, her death). The pages in parentheses are not 
mentioned on page 965 in Malory’s Index of Proper Names for “Morgawse”. 
224 For a reflection on Gaheris, see further in Chapter 8.4.  
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work (p. 211). Morgawse and her female power are almost neglected in Arthurian studies, as 

mostly speechless she is regarded as being of insignificant importance.  

Morgawse, due to her presence as well as her effect on some of the most emotionally forceful 

moments in Le Morte Darthur, proves herself to be among the few prominent ladies in Malory’s 

storyworld. Morgawse’s narrative is pregnant with Chivalric Christianity, which bears the 

meaning of following the pious conduct of prayers and frequent confession, Sunday Masses, 

and other rituals commanded by the Church; thus her life compares with other Arthurian women 

illustrated by Malory. Similarly to other spouses of knightly kings, her major role is to provide 

an heir to the throne. The Code of Chivalry prescribes the masculine world, and she must follow 

the codification, for any misstep would bring her to the outskirts of the chivalric community.   

As the wife of a king she cannot challenge the codes, but as soon as she becomes a widow she 

takes a leap, which elevates her into the league of those few who do not worry about the 

consequences of their actions but live a full life with their head held high, even at the cost of 

repeatedly confronting the ubiquitous Chivalric Christian demands.  

Morgawse enters into Malory’s storyworld as a minor character, but due to her audacious 

performance, she transforms by her own will into a significant, major character. In her analysis 

it is pivotal to concentrate on how she is presented in Le Morte Darthur. Due to having a lesser 

voice than the other two Arthurian women explored in this study, her agenda needs be examined 

and determined mainly through her deeds and conduct. Her behaviour and performance reveal 

both her ethical and impulsive incentives. Her actions disclose details about her capacity and 

nature. Vocabulary and the manner of speech expose her status. Since Morgawse’s voice is 

heard only in one short episode in Le Morte Darthur when powerfully addressing King Arthur, 

that specific episode is crucial for interpretation. Morgawse’s interactions with other characters 

in the narrative, and her own account of herself, well justify her existence in the Chivalric 

Christian scene written for her by Malory.  

Morgawse is worth the analysis due to her impact in the downfall of Arthur’s glorious realm 

with his death through her son Mordred. The present study challenges the contemporary view 

of Morgawse as a perpetual minor character and seeks to examine the relevance and the 

importance of her small part in the narrative, especially her involvement in the final destruction 

of Arthur’s kingdom. The objective of the present study is to search the impact of various phases 

− her domestic maidenhood, queenship and motherhood, her spying mission to King Arthur’s 

court which includes adultery, and her life with Lamorak − on Morgawse’s experience  
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regarding her life as a metaphorical lifelong lay Christian journey. The aim is to explore 

Morgawse’s impact by applying three approaches: as a character in Malory’s storyworld 

executing quotidian Chivalric Christianity, as a Christian voyager through the various phases 

of her life towards God’s redemption, and through Beauvoir’s concept of “the body is not a 

thing, it is a situation”. 

Beauvoir’s (2009) postulation of  “the body is not a thing it is a situation” is fitting to Morgawse, 

the only woman in Le Morte Darthur who is granted sexual freedom and a will to execute her 

carnal desire of bodily satisfaction with King Arthur and later with Sir Lamorak (p. 46). In 

Malory’s medieval storyworld of omnipresent knightly culture, Beauvoir’s (2009) arguments 

apply well to Morgawse whose body is the instrument of her grasp upon the world and her 

agenda to become free from the oppression of a predestined, supervised life (p. 63). The claim 

of Browning, “A man’s reach should exceed his grasp” (Browning, 1855, as cited in Barber 

2004, p. 369)225 suggests that to achieve something worthy, a person, even a woman, 

should attempt even those things which may turn out to be impossible.  

 

88.2 JOURNEY TO QUEENSHIP AND MOTHERHOOD 

 

The identity of young Morgawse is prescribed as the firstborn daughter of Duke of Cornwall 

and his wife Igrayne. Her everyday life as a minor character in Malory’s storyworld is to live 

sheltered in her father’s Castle of Tintagel, on the western Cornwall shore. The embedded 

chivalric culture and its daily religious routines reinforce her ability to live her life in a Chivalric 

Christian community. Morgawse begins her lifelong journey as a devout Christian by residing 

in a safe, stable domestic environment. This prepares her for an expected future where she needs 

to guard her behaviour, performance, and contemplation of her ethical, religious, and impulsive 

incentives. 

To fully apprehend Morgawse, her presence and her performance, it is essential to give a brief 

account of Arthur’s presence in her narrative. Witchcraft and sorcery are at the core of Arthur’s 

birth in Le Morte Darthur. Morgawse’s mother Dame Igrayne, escorting her husband to the 

king’s court, is introduced to Uther, “kynge of all Englond”, (1.4/Ci.1) during an official 

 

225 The poem Andrea Sarto by Robert Browing (1855). 
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occasion. The king lays his eyes upon her and plans to seduce her, at any cost. A woman, even 

a married one, is free prey to a king. However, Uther needs the wizard Merlyn to facilitate his 

libidinous ambitions. Merlyn is ready to help, since he anticipates his own desire will be 

fulfilled by a kingly pledge (2.27−29/Ci.1). After Uther swears upon the four Evangelists to 

fulfil most of what Merlyn wants, Merlyn dictates his terms to the king:  

 this is my desyre: the first nyght that ye shal lye by Igrayne ye shal gete a child on her; 

 and whan that it is borne, that it shall be delyverd to me for to nourisshe thereas I wille 

 have it, for it shall be your worship and the childis availle as mykel as the child is 

 worth(3.13−17/Ci.2).  

All this Uther accepts. The king follows his Christian vocation but employs to magic to his 

carnal desire. Following Merlyn’s  advice Uther wages a war based on combined martial and 

marital aspirations against the Duke of Cornwall, close to the Castle of Terrabil.226 Disguised 

as his opponent by means of Merlyn’s witchcraft Uther rides from the siege of Castle of Terrabil 

to the Castle of Tintagel and finds his way into Igrayne’s chamber and bed. The Duke of 

Cornwall notices Uther retreating from the siege of Terrabil and rides after him but is soon 

killed in the fight. As noted by Armstrong (2003), by this manner of “masculine rivalry on the 

battlefield is explicitly amplified and extended into rivalry over a woman” (p. 45). 

Three hours after the death of Igrayne’s husband, Uther lays with her and conceives a child, 

Arthur. The bed-trick has served its purpose: the king has satisfied his carnal desire and begotten 

an heir. At dawn, Uther departs. When Igrayne hears that her husband has been killed in battle, 

she wonders who entered her bed at night, but she mourns privately and holds her peace until 

she learns that it was King Uther disguised as her husband. Malory affirms Igrayne as “a model 

of proper feminine behaviour, reasserting the idealized and absolute dependence of women 

upon men in the chivalric project”, as Armstrong confirms (2003, p. 47). All the king’s barons 

would gladly see King Uther marry Igrayne since she is “a fair lady and passynge wyse” 

(1.8/Ci.1). As the target of the king’s desire, she has little to say about her life; she is destined, 

by Merlyn’s magic, to give birth to the future king. King Uther trusts his knight, Sir Ulfius, to 

arrange the marriage. It happens, and King Uther weds Dame Igrayne.  

 

226 The  Castle of Terrabil is owned by the Duke of Cornwall, and his wife Igrayne normally lives there. 
Now she is has moved to the Castle of Tintagel to avoid the war. 
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Igrayne’s consent to Uther disguised as her husband is voluntary; therefore it cannot be regarded 

as a subjugation but rather as a wife’s duty. Igrayne’s forced marriage to Uther silences her 

once independent voice which she utilised to warn her husband in Uther’s court about the king’s 

intentions towards her urging them to return home. However, while Igrayne becomes the 

mother of a predestined king, her body serves the purpose as a symbolic locus of male royal 

power and dynastic line, thus becoming her strength (Chriqui, 2016). 

In terms of Morgawse, Malory reveals nothing about her early life in her father’s castle, but it 

is evident that she recognises her duty as the duke’s daughter to marry into nobility.  She 

acknowledges her future as a queen − a status bearing one primary responsibility, to produce 

an heir of the king − when at his wedding with Dame Igrayne King Uther commands the future 

of Igrayne’s daughters. The safety of Morgawse’s first domestic union crashes down when she 

is married off to King Lot of Lothian and Orkney, as an exchange for his alliance and loyalty. 

As McCracken (2009) explains, “the queen has no symbolic body through which she exercises 

or claims authority. For a medieval queen, personal and political influence are gained through 

the birth of the king’s heir” (p. 198). The queen may demand a reign based on her relationship 

with her son. Morgawse is expected to give birth to her husband’s heir, but some elements of 

her life can remain in her own hands. Thus, she is heading to a terra incognita, the first part of 

her lifelong lay Christian journey, though a “metaphoric conception of life itself as a journey” 

(Gardiner, 1971, p. 6).  

For similar reasons, Morgawse’s sister Elayne becomes the wife of King Nentres of the land of 

Garlot. Her other sister Morgan Le Fey is sent to an abbey, since Morgan’s skills in necromancy 

are already visible. As Malory tells: “ther she learned so moche that she was a grete clerke of 

nygromancye” (4.21-22/ Ci.2). Later she is wedded to King Uriens of the land of Gore. Since 

this is Malory’s first note on Morgan Le Fey, it is remarkable that she is characterised by magic, 

even prior to the notion of her marriage, the main duty of a gentry woman in Malory’s time. 

The magic of Morgan Le Fey is fundamental in later provoking Arthur and his knights.227 

Morgan Le Fey, envious of her brother, bears hate and mistrust against Arthur forever, even 

though he arranges her release from the abbey immediately after he is crowned king. She 

remains his worst antagonist in Le Morte Darthur, using malicious and mischievous magic 

 

227 See, e.g., Malory, 2017: (109.23/Civ.7-122.21/Wfol.58r).  
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against him. She also attacks other characters in Le Morte Darthur with her vicious magic, 

seldom with good intentions.   

The kinship system is especially relevant in medieval chivalric romance literature. The marriage 

in Le Morte Darthur does not establish a constitution between a bride and a groom, but between 

two groups of men, fathers, and future husbands. A woman represents only an exchangeable 

object, not a partner (Rubin, 1975, p. 174). When agreeing to the proposed union, a woman 

consents that the exchange takes place, she cannot alter its nature. Exchanged by her stepfather, 

to secure an alliance with her future husband, Morgawse, as Armstrong (2003) confirms, serves 

her function as a commodity in the patriarchal chivalric community of Le Morte Darthur, a 

system in which “the loyalty is indeed first established by blood and extended in alliance with 

other kin groups” through marriage arrangements (p. 53). 

Hence, women are objects of a transaction in return for masculine fellowship, support, and 

future alliance. This exchange renders a woman valuable to her close male relatives only in that 

she is exchangeable for something valuable, like “power, wealth or status” (Armstrong, 2003, 

p. 53). The marriages of Morgawse and her sisters can be seen as part of an exchange of women, 

by which kinship systems create a broader social structure such as patriarchy. As Rubin (1975) 

points out, “kinship systems do not merely exchange women. They exchange sexual access, 

genealogical statuses, lineage names and ancestors, rights and people − men, women, and 

children − in concrete systems of social relationships” (p. 177). Rubin (1975) also notes that in 

such systems, “givers” are those who gain from social linkage with others, and women as “gifts” 

have no advantage from their own usability: “as long as the relations specify that men exchange 

women, it is men who are the beneficiaries of the product of such exchanges − social 

organization” (p. 174). 

Morgawse is obliged to marry King Lot of Orkney, a knightly king she has never seen before, 

and a man who lives in a periphery of the world known to her. King Lot is already one of the 

eleven enemies of the future King Arthur (28.12/Wfol.14v). In a short time Morgawse has lost 

her father, and now she is compelled to abandon her mother and two sisters. An increase in her 

status of being a duke’s daughter does not offer much consolation, but it conditions Morgawse 

for her future role and challenges as queen and the mother to the heirs of King Lot. Malory does 

not tell about the feelings between Morgawse and her husband, but she is going to grow into a 

powerful, influential lady whom he can trust.  
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Morgawse’s departure from her juvenile home for a lifelong Christian journey is filled with 

sadness of separation from her familiar world and excitement and anticipation of her 

prospective queenship and motherhood, the expected next phase in her life. She subtly settles 

into her predetermined life as a queen in the North, far away from Cornwall. The integration of 

King Lot in Chivalric Christian knighthood associates Morgawse seamlessly with it, 

particularly through her sons, all of whom will be knights of King Arthur’s Rounde Table. The 

religiousness of the Code of Chivalry institutes her Christian values as a lifetime religious 

devotion. Malory does not mention it, but the reader of Le Morte Darthur may assume that the 

Christian education of her sons and their respect of religious norms are commanded by their 

mother and guarded by her through their regular attendance in daily Christian ceremonies in 

their father’s castle. Morgawse’s high queenly status is increased also by being the sister of a 

king − and not only any king, but the mighty King Arthur. Mordred, Morgawse’s future son 

with Arthur, on the other hand, is going to cause grief to his mother and bring destruction to the 

entire Arthurian realm at the dawn of the end. Morgawse may claim to reign based on her 

relationship with Gawayn and Mordred, both heirs of kings, making her twice as influential 

(McCracken, 2009, p. 198). 

Once she has married and produced four sons Morgawse is removed from the patriarchal 

marketplace of exchangeable women. Following Irigaray (1985), Morgawse becomes “use 

value”, as “mothers, reproductive instruments marked with the name of the father and enclosed 

in his house, must be private property, excluded from exchange” (p. 185). She has by now 

fulfilled the queenly obligation of securing the descents of her husband and she is ready for a 

further transit on her Christian voyage. The departure phase of Morgawse’s lifetime voyage has 

brought her from her familiar birthplace to the castle of a stranger, her husband-king, where she 

has experienced a transformation from a ducal maiden to queen and mother. In a Chivalric 

Christian Arthurian community this significance of her queenly and motherly existence 

amplifies her future role.  
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8.3 ESPIONAGE MISSION TO ARTHUR’S COURT AND ADULTEROUS 
RELATION WITH HIM 

 

Morgawse makes a journey with the utmost dramatic impact. She travels to Carlion, King 

Arthur’s court, as the wife and queen of King Lot of Orkney, to bring a message to King Arthur 

− in fact, to spy on Arthur’s court on King Lot’s behalf. She leaves remote Orkney with an 

entourage of many knights, ladies, and her four sons, who are about to begin training for their 

knightly career in King Arthur’s court. Journeying through the country as a respected queen,  

for the first time in her life she performs in the role of a major character. A spying mission at 

her husband’s bequest makes her a trusted messenger to King Lot. Her character represents a 

true medieval queen with influence, counsel, and affinity to exercise power through her husband 

by counselling and intersession.228 Her importance grants her authority and enhances her value 

and worth in Arthur’s court. For Morgawse, this exciting mission, a transition from home to 

court, signifies the reception of an obvious reception from Arthur, “the most renowned 

Christian king, first and chief of the three best Christian and worthy” (Caxton, 2014, p.1).229  

The aim of the voyage, a success of meeting with the most Christian king and the paragon of 

Chivalry, can be read as a fulfilment of Chivalric Christianity for Morgawse.   

Her encounter with King Arthur will have a devastating aftermath on Arthur’s realm. The 

assignment is marked with an anticipated triumph but also an unexpected hazard. As she is a 

beautiful woman, “passynge fayre lady” (34.1/Wfol.17r), King Arthur falls for  her and desires 

to lay with her (34.2−3/Wfol.17r), making it a personal victory to Morgawse.  Her homecoming 

after the fulfilment of her sexual appetite − completed as still a desirable woman, of mature age, 

and a mother of four − symbolises balm for her soul. Neither of the two are aware of the menace 

they created, or  that their relation is incestuous.230 Arthur was just born when Morgawse was 

wedded to King Lot, so she has no means to recognise him as her brother, nor is Arthur yet 

aware of their kinship. The revelation of the truth will lead to deeds which are a far cry from 

the Chivalric Christian demands of the Arthurian community with far-reaching consequences.  

 

228 On the rule and power of queens in Le Morte Darthur and in medieval England, see e.g., Hodges, 
2005a, pp. 131−134.  
229 Caxton refers to the concept of The Nine Worthies. See Chapter 2.1.1.  
230 For more of incest in Arthurian literature, see, e.g. Archibald, 2001; and especially in medieval texts, 
Rouillard, 2020.  
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Afterwards Merlyn tells Arthur the truth of Morgawse. On a hunting ride King Arthur loses his 

horse and rests beside a fountain where Merlyn appears twice to him, disguised first as a child 

of fourteen years old – an omen of Mordred’s age when he comes to court −, and then later as 

an old man, revealing to him that one of Arthur’s actions displeased God: “ye have lyene by 

youre syster and on hir ye have gotyn a childe that shall destroy you and all the knyghtes of 

youre realme” (36.15−17/Wfol.17v). Even for the  sorcerer Merlyn, it is useful to refer to the 

Christian God when accusing Arthur. God serves the purpose when Merlyn’s magic is not 

potent enough to awaken Arthur’s guilt.  

The triumph and satisfaction of Morgawse’s journey have turned into a setback of biblical sins 

as she has committed adultery against her husband and incest with her brother.231 She has also 

voluntarily committed a sin against chivalry by breaking a rule of  “To live by honour and for 

glory”. Lust, as one of the seven deadly sins, makes Morgawse a triple sinner against her 

Christian faith, against chivalry, and against the Bible. In the feminist perspective, “a fall is a 

moral fault if the subject consents to it” (Beauvoir, 2009, p. 17). Here, Morgawse intentionally 

accepts the culpability which can be read, when following Beauvoir, as an absolute evil. Yet, 

Malory seems to treat Morgawse’s sins rather negligently by providing her with a freedom 

which he does not grant to other women, such as Elayne of Ascolat, who after taking the liberty 

to plan her future by herself, has no other option than to die. However, Morgawse is later forced 

to face the scheming Mordred with his brethren, Morgawse’s other sons, and bear the 

consequences of her incestuous relation with Arthur. Chivalric Christian devotion does not save 

Morgawse from God’s displeasure, and she must strive hard to earn God’s salvation.  

King Arthur also has broken against his Christian faith by committing incest and acting against 

two rules in the Code of Chivalry, that he himself has decreed: “to protect the weak and 

defenceless, and to live by honour”. His fate is destined, as Merlyn has advised him. Still, he 

could not care less. From a brief encounter before Guenever, he  already has an illegitimate son, 

Borre, with Lyonors, daughter of Earl Sanam (31.24−30/Ci.17). Borre is “Sir Boarte le Cure 

Hardy”, a knight of the Rounde Table (865.34−35/Cxix.11). Illegitimate sons are no burden to 

 

231 Exodus 20:14: ”You shall not commit adultery”; Book of Leviticus 18:6: ”Do not approach any close 
relative to have sexual relations. I am the Lord”; Genesis 2:24: ”Therefore a man shall leave his father 
and mother and be joined to his wife, and they shall become one flesh”. 
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a king; on the contrary, they serve as his knights or in the case a king has no heir, they have a 

right to inherit from their father. As his son with Morgawse will do.232 

Following Merlyn’s advice, King Arthur orders all male children sired by lords and born of 

ladies on Mayday, to be sent to him (46.7-10/Wfol.21v). The newborn Mordred is also sent by 

Morgawse who has no choice but to obey the king’s command. All the children are sent to sea 

in a ship which is wrecked in a storm, crashing into a castle. Arthur’s ruthless attempt to murder 

his infant son among all other noble-born male infants, some only four weeks old, indicates a 

tyrannical feature in him. Many nobles never forget this deed, but instead they accuse Merlyn 

for the loss of their sons and heirs. Out of love and dread they keep their peace, yet their future 

loyalty to Arthur is uncertain (46.22−23/Wfol.21v). However, this act of Merlyn is a pivotal 

one. As Wheeler (1993) indicates: “though he himself does not conquer time, Merlyn is a master 

of time – he knows the past, his strategic advice is tactically brilliant in the present, and he 

combines the roles of historian and seer of the future. His foreknowledge is accurate except in 

one case” (p. 116). The attempt to murder Mordred among the other newborn boys grotesquely 

emphasises that in spite of the king’s and the kingdom’s vested trust in Merlyn, Malory depicts 

him as a Herod, vicious and wrong in his advice to Arthur (Varin, 1979). This disaster, among 

others, is the beginning of the count-down towards the last battle and destruction of Arthur’s 

kingdom. Due to Mordred’s fortune, and by Merlyn’s inaccurate foreknowledge in this case, he 

is cast onto a shore where a good man finds him and nourishes him until “he was fourtene yere 

of age, and than brought hym to the courte” (46.17−18/Wfol.21v). Later Arthur claims him as 

his son (906.10/Wfol.170r) since his wife, Queen Guenever never gives birth to a son and heir.  

Rovang (2015) proposes that Arthur’s innocence in coupling with his sister “gives way to 

corrupting acts that will cast a shadow over the rest of his reign and contribute to his final 

downfall” (p. 4). For Morgawse, being married to King Lot, the love affair with Arthur is an 

adulterous drawback but also a triumph of still being desired. Kennedy (1997) indicates that the 

adultery shall not be seen as the king’s sin, because “the woman is willing and the adulterer is 

 

232 In the battle of Cammlan, several cruel assaults result in an agreement between King Arthur and his 
son that Mordred would inherit Cornwall and Kent when Arthur was still alive, and the rest of England 
after Arthur’s death. The agreement is accorded among 14 men from both sides with wine. Both leaders, 
Arthur and Mordred, have warned their men to guard their opponents’ swords and draw a sword 
immediately when seeing the opponent drawing one. Hence, an adder appears and bites a knight who 
draws his sword to kill the snake. This leads to a combat between both hosts. The end is grim. All are 
defeated but three: Arthur, Mordred, and Arthur’s knight Sir Bedyvere. Arthur slays Mordred and 
Mordred deals a deathly blow to Arthur, who dies later (923.34/Cxxi.4−924.1−5/Wfol.480v). Bedyvere 
takes Arthur’s sword back to the lake and Arthur to a barge leading him to Avalion.   
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not honor-bound to be loyal to her husband” (p. 67). Thus, this act of adultery does not result 

in a loss of honour for King Arthur. 233 However, the act provokes God’s displeasure with 

Arthur, which can be seen as resulting in the final disaster in the battle of Cammlan.  

Scholars have sought to draw parallels between Uther’s and Arthur’s behaviour in similar 

situations where either a disguise or ignorance was employed as an excuse for adultery. A 

comparison between Igrayne and Morgawse emphasises Igrayne’s innocence, since she 

believed she was in bed with her husband and the result of the conception was noble Arthur. 

Arthur’s consensual union with Morgawse generates an evil Mordred, as maintained by 

Armstrong (2001, p. 152). Based on Armstrong’s argument, these two encounters show two 

different roles of women in medieval literature. Morgawse is the active agent; she is not seduced 

or deceived like Igrayne. Morgawse’s voluntary exchange of her body threatens not only her 

husband, King Lot, but the patriarchal social code of Arthur’s realm. As Armstrong (2001) 

concludes, although Mordred’s illicit conception is frequently perceived as the main reason  for 

the destruction of Arthur’s chivalric community, it is the seed of devastation planted by 

Morgawse’s agreement, as opposed to Igrayne’s resistance, which is crucial for the 

understanding of the destructive consequence of this act for the Arthur’s kingdom (p.156). 

Far away from home and the dominance of her royal husband, Morgawse extends her grasp on 

the world and voluntarily yields her body to adultery. She consciously gains experience of the 

world by her body, while being aware of the consequences. “Nature does not define woman; it 

is she who defines herself by reclaiming nature for herself in her affectivity” (Beauvoir, 2009, 

p. 50). Morgawse executes her own will and in this case proves that a woman’s “grasp on the 

world is narrower than man’s“ (Beauvoir 2009, 63) because the hand of her husband, King Lot, 

extends his hate to King Arthur ever more (61.13−15/Cii.10), casting Morgawse into 

insignificancy, not even worth hating: “The delicate jewel intended to embellish his existence 

becomes an odious burden” (Beauvoir, 2009, p. 211). Morgawse’s opportunities and grip of the 

world are formed by the circumstances surrounding her, and she is “more closely subjugated to 

the species” (Beauvoir, 2009, p. 63) by the mainly suppressive knightly culture.  However, 

insignificance ignites Morgawse’s passage to independence. 

The essence of this tragedy in Le Morte Darthur, resembling Uther’s bed-trick with Igrayne 

which leads to Arthur’s birth, appears as a signification of the biblical threat of “visiting the 

 

233 For more on medieval concepts of adultery, see, e.g., Bullough 1997; Brundage, 1987; Bullough, 
1976. 
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iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generation.”234 As Querin 

claims (1988), “Arthur is doomed to repeat, in all innocence, his father’s sin of adultery in a far 

more serious form and, in so doing, to sow the seeds of his own downfall” (p. 23). Malory does 

not refer to the biblical King David, but his predecessor Geoffrey of Monmouth in The History 

of the Kings of Britain (written in 1136) presents numerous points of similarity between 

significant events in David’s life and Arthurian legend (Guerin, 1988). As one example, to 

substantiate the notable parallel, David sends his captain, Uriah the Hittite, to a certain death, 

in order to be able to marry Uriah’s widow, Bathsheba, who is already pregnant by David.235 

This example compares well with Igrayne getting pregnant with Arthur by King Uther. While 

David’s only sin is adultery, Arthur unknowingly commits a much graver sin of incest with his 

sister.  

Morgawse’s return to Orkney as part of her lay journey of a lifetime is marked by the  

transformation of her identity from King Lot’s queen to King Arthur’s lover and fulfilment of 

her sexual yearning. A woman’s awareness of herself is not defined exclusively by her 

sexuality, however (Beauvoir, 2009, p. 63). It reflects a situation that depends upon her 

opportunities in the society. Morgawse’s conscious adultery on the spying mission makes her 

partly accountable for the final patricide-filicide which leaves no one alive. For herself it 

predicts a long-desired independence and freedom.   

Morgawse’s life has changed forever. Her position in King Arthur’s inner circle has been 

elevated, and her might as the mother of Arthur’s son and heir grants her additional power and 

influence. Yet, nobody knows about it. She is going to utilise her competence later when 

demanding her lost son Gareth in Arthur’s court. The homecoming of a queen can be interpreted 

as a return with no publicly confirmed change in her social status, yet as an individual quest her 

journey and sexual fulfilment represent her redefined identity. The occasional change of her 

social domain, from a peripherical queen to the king’s lover and the mother of his son marks 

her revisited place in the world. Her voluntary choice of letting Arthur into her bed is another 

step into terra incognita.  

 

234 Exodus 34:7. 
235 Samuel 2:11. “In the morning David wrote a letter to Joab and sent it with Uriah. In it he wrote, ‘Put 
Uriah out in front where the fighting is fiercest. Then withdraw from him so he will be struck down and 
die […]’. When Uriah’s wife heard that her husband was dead, she mourned for him. After the time of 
mourning was over, David had her brought to his house, and she became his wife and bore him a son. 
But the thing David had done displeased the Lord.” 
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For Morgawse, her journey to King Arthur’s court is evidence of her conscious awareness to 

execute her own will and liberate herself from her husband’s subjugation. The journey marks 

the beginning of her growth to independence, but at the cost of her Chivalric Christian values. 

The gravity of her sinfulness increases day by day, rendering Morgawse the antithesis of a good 

Christian woman making God’s displeasure very hard to placate. 

 

8.4 COMPLACENCY WITH SONS, SOLACE WITH LAMORAK, BUT A 
SUDDEN END 

 

Morgawse represents those Arthurian ladies whose life is surrounded by Chivalric Christianity. 

Her husband, King Lot of Orkney, follows the knightly rules in his commands. Her sons, as 

knights of the Rounde Table of King Arthur, are committed to comply with the Code of 

Chivalry and obey its rules and values. As a queen Morgawse can only watch from afar their 

prowess in King Arthur’s battles and jousting, hear tidings about their knightly adventures and 

courting with damsels and ladies, and be proud of their valour, courtly manners, and loyalty to 

her brother.  

Motherhood is a major part of Morgawse’s experience of being a woman. The mother’s bond 

with her children will be her “source of dignity or indignity” according to the value placed upon 

the child and this very bond will either be acknowledged or not, depending on the presumptions 

of the society concerned (Beauvoir, 2009, p. 48). Morgawse’s sons, being sons to Arthur’s 

eldest sister – even if  his half-sister – are next in line to the throne if Arthur does sire a son of 

his own, and thus they are crucial to Arthur’s rule and realm. As the sons of the king’s sister, 

they are entitled to be his utmost prominent knights at the Rounde Table. Morgawse has fulfilled 

the expectations placed upon her regarding of achievement of recognition and dignity through 

her progeny.  

Sir Gawayne, as Morgawse’s first-born, is by pedigree the first among Arthur’s knights. Or at 

least his status is Arthur’s best knight  until Sir Launcelot takes the lead as Arthur’s closest and 

dearest knight in Arthur’s homosocial fellowship. Gawayne departs on the quest of the 

Sankgreall but fails to find the precious Grail, as most of the knights do. He fights for his king 

and stands by him until the final moments of the battle of Cammlan where he  is seriously 
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wounded and dies after having summoned Launcelot from France to aid Arthur 

(918.5/Wfol.476v−919.27/Cxxi.2).  

Sir Gareth, the most noble of Morgawse’s sons, begins his knightly career working for a year 

anonymously in the kitchen of Arthur’s court, receiving the nickname “Bewmanes” − or 

“beautiful hands” −, but he proves himself in battle, beating several thieves and knights (223.2 

−229.24/ Cvii.4). When Queen Guenever is accused of adultery and sentenced to be burnt to 

death, Gareth who has taken no sides in the accusation and is an unarmed bystander at the 

execution, is accidentally killed (885.6/Cxx.8) Sir Aggravayne remains a wretched and 

scheming traitor. He spreads the news of Launcelot and Guenever’s adulterous relationship and 

is killed by Launcelot, when trying to capture him together with Guenever in her chamber 

(877.3/Cxx.4). Sir Gaherys successfully joins many adventures. He is the gentle and mother- 

loving knight, until the decisive moment when he loses his temper and slays his mother out of 

revenge. Gaherys, also unarmed spectator at Queen Guenever’s failed execution, is killed 

(885.5/Cxx.8). Sir Mordred, Morgawse’s son with King Arthur, brings no honour to his mother.  

As Armstrong (2001) notes, Arthur’s most loyal ally as well as his worst enemy, his nephew 

Sir Gawayne and his son Sir Mordred, are provided by Morgawse whose destiny follows the 

same formula − she is destroyed by her own son (pp. 156−157). The mother of five knights, 

Morgawse loses all her sons through battle, revenge, and accidents. Malory is merciful to 

Morgawse, however, in that she does not have to witness the death of her sons. Her husband is 

defeated by King Pellinore at one of the battles of King Arthur to strengthen his grip over 

England. Even though King Lot is one of King Arthur’s worst enemies, Arthur orders a great 

tomb for him, as if to compensate for Lot’s vindictive hate ever since Mordred was conceived. 

Morgawse is now a widow and, as a major character in Malory’s storyworld, she is free to 

pursue her own ambitions. A woman’s options to attain fulfilment, find open roads and avoid 

blocked ones (Beauvoir, 2009, p. 17) are descriptive goals while facilitating how Morgawse in 

her narrative can achieve the state of her independence.   

The limitations in Morgawse’s liberty caused by the subjugation of her husband-king are over. 

She leaves her northern home for the next part of her peregrination and with a company of 

several knights and ladies makes a regal entry in King Arthur’s court, demanding  her son, 

Gareth, who has left Camelot for adventures and never returned. Her other sons courteously 

come to greet her; they kneel in front of her for her blessings, since they have not seen her for 

twelve years. Then she addresses her bother, King Arthur with her petition:  
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 Where have ye done my yonge son, Sir Gareth? For he was here amongyst you a 

 twelve-monthe, and ye made a kychyn knave of hym, the whyche is shame to you all. 

 Alas! Where have ye done my nowne dere son that was my joy and blysse (266.13−

 17/Wfol.136r).  

Morgawse blaims her brother: “A, brothir[…] ye dud yourself grete shame whan ye amongyst 

you kepte my son in the kychyn and fedde hym lyke a porke hogge” (266.23−25/Wfol.136r). 

Arthur reassures her that neither he nor Gareth’s brethren have seen him.  

However, a young man has come to the court and wished for three gifts. The first one he asked 

on the day he came – meat for twelve months. Two other gifts were asked when twelve months 

had passed – a permission for an adventure to rescue damsel Lyonet and to be knighted by Sir 

Launcelot when he would desire it. King Arthur had granted him all he had desired. No courtier 

at that time had expected him to come from a noble house. Unlike his brothers, Gareth did not 

wish to take what was his by birth but fought “to get away from his family to the distress to his 

mother Morgawse” (Hodges, 2005a, p. 84). Morgawse declares: “Sir[..] wete you well that I 

sente hym unto you ryght well armed and horsed and worshypfully besene of his body, and 

golde and sylver plenté to spend” (267.8−10/Cvii.26). Arthur denies having seen any of the 

riches or equipment. Yet, after Gareth had disappeared, a knight had told of seeing a dwarf 

bringing all of Gareth’s riches, including his horse and armour. Hence, the court guessed Gareth 

to be highborn. She announces her demand: 

  Brothir […] all that ye sey I beleve hit, for ever sytthen he was growyn he was 

 mervaylously wytted, and ever he was feythfull and trew of his promise. But I 

 mervayl[…], that Sir Kay dud mok and scorne hym, and gaff hym to name Bewmanynes. 

 Yet Sir Kay[…] named hym more ryghteuously than he wende, for I dare sey he is as 

 fayre and handid man, and he be on lyve, as ony lyvyng (267.17−23/Cvii.26). 

In this scene, Morgawse is performing in front of a powerful audience, namely, King Arthur, 

who by now recognises Morgawse to be his sister since Merlyn has advised him about the fact 

(36.15−17/Wfol.17v). He is “both apologetic and deferential to his older sister” (Larrington, 

2015, p. 135) and ready to agree to the task she is demanding. She has sharpened her authority 

through her years as a queen, and she knows how to demand allegiance. She plays her maternal 

role in an exemplary manner here, strengthened by her sons’ respectful conduct. Though she is 

speaking to her brother, the kinship does not reduce her influence. It may even enhance it since 
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King Arthur does not wish to have any quarrel with his sister, even though her late husband has 

been his grave enemy.  

The authoritative poise of Morgawse is well depicted by Malory in this scene. As Linton (2017) 

suggests, Morgawse’s empowerment depends upon her locality: “in Orkney she is a peripheral 

mother and queen, but in Camelot she performs with impact and prestige“ (pp. 133−134). Her 

rare speech of only a few lines presents her first as a respected mother, second as an equal to 

the king, and third as a powerful claimant for her lost son. Morgawse’s address to King Arthur 

bears witness to her embodiment of the four cardinal virtues originating from early Church 

Fathers − prudence, temperance, justice, and courage. She has rehearsed well how to convey 

her message with respect and without losing control; in her mind, she is justified to find her 

favourite son, and her motherhood of King Arthur’s heir supports her vigour and command. 

She also complies well with the three theological virtues to justify her quest for Gareth, who 

exemplifies faith and hope, as illustrated in Morgawse’s speech, and charity, shown by Gareth 

when donating his rich gear to a dwarf.236 This episode demonstrates that she identifies herself 

by her virtues in every-day conduct.  

 Upon her demand a search is arranged to find her son. Once found, however, Gareth agrees to 

return only after a tournament where he can prove his prowess and chivalric skills. In the 

jousting Gareth fights audaciously and bravely, under the spell of the mighty ring received from 

his beloved, the damsel Lyoness. He finally meets his brother, Sir Gawayn, and they fight until 

both are totally worn out and their horses bruised. A happy reunion between the brothers leads 

to a great feast and a triple marriage celebration; Sir Gareth of Orkeney is married with Dame 

Lyoness of the Castell Perelus, Sir Gaheris is wedded to her sister, Dame Lynet, and Sir 

Aggravayne is married with Dame Lawrell. 

This passage of Morgawse’s lifelong journey is rewarding for her in several respects. It brings 

her back to King Arthur’s court, reminding of her previous triumph of amorous satisfaction 

through the king’s desire. She is now recognised as the king’s sister and this status enhances 

her authority and power to demand that her lost son be immediately found. Her maternal request 

is not contested but a search party is soon arranged.  She is celebrated by her sons’ respectful 

attention. Finally, she rejoices about the impromptu wedding feast of her chivalric sons. Her 

world is back in the right orbit.  

 

236 On the seven cardinal and theological virtues, see Chapter 2.3. 
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The final part of Morgawse’s lifetime journey is marked by her individual contentment and 

completion; however, it does not facilitate her pursuit to reform through Christian peregrination. 

Her reconstructed, elevated status in King Arthur’s inner circle gratifies Morgawse, particularly 

when she soon finds sexual fulfilment with a young knight, Sir Lamorak, the son of King 

Pellinore, and no senior to his own sons. Larrington (2016) correctly notes that Malory makes 

this relationship particularly troublesome, since Morgawse’s lover comes from the family 

which had killed her husband.237 Hodges (2005a) proposes that Morgawse’s duty would have 

been to lengthen the family feud, “but she did not” (p. 97). Malory’s choice of Sir Lamorak is 

rewarding for her. He is a highly regarded knight of the Rounde Table and his prowess is proven 

in many battles and jousts. Lamorak has long been amorous of Morgawse. He even has a verbal 

fight with Sir Mellyagaunce who claims Queen Guenever to be the most beautiful lady in the 

world, when Lamorak claims for Morgawse: “Quene Morgause of Orkeney, modir onto Sir 

Gawayne, she ys the fayryst lady that beryth the lyff” (380.31−33/W fol.197v). While arguing 

with Launcelot about the fairest lady, Lamorak praises Queen Morgawse to be “fayryst in myne 

eye” (381.31/Cix.13), even when compared to Launcelot’s favourite, Queen Guenever. King 

Mark of Cornwall has heard also him lamenting about his love: “O thou fayre quene of Orkeney, 

Kynge Lottys wyff and modir unto Sir Gawayne and to Sir Gaherys, and modir to many other, 

for thy love I am in grete paynys” (456.10−13/Wfol.237r).  

When Morgawse’s sons realize that their mother has a sexually satisfactory relationship with 

one of their peers, they see it as shameful and dishonouring for her to be with a son of their own 

father’s killer. For her sons, the amorous relationship is a betrayal against their late father, and 

it also triggers the rule of chivalric codification, “to guard the honour of fellow knights”, 

regarding in this case not only King Lot but Lamorak as well, both being fellow knights of the 

Rounde Table. However, as Armstrong (2001) has fittingly pointed out about Morgawse’s life 

as an independent lady, “in stepping outside the prescribed role of the feminine in agreeing to 

a  relationship with Arthur, Morgause has already compromised the foundation of the chivalric 

community years before her relationship with Lamorak” (p. 157). Her attachment to the 

chivalric code such as “to fear God and maintain His Church”, and “to keep faith”  in 

opportunities that life offers, in addition to lay compliance with the religious rules of Malory’s 

 

237 The blood feud between King Lot’s and King Pellinore’s families is one of the three main themes of 
Le Morte Darthur. 
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storyworld does not mean that this love is forbidden from her, but another rule in the Code of 

Chivalry “to live by honour and glory” does make her severely deviate from the chivalric path.  

The revenge is fatal. Gawayne and his brethren plot a scheme to trap Lamorak. They send their 

mother to another castle and arrange Lamorak to hasten there. The lovers happily spend a night 

together, in each other’s arms. Malory goes to extremes in his otherwise emotionally laconic 

text, when describing them; “she made of hym passynge grete joy and he of her agayne, for 

ayther lovid other passynge sore” (486.16−17/Cx.23). Their post-coital happiness is interrupted 

by Gaherys who enters his mother’s bedchamber fully armed, with a bare sword in his hand. 

He gets enraged upon seeing his mother with the fellow knight, giving her solace and 

tenderness. He grasps her mother by her hair, and when she jumps out of bed, he decapitates  

her with his sword (486.1−20/Cx.23) The unarmed Lamorak leaps out of bed, dolorously and 

dismayed wondering why Gaheris slew his mother and not him. Gaherys proclaims that 

Lamorak shall be slain later by him and his brethren, because his father has killed their father 

and Lamorak has shamed their mother.   

Death comes quickly to Morgawse. Compared to Elayne of Ascolat, who conscientiously 

prepared for her expected death, Morgawse has no time or chance to do penance, confess her 

numerous heavy sins, or seek atonement. The adulterous and incestual motherhood of Mordred 

and the aftermath of several innocent noble babies being drowned have provoked God’s 

irreconcilable displeasure. Mordred later significantly increases Morgawse’s burden of sins by 

murdering King Arthur in the final battle. Without absolution for these grave sins her death is 

a grim opposite of the good death required by her Chivalric Christian devotion, even in 

Malory’s storyworld.    

As discussed earlier, in medieval society a sudden death was never wanted, as it was regarded 

disgraceful and a threat, because the soul could not be readied for the afterlife in compliance 

with the cultural consideration of a good death. Furthermore, the ideal death came in the 

presence of one’s family and friends; this was not in alignment with an occurrence of a sudden 

death. However, according to Korpiola and Lahtinen (2015), “even a condemned criminal could 

stage a good death by steadfast devotion, confession, repentance, atonement, mortification of 

the flesh and meeting the executioner with fortitude” (p. 13). And, as Ritari (2009) confirms, 

based on Christian texts, “it is impossible to lead a sinless life in this world, but by sincere 

penance, it is possible to obtain forgiveness from God” (p. 103).  
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Hardly any of these requirements for a good death can be found in Morgawse’s brief narrative. 

When reading early Christian hagiographies for guidance of a good Christian life, essential 

conditions were set both to a laymen and laywomen. Laymen were required to express 

prudence, wisdom, humility, and faith, as well as generosity and charity (Ritari, 2009, pp. 71, 

73). Since “free, adult, Christian, aristocratic men” were assumed to be the norm in early 

medieval texts, women − together with “the unfree, the pre-adult, the non-Christian” − were 

considered “anomalies” (Bitel, 1984, p. 6).  Marriage and chastity were requirements for men 

and women but the wife’s duties towards her husband were rather unambiguous. She had to be 

willing to fulfil her marital duties, as marriage was regarded as a path to live a good Christian 

life and “as a safeguard against adultery and fornication, and intercourse in marriage as 

blameless” (Ritari, 2009, p. 91). 

Morgawse complied with her conjugal duties – her marriage was consummated by an heir and 

three additional sons to her husband-king − and she promptly carried out her queenly duties. 

However, it is not feasible to presume that her lifelong adherence to Chivalric Christian values 

and pious everyday conduct could lessen God’s displeasure caused by many of her grave sins. 

Her violent and unexpected death at the sword of her own son may be read as the personal 

revenge of her sons for her self-rewarding sexual relation with their peer knight, but as such it 

may not conciliate God’s self-righteous dissatisfaction. Even though Morgawse’s life was 

concentrated in the relation to the ubiquitously chivalric Arthurian society with its embedded 

demands of Christian devotion from birth to death, she has no comparison to  Queen Guenever 

who after King Arthur’s death in the battle of Cammlan retires to a nunnery for solitary 

penitence, refusing Launcelot’s last embrace and expelling him from her remaining life.  As if 

to try to compensate for her sins against God, the Bible, and the Code of Chivalry, Malory has 

written Morgawse to embody the cardinal and theological virtues, derived from the early 

Church. Her cradle-to-grave chivalric odyssey with occasional earthly pleasures had woven her  

into the Chivalric Christian ethics of her surroundings, but not sincerely enough to allow her to 

enter the afterlife as a faithful Christian.  

The end of Morgawse’s individual voyage of life can be read as her personal triumph, dying in 

her lover’s arms, after a fulfilling night with a peer of her sons. Malory’s choice of a sudden 

and violent ending to Morgawse’s life glorifies her past female career from a minor daughter 

to a resourceful mother of chivalric knights, escalating to the life of an independent and sensual 

woman whom Malory allows to lead her life by her own will as a major character in his 
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storyworld. Due to her own choice of living her life, however, she remains an eternal outcast 

from God’s grace and salvation in the afterlife.   

News of Morgawse’s murder quickly reach Camelot, and King Arthur angrily expels Gareth 

from his court. With Arthur’s permission Sir Gawayne and his brothers Gaheris and Aggravayn 

together with Mordred, have their revenge on Sir Lamorak who meets his end at their hands 

(534.25−28/Cx.54). Morgawse’s sons have now taken double revenge on both their father’s 

killer, Sir Pellinore, and Pellinore’s son Sir Lamorak as their mother’s lover.  

Morgawse is never mentioned again. Deceased women are irrelevant and dismissed in Le Morte 

Darthur, even if their existence leads to the final tragedy.  
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9. CONCLUSIONS 
 

9.1 SUMMARY OF RESEARCH QUESTIONS, METHODOLOGICAL AND 
THEORETICAL APPROACH 

 

In this research, the narratives of three selected women in Thomas Malory’s Le Morte Darthur 

were read and studied through a gendered lens for the purpose of shedding light on two crucial, 

and until now rather neglected, research questions. The key inquiry asked two major inter-

related set of questions. Primarily, how does Chivalric Christianity intersect with the female 

religiousness in Le Morte Darthur, and how is Malory’s perspective of Chivalric Christianity 

portrayed in the narratives of women? And secondarily, what does the representation of women 

in Malory’s work reveal about their Chivalric Christian life on the edge of power, and what 

opportunities do Malory’s women have to seize and utilize power to advance their own goals 

in their marginal existence?    

A narratological approach with character analysis turned out to serve well as the methodological 

framework of Malory’s storyworld specified by fictional characters, often unrecognisable 

locations and landscapes, and the vagueness of historical era. The feminist point-of-view which 

guides the thinking throughout the analysis of the religiousness of the chosen women draws 

from Simone de Beauvoir’s strong ideas of woman’s enduring dislocation in otherness and on 

the periphery of power with reference to man. Throughout time, woman has been displaced to 

a position of passive immanence, consent to the roles assigned to her. Her existence is described 

and defined by and through her body. Woman’s lived experience, gained by building 

knowledge and maturity through meaningful encounters with the world, entails the perception 

that one is not born a woman, but instead becomes one.  

 

9.2 CHIVALRIC CHRISTIAN ARTHURIAN WOMEN ON THE EDGE OF 
POWER 

 

This examination was embarked on citing Brewer (1963), who claims that “for Malory there is 

no essential incompatibility between the values of Christianity and those of the High Order of 
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Knighthood, of ideal Arthurian chivalry” (p. 58). Brewer’s perspective about Malory’s idealistic 

combination of Christianity and chivalry constitutes the backbone to the approach of 

religiousness in Le Morte Darthur. In Malory’s storyworld, Christianity is not exercised by 

clergy but by ordinary characters, enacting a chivalric society whose religiousness is best 

expressed as “lay”. In the present study, therefore, Malory’s affirmation of this religiousness is 

called Chivalric Christianity.  

Le Morte Darthur’s Christian undertone originates from the immanent religiousness of 

Malory’s 12th ˗ and 13th ˗century sources, mostly French, which rather directly influence both 

the tale of the Sankgreall and the narratives of Malory’s characters. Malory’s perspective 

combines the omnipresent religion, spiritual and mysterious phenomena, and a touch of the 

supernatural into an understandable entirety where the religion formulates a meaning for 

interpersonal relationships, that are consistently tangible in Le Morte Darthur. Bennett (1963) 

proposes that in Malory`s work elements from earlier texts “grow together into something 

strange and admirable which none of its successive builders intended or foresaw” (p. vii). Lewis 

(1963) considers Malory’s work as a cathedral “as it has stood the test of time and demand no 

restauration” (p. 27). 

The religiousness of Malory’s work is predominantly masculine and presented through the 

action of the knights, especially in the dominant Christian episode in Le Morte Darthur, the 

quest of the Sankgreall. The religiousness of women is seldom separated from that of the male 

Arthurian community. Malory seems to deem that women follow a similar codification as his 

knights. The female perspective on the religion is often illustrated by the magical skills of the 

Lady of the Lake and Morgan Le Fey, both outside the scope of the present study. The previous 

research has primarily interpreted and examined Arthurian women through chivalric or 

supernatural interventions, rather than religion.  

The aristocratic gentry is the main cast, being also the main readership of Malory’s work. The 

male chivalric deeds and adventures comprises a major part of the oeuvre, while female 

existence remains on the fringe, despite of few Arthurian women whom Malory has depicted 

as major characters in their narratives, such as Queen Guenever and the Lady of the Lake. The 

primary purpose of the marginalized women is to support and facilitate the male chivalry by 

offering a stage for masculine knights to embody the prowess and gallantry required by the 

literary romance genre which Le Morte Darthur manifests in an exemplary way.  



168 

Three major chivalric themes strongly illustrate Malory’s perspectives of religious elements 

and beliefs – the fellowship of the Rounde Table and the Pentecostal Oath represent Malory’s 

conceptualisation of the  Code of Chivalry, and the Sankgreall as the most religious symbol is 

a tangible demonstration of Chivalric Christianity. 

The fellowship of the Rounde Table is the emblem of masculine unity and homosocial 

companionship, displaying an ideal medieval concept, the trinity of “love, religion, war […] 

with its three loyalties, to the overlord, to the lady, and to the God” (Scudder, 1917, p. 185) The 

women, mere targets of the knights’ loyalty, are never invited to the Rounde Table.  

As the embodiment of the Code of Chivalry, the Pentecostal Oath exhibits the law and order 

of King Arthur’s court. The Oath not only reveals the knight’s role and destiny, but establishes 

it by acknowledging that masculine activity needs the feminine, and this way promotes the 

powerless gender to become powerful (Armstrong, 1999, p. 203). It is the most empowering 

element of the Code of Chivalry concerning women in Le Morte Darthur. The Oath is instituted 

by King Arthur, but aptly facilitated by two women, the Lady of the Lake 238 as an agitator and 

Queen Guenever as an executor, displaying women as the primary advocators in the 

establishment of law and order for Arthurian court. The Ladies Clause of the Oath “allwayes to 

do ladyes, damesels, and jantilwomen and wydowes succour, strengthe hem in hir ryghtes, and 

never to enforce them upon payne of dethe” (97.31−33/CIII.15) designates female status as a 

justifiable object of knights’ protection and most distinctly conforms with the sense of woman 

in the Arthurian chivalric culture being an object who should be sheltered, succoured, and saved 

by chivalric males. An active and aggressive, homosocial role is promoted by the Oath as the 

mandate of the chivalric conduct of the knights.  

The Sankgreall is the pinnacle of the Chivalric Christian experience in Le Morte Darthur and 

a metaphor of religious pilgrimage. Only those few who embody the criteria of chastity and 

calling for this ultimate Christian challenge can achieve it. The quest consolidates Christian and 

supernatural elements into an omnipresent religious web where faith and devotion to Christ 

guide those who trust in Him, while others can never find the precious Christian relic, or 

accomplish their allegorical individual pilgrimages. The quest of the Sankgreall includes only 

men, courtly women are rejected due to their mere existence alluring knights to think about sin, 

either in their mind or in their body. The call for the divine love of Christ should abide as the 

 

238 Or, one of the avatars of the Lady of the Lake – Malory does not specifically name her. 
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ultimate target of every good Christian − both the courtly women and the knights − in Malory’s 

storyworld.  

Without a chaste female counsel, however, no knight, could accomplish the target of the quest. 

Percivale’s virgin sister is imperative in advancing the masculine achievements there. Yet, 

Malory does not even care to call her by name. By illustrating omnipotent male chivalric 

prowess as the prerequisite for the quest, Malory can be read as teaching a lesson to his female 

audience that women can never achieve the Sankgreall, even though a virgin woman is suited 

to be the mother of Christ. On the other hand, Malory acts contrarily. Without the female body 

of Elayne of Corbyn, the knight of the Sankgreall, Sir Galahad, would not have been born. 

Through Elayne’s lineage of Joseph of Arimathea combined with Launcelot’s descendance 

from King David and Christ, their son Galahad becomes fully justified to achieve the 

Sankgreall. Malory at times allows his female protagonists to publicly take power, especially 

Queen Guenever on several occasions (Hodges, 2005b), yet the female competence and impact 

is often concealed in Le Morte Darthur, as seen with the women examined in this study.  

The three marginalised women in Le Morte Darthur selected to be scrutinised live by the rules 

of Chivalric Christianity. Since they are mostly neglected by the contemporary research,  in this 

study they represent symbolically all women who are less acknowledged by the present 

scholarship, either due to their minor presence in Le Morte Darthur, or due to their indifferently 

or negatively regarded importance in Malory’s storyworld.   

Chivalric Christianity determines the religiousness of Elayne of Corbyn, Elayne of Ascolat, and 

Morgawse. Malory’s viewpoints regarding these women differ mainly due to their personal 

attendance in a certain religious environment in his storyworld. They all accept the codes of 

Arthurian chivalry but establish the codification for their own individual conduct and 

implement their agendas with varied, often uneven consequences. The omnipresence of the 

Sankgreall, Mariology and chastity, the medieval quest for dying well, religious habits, symbols 

and rituals, and lifelong pious Christian journey, portrayed in Le Morte Darthur, reverberate in 

their narratives, either visibly or hidden, more profoundly than in the tales of other women 

displayed by Malory. Each woman resides in a milieu where the concept of Chivalric 

Christianity fulfils her own vocation and provides her with an individual religious mindset and 

perspective. Each individual account embodies an aspiration to seize power.  

This chapter will summarise the appearance of the female Chivalric Christian religiousness in 

Le Morte Darthur in terms of both individual and collective points of view, following 
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Beauvoir’s conception that “human existence must be viewed from the perspective of a singular 

and the universal” (Björk, 2008, p. 20) 239 since a singular, individual performance is a personal 

and often subjective account, which cannot be divided among others, and universal, collective 

perspective is a shared experience, sometimes more objective. 

The primary research question inquires how Chivalric Christianity intersects with the female 

religiousness in Le Morte Darthur. The Chivalric Christian existence of the three women in 

Malory’s storyworld is concluded as an individual performance of each woman by her efficacy 

and competence to survive and have an influence in the Arthurian community. Responses to 

requisite manners in which female religiousness is portrayed and how Malory’s religious 

perspectives are embedded in the women’s narratives, are applied in the conclusions of  

respective woman.  

 

Elayne of Corbyn 

Elayne of Corbyn, the daughter of King Pelles, is the only woman in Le Morte Darthur whose 

life is designated by the divine supremacy of the Sankgreall and the need thereby to comply 

with the rules of the Code of Chivalry presuming Christian devotion and reverent attitude. Her 

flawless family line derives from her father’s progeny from Joseph of Arimathea who brought 

the vessel of the Sankgreall to Britain, bestowing upon her family a Christian guardianship of 

the Sankgreall until it will be restored in the Holy Land. The Sankgreall heals her after five 

years’ peril in a scorching hot tower, and it cures Launcelot from his madness.  

Elayne of Corbyn’s narrative starts with her as an exemplary Chivalric Christian maiden 

executing her religious duties constituted by the Sankgreall. As a motherless daughter of a king, 

as a minor character and “damsel in distress” in her father’s court, her alternatives are scarce 

and her lot is the obedience to her father. Elayne’s future is predestined by a prophecy to 

produce a knight who will attain the Sankgreall and return it to Sarras. Elayne needs both her 

Christian faith and an additional enchantment to accomplish a bed-trick with Launcelot whose 

line as a descendant of Christ and King David guarantees the most eligible Christian knight for 

the quest of the Sankgreall. Elayne’s impact in Le Morte Darthur is enormous due to her son 

Galahad, who at the end of his life is taken to Heaven along with the Sankgreall, yet it is 

 

239 Emphasis is original.  
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diminished by Malory’s masculine chivalry prioritising male achievements over female 

influence. Her significance in the narrative of Launcelot, the bed-tricked father of her son, is 

minimal.   

Elayne builds her life in Malory’s storyworld with the help of an enchantress, Dame Brusen, 

thereby transforming from king’s daughter to the mother of Galahad and a rival of Queen 

Guenever. Finally, when the prophesies are fulfilled, Elayne ascends to be a “woman in charge”, 

enjoying the contentment and tranquillity of her common-law union with Launcelot for a 

fleeting moment. Although Malory seldom gives credit to his female characters, he allows 

Elayne to prove power as a protagonist in achieving her will. She acts as an independent 

Arthurian woman who fears no consequences but takes the lead to live a satisfactory life for a 

few short years with the man whom she was forced to exploit by a prophecy, but who turns out 

to be her chosen one, albeit reluctant. “Lived experience” describes Elayne’s subjectivity and 

the way she makes sense of her situation and actions from her own perspective, building a 

personal encounter through her own body, sexuality, her emotional attachment and unstable 

relationship with Launcelot, and her motherhood of the purest knight.  

Elayne of Corbyn in Le Morte Darthur is a determined young woman, who despite having been 

“kept at the margins of the world” (Beauvoir 2009, 280) to fulfil the prophesies made on her 

behalf, seizes the power accessible to her and uses it for her own benefit to reach what she 

wants. Malory depicts Elayne proving her capacity and disposition as strong and resilient, with 

her forceful speech designating her inner reconciliation with the expectations of her character. 

If not for her own determined conduct, then at least due to her son Galahad who reached a place 

in Heaven, Elayne would have been entitled to a more pronounced finale in Malory’s Chivalric 

Christian storyworld. Nevertheless, Elayne’s grasp on influence due to her son is fleeting, and 

she quickly falls back to the edge of attention and power. When deceased she will be forgotten 

and not missed by anyone.    

As a reply to the queries raised, Elayne of Corbyn’s Chivalric Christian existence and her 

devout religiousness are deeply embedded in her narrative, through her lineage from Joseph of 

Arimathea as a guardian of the Sankgreall, as completing the prophecy to become the mother 

of the one-and-only knight qualified to achieve the most Christian symbol of Le Morte Darthur, 

the Sankgreall, and finally as a compassionate common-law companion to Launcelot. Beyond 

doubt, she represents the most Christian woman in Le Morte Darthur. 
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Elayne of Ascolat 

Elayne of Ascolat’s narrative embeds the overall demand of the virginity and the obligations of 

Chivalric Christian society. Elayne, “the Fayre Mayden of Ascolat”, is presented as a 

perpetually minor character whose life is branded by an impulsive attitude and nascent drive 

for independence, with an unavoidable end. Malory allows her a brief scene with assertive, 

emotional rhetoric, attempting to make  a marriage proposal, and her “death speech”; both 

sharpen her portrait and parallel the other strong female orations in this study. The first case 

proclaims feelings so far unexperienced by her, while the second laments being misunderstood 

and unfairly treated yet pronounces her purity and Launcelot’s valour.  

Elayne of Ascolat is “kept at the margins of the world” (Beauvoir, 2009, p. 280) along with the 

two other women examined in this study. Obedience, compliance, and respect for her father, 

together with piety and faith in God, feature in her daily conduct. Otherness dictates Elayne’s 

life. Her simple childishness and immature knowledge about the world lead her to fall for 

Launcelot, the first man stepping into her domestic life, but Elayne permanently remains an 

‘Other’ to him, since Launcelot is wholeheartedly devoted to Queen Guenever and hardly 

recognises other women.  

The impact of Elayne’s short-lived presence on Launcelot’s life is insignificant. Her boldness 

in facilitating her own future and offering herself to Launcelot either as a wife or a paramour, 

is her audacious aspiration towards womanhood; however, it is but doomed from the very 

beginning. Elayne of Ascolat’s story echoes the Christian demand of chastity, which leaves her 

without any alternatives but to die after Launcelot’s triple denial to love her, marry her, or 

accept her as at least his lover. Her determination to perish is the most futile approach, but at 

the same time the boldest achievement of any female character in Le Morte Darthur.  

Elayne of Ascolat’s death bed scene exemplifies Christian dying rituals. Virginity is her asset 

when she as a Chivalric Christian maiden seeks for “good death”. She orchestrates both her last 

voyage on the river Thames to King Arthur’s court and her burial rituals, by a final letter 

instructing remembrance of her as an immaculate maiden. She could not have Launcelot, so she 

offers him to all ladies, since he is ‘pereles’. In the hands of King Arthur’s courtiers,  her death 

letter glorifies her as a pure Christian maiden, living and dying by God’s command, and it also 

purifies Launcelot’s reputation as a supreme knight. Her sole influence in Le Morte Darthur is 

that by defending Launcelot’s deeds, he is granted a return to the queen’s favour. However, her 

death is a subtle manoeuvre by Malory, since her letter brings also her the recognition she never 
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received in her life and secures her a good after-life she desires. If Malory’s aim while creating 

a character like Elayne of Ascolat − immature and foolhardy, naïve and obstinate, running 

straight to her self-destruction − was to teach his female readership a lesson about a prudent 

and foresighted female demeanour, he hardly gets sympathy from his readers.  Elayne’s destiny 

mainly provokes empathy and pity, and the blame for her behaviour  is centred on her distant, 

ill-disposed family. 

Through her short life, Elayne of Ascolat never has the slightest chance to emerge from the 

margins of Malory’s storyworld. When dead, Elayne arises from her otherness when she 

manages to catch the attention and recognition of the court, but only for a transient instant. She 

is totally forgotten, however: her impact on the emotional balance of Arthurian court is 

remarkable, yet only momentary.  

As an answer to the enquiries raised, Elayne of Ascolat grows from a timid and obedient 

daughter into a determined victim of her own fallacy. When Launcelot refuses to be neither her 

husband nor lover, she starves herself to death. Her Chivalric Christian devotion is witnessed 

in her wish to die well, confessing her sins and convincing her Creator about her chastity. 

However, she does not repent her fervent loving feelings which she argues come from God, 

even though divine love should be her target, – not earthly love for an earthly man.   

 

Morgawse  

Queen Morgawse is deeply integrated in the Chivalric Christian community where her existence 

is determined by the immanent and oppressive society of knighthood and the masculine 

knightly culture. Morgawse’s life exemplifies a metaphorical Christian journey over a lifetime. 

Morgawse is introduced by Malory as a minor character who through her actions grows into a 

major figure, taking the charge of her life. Morgawse’s presence in Le Morte Darthur is brief 

and her speech is scant but owing to her boldness to follow her own path, despite her minor role 

in Malory’s text she belongs to the cast of the remarkable characters in the work.  

The themes of the Code of Chivalry and courtly love resonate deeply in Morgawse’s narrative. 

The patriarchal Arthurian chivalry surrounds her and imposes expectations on the king’s sister 

and the queen of a chivalric king. Although her marriage forces her to “the margins of the 

world” (Beauvoir, 2009, p. 280) − like both Elaynes – her status as a duke’s daughter provides 

her with authority, significance, and her husband’s trust.  
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Morgawse’s subjective power is tangible in her agenda. Morgawse’s journey to King Arthur’s 

court fulfils her sexual desire and  anoints her as the mother of King Arthur’s son but burdens 

her with two grave sins of adultery and incest. The final part of her lifelong Christian 

peregrination offers her an emotionally satisfying relationship with a chivalric equal-to-her-

sons Sir Lamorak, yet doubles the grim list of her sins when she voluntarily ignores the feud 

with the family who killed her husband-king and accepts a young lover from the same family. 

Her body becomes a metaphorical locus of her own desire which she handles by her own will, 

despite the omnipresence of the dominant knightly culture. Her performance and behaviour 

differ from what is expected from a queen. She literarily has broken the expectations 

surrounding a respectable Chivalric Christian lady in the Arthurian community.  

Morgawse’s willing attendance in the conception of Mordred paves the way towards the 

destruction of the chivalric Arthurian world. The shattering impact of her grave sins evokes 

God’s displeasure and becomes substantial in the ultimate war between King Arthur and 

Mordred whose ambitious wrath against his father ignites the final carnage of patricide-filicide. 

Arthur’s realm is destroyed by Mordred’s killing slash, all due to an accidental drawing of a 

sword to kill an adder.  

Mordred’s act can be read as a manifestation of God’s enduring dissatisfaction with Morgawse. 

Her dedication to Chivalric Christianity through her other sons’ presence in the Arthurian 

knighthood does not save her from God’s dismay. Neither Morgause’s lifelong loyalty to 

Chivalric Christian requirements and values, nor her daily compliance with pious norms, 

conscientious queenship and motherhood, nor the violent death by the sword of her son are  

enough to alleviate God’s indignation and compensate for the adulterous interbreeding with her 

brother.  

Morgawse’s brief existence in Malory’s storyworld leaves no track. After she dies, she is never 

again mentioned in Malory’s work. Due to her independent and audacious conduct she would 

have deserved a chance to show repentance and regret for her sins thus gaining a  more lasting 

memory than just falling into oblivion on Malory’s scene.  

As a response to the inquiries presented above, Morgawse’s chivalric courtly environment 

consolidates her Christian existence by means of  her male family’s knightly prowess and deeds. 

Despite her rise from the minority to a major character via a momentary claim of authority and 

dominance, Morgawse never reaches a level of female prestige; she remains on the edge of 

power and far from the focal point of attention. Malory portrays her religiousness mainly in her 
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metaphorical lifelong Christian voyage but leads her through numerous sins to a sudden violent 

death, which leaves no time for contrition nor salvation in the afterlife.  

The religiousness of the chosen women embeds Chivalric Christianity, reflecting the religious 

meaning of their individual environment in Malory’s storyworld – varying from the deeply 

pious conduct of Elayne of Corbyn who acts as the guardian of the most Christian element in 

Malory’s work, the Sankgreall, to Elayne of Ascolat’s sincere Christian connection with her 

Creator at the dawn of her death, and to Morgawse’s  ordinary Chivalric Christianity, which 

does not guarantee her a good afterlife.  

The secondary research question enquires about how Malory portrays these three women and 

their Chivalric Christian life on the fringe of power in Le Morte Darthur, and what are their 

alternatives to capture and use power for achieving their own goals in their insignificant 

existence. Malory provides a comparative solution into dealing with this inquiry since in 

addition to the individual viewpoints presented above in this chapter, he offers his own 

perspectives of similarities and disparities in the encounters of these women, whose narratives 

portray uncertain feminine authority and influence on the periphery of power. Those viewpoints 

will be discussed through reference to each woman’s personal approach in relation to their 

respective dilemma.  

The domestic Chivalric Christian environment contributes to the impact of the two Elaynes and 

Morgawse and increases their apparent dominance. Malory does not bestow upon them any real 

power, but they seize and hold apparent influence, at least for a moment. Each of them extends 

their hold upon the limits of their own world when trying to reach their goals; however, they 

achieve little, because their “grasp  on the world  is narrower than man’s” (Beauvoir, 2009, pp. 

47, 63). Still, their ability to yield in circumstances which are not theirs to control is notable, 

such as Elayne of Corbyn’s voluntary acceptance of sorcery and being  locked in a scalding hot 

tower chamber for years, Elayne of Ascolat’s avoidance of her father’s stern control, and 

Morgawse’s indifference to her husband’s anger about Mordred. Their capability to act 

successfully and efficiently is illustrated briefly but distinctly by Malory. Elayne of Corbyn has 

the capacity to comply with the prophesies laid upon her, by trusting in a rescue and healing by 

the power of the Sankgreall. Elayne of Ascolat is able to take charge of her life even in the face 

of the ultimate consequences. Morgawse’ s competence in dire situations can be read in her two 

strong performances: her spying voyage on behalf of her husband turns into her personal 

triumph as the target of King Arthur’s sexual desire, and her authority in the king’s court finds 
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her lost son. All three women seize power and use it for their own ambition, with varying 

outcomes.  

The status of the selected ladies in the patriarchal Arthurian society is precarious and 

commanded by the rules of the Code of Chivalry and the Pentecostal Oath, both of which 

consider courtly women largely as the target of chivalric protection. These rules often turn into 

curtailments. Both of the Elaynes as maidens are guarded by their fathers, who command their 

life by decisions on their behalf, leaving barely any choice to their daughters. Elayne of Corbyn 

is victimised by a prophecy executed by her father. Elayne of Ascolat is subjected to her father’s 

expectations about her future marriage. Morgawse also lives under her father’s rule, yet her 

marriage with a confident husband-king generates more freedom to her. When he is dead, she 

pursues her own volition.  

Malory treats these ladies with sympathetic comprehension, permitting them to benefit of their 

circumstances by controlling their own conduct. Despite being patriarchally restricted and 

limited in Malory’s storyworld all three women − presented in this study − portray proficiency 

in acting on their own will, boldly portraying a determined activity, and challenging the 

Chivalric Christian rules when their private plans deviate from those. The power they capture 

by their performance may look apparent, but in their own environment it grants them the liberty 

to dominate at least a part of their realm, such as when Elayne of Corbyn chooses her strategy 

to snatch Launcelot from Queen Guenever, Elayne of Ascolat does not seek consent from her 

father to fall in love with Launcelot, and Morgawse’s husband has no saying on Mordred’s 

begetting. The female independence also has another, less encouraging outcome. Both Elaynes 

exploit the same man, Launcelot, either by prophecy or by obstinacy, but are either destined or 

subjected to lose him. Morgawse’s fleeting pleasure turns to incest and eventually causes the 

destruction of Arthur’s kingdom. 

The lines written by Malory allow Elaynes and Morgawse to address their audiences with strong 

and forceful rhetoric. Elayne of Corbyn through her private words soothes Launcelot’s mind 

and binds him into a cursory common-law companionship. Elayne of Ascolat prescribes how 

her memory will be preserved in a letter which becomes public when read to the court, revealing 

herself as still a maiden and Launcelot as “pereles”. Morgawse succeeds in her public demand 

to find her son. 

The performance of these women are characteristic of their different statuses. Both Elaynes act 

according to their maidenly status and show compliance to the paternal command, Elayne of 
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Corbyn keeping her vigilant eye on the Sankgreall destined by her father’s Christian lineage, 

and Elayne of Ascolat respecting her father by guarding her virginity. Still, they both get what 

they want – the former in her a short-term life with Launcelot and the latter in a good death and 

her first-ever recognition by King Arthur’s court. Morgawse has learned to perform regally, 

and her conduct in King Arthur’s court calls for obedience. 

A feminist mindset offers a fundamental perspective when drawing conclusions about the 

power of the women who live in the margins of their world in Le Morte Darthur (Beauvoir, 

2009, p. 280). All three women fall into an individually dramatic encounter with one of the 

main characters in Le Morte Darthur. King Arthur has a profound impact on Morgawse’s life, 

while Sir Launcelot romantically attracts both Elaynes. In their personal interaction with 

Malory’s heroes, the significance and the agency of these marginal women becomes relevant 

and shapes their singular “lived experience”.  

Elayne of Corbyn builds her “lived experience” with the help of her enchantress, Dame Brusen. 

Her deeds and thoughts are composed in a potent knowledge which she can exploit at her need 

in each new situation of her life. “Lived experience” describes Elayne’s capability to make 

sense of her situation, her actions, and her performance from her own perspective as well as her 

personal encounter with life. Elayne of Ascolat’s short life is blanketed by otherness. Her only 

value lies in her marriageability and a future union, in which her husband-to-be would be 

aligned with her father. She is not worthy when that option is lost due to her unrequited love 

for Launcelot, to whom she also is an “Other”. When dead, Elayne emerges from her otherness 

by succeeding in evoking a momentary recognition. Morgawse’s life signifies Beauvoir’s 

concept of “the body is a situation” since her body has symbolically become her own: she 

handles it by her own will, despite the omnipresence of the suppressive knightly culture. 

In Malory’s medieval literary world the awareness of “one becoming a woman” as “doing” 

rather than “being” can be substantiated as perceiving Arthurian women as proactive actors in 

the scenes of their narratives, all by their own will. Despite their life being rather predestined, 

they perform with their self-chosen agendas for the audience of the chivalric community. The 

approach towards sex by both Elaynes is performative, by making Launcelot a victim by their 

gambit – with contrary results. For Morgawse, her agenda by having an adulterous rendezvous 

with Arthur will lead to both a patricide and a filicide. 

The three Arthurian women − Elayne of Corbyn, Elayne the Fayre Mayden of Ascolat, and 

Queen Morgawse − seize momentary power through their temporal authority and competence. 
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Regardless of the different status and bearing of their characters in Malory’s storyworld these 

women perform their transit through the Arthurian society with their actions and forceful speech 

signifying their stature. The magnitude of their relevance ranges from minimal to enormous. In  

light of the present analysis it is pertinent to conclude that all three women have an impact on 

the storyline of Malory’s Chivalric Christian work. From minor to major and protagonist 

characters their achievements change the lives of those they encounter. Elayne of Corbyn’s 

Christ-like son Galahad brings all the countries out of danger. By sacrificing herself, the mere 

maiden Elayne of Ascolat exalts the chivalric Launcelot and elevates his glory. For Morgawse, 

her adulterous rendezvous with Arthur will lead to the destruction of the Arthurian realm 

through a patricide-filicide. Their accomplishment, however, hardly ever becomes public or 

reaches the core of dominance in the Arthurian universe. Their only alternative is to reside on 

the edge of power. None of the three Arthurian women presented in this study have more than 

a liminal, ephemeral entry − there is no permanent presence for women in the core of power. 

Even though they all have their moment in the limelight of Malory’s Chivalric Christian 

storyworld, when deceased they are swiftly dismissed.  

Beauvoir’s (1949)  strong postulation “Never underestimate the power of a woman” (p. 613) is 

applicable and, according to the present study, fully relevant for all three women chosen to be 

investigated in this work. Their performance creates an epicentre with a wave of effects in 

Malory’s storyworld – both for the better and for the worse. Morgawse’s fatal power as the 

mother of the evil, treacherous Mordred should not be undervalued. Even the trivial power of 

the Elaynes as mere maidens becomes consequential in the larger context of the Arthurian 

realm, affecting the increase of the reputation of King Arthur’s most valiant knight, Sir 

Launcelot. Their power lies, as Cooper (1998) fittingly emphasises, in the love they offer “in a 

world where love is unlikely to be enough” (p. xix). 

The primary effort of this study has been to fill a clear gap in the previous Arthurian research, 

namely, the Chivalric Christian female religiousness in Thomas Malory’s Le Morte Darthur. 

This study presents a less explored view of female Chivalric Christianity, a new religious 

perspective on Malory’s illustration of his female characters, their performance in the roles 

written for them in Arthurian society, their use of liminal power to achieve their goals, and their 

encounters with the contradictory demands of masculine dominance and female subordination, 

both immanent in Le Morte Darthur.  
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9.3 REFLECTIONS    

 

Thomas Malory’s Le Morte Darthur is a late-medieval treasure chest for its reader, whether a 

devotee of history, culture, literature, legends, or fiction and fantasy. Just as the Sankgreall is a 

“Bowl of Plenty” (Waite, 1961, pp. 59−65),240 Malory’s Le Morte Darthur is a “Work of 

Plenty”. The audience has apprehended his work through the perspectives of their era and the 

reception has reflected contemporary historical and cultural ambience. Malory intended his 

work to be read by gentry as an example of Chivalric Christian and “passionate, limited […] 

aristocratic society, with its own standards of success and failure” (Brewer, 1963, p. 45). The 

medieval readership may have understood his intentional effort.  

A twenty-first century reader does not approach Le Morte Darthur only with a current mindset 

but also with an innate reflection on earlier centuries’ contribution to Malory’s interpretation.  

The textual sources have provided Malory’s work with an abundance of chivalric, religious, 

supernatural, legendary, and imaginative perspectives, which have become the narratological 

ingredients of Malory’s romantic medieval novel. Contemporary scholars have actively 

enhanced the current understanding of Malory’s worldview. Since Arthurian women are in the 

centre of the attention in this study, there opened a fillable gap in the previous academic research 

where a combination of the women residing on the periphery of Arthurian literary realm with 

their religious performative presence has scarcely been explored.  It has been necessary to 

approach the topic from the viewpoint of Chivalric Christianity, for examination of these 

women in Le Morte Darthur.  

Three women were placed in the focus since their Promethean ambition in Le Morte Darthur 

entitled them to step out – at least momentarily – from the remoteness in which Malory  

purposefully relegated them in his storyworld. The silent, often invisible empowerment of these 

women inspires a deeper and closer reading of the narratives of the two Elaynes and Morgawse, 

which reveals that Malory can be interpreted to have been rather modern in his portrayal and to 

have a hidden vision for his female characters – being mild and tolerant as much as supportive.  

He treats them with a paternal, attentive touch, even to their end. Elayne of Corbyn is given a 

 

240 By this way the Grail vessel appears in Malory’s textual sources, feeding all who need to be fed.  
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tribute through the motherhood of the celebrated knight of the Sankgreall; as if allowing his 

readership to reminisce on her high moments Malory writes nothing about her end, and she just 

dies. Elayne of Ascolat’s death is expectable, however, it glorifies her memory which has been 

designed by herself, a privilege which Malory hardly gives to any of his kings or knights. 

Morgawse’s end is cruel but merciful to her, a quick death in the arms of her chivalric lover.   

Malory’s intention regarding these marginal, lesser women is left without attention: receiving 

only a few pages and hardly any lines supports the opinions of contemporary scholarship about 

his occasional misogynist attitude. Yet, Malory’s reputation as a misogynist is debatable, thus 

leading to further reflections.   

Malory’s treatment of these women is not a surprise, since he handles his male characters 

similarly, with respect and courtesy.  However, behind the scenes he accredits these ladies with 

individual agendas, presumably to satisfy his medieval female readership. As example, when  

their time is up, the ladies in this study are forgotten. However, the male cast of Malory’s 

storyworld is neither posthumously commemorated. It is notable that the knights referred to the 

most − such as Launcelot, Gawayn, and Mordred − perish at the very end of Le Morte Darthur 

and leave no room for Malory’s recollections. Other knights plainly leave Malory’s storyworld 

without any remembrance. Another egalitarian aspect can be read in Malory’s original 

Winchester manuscript where he does not mark any difference between his characters: both 

male and female names are emphasised by rubricating them with red ink. 241 It is tempting here 

to reflect on Malory’s tangible aim to not minimise the meaning or the value of his female 

characters. It may rather be the tendency of the contemporary scholarly eye, which is orientated 

towards reading Malory with a misogynist lens. However, since Malory’s occasional misogyny 

is widely discussed but not profoundly justified, such as the exclusion of courtly women from 

the quest of the Sankgreall and his gender-specific attitudes provoking the gender-conscious 

eye, his attitudes towards his characters in chivalric confrontations would benefit from a deeper 

analysis.  

The novel approach of this study, the analysis of the Chivalric Christian presence and 

performance of Arthurian women in Le Morte Darthur results in an additional reflective 

discussion. The marginalised women have a remarkable effect on the Arthurian community. 

Elayne of Corbyn’s predestination keeps her living next to the most religious emblem in the 

 

241 See, e.g., ThoAdd. MS 59678, f. 35 as in the Winchester manuscript, British Library. 
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whole of Le Morte Darthur. Elayne of Ascolat’s Mariological destiny provides her with a 

purposeful life for a fleeting moment. Morgawse’s lifelong Christian journey substantiates the 

effort for searching a final peace of mind, although it is prevented by her extreme unrepented  

sins.  Malory, however, casts no accusations or guilt on her. Malory’s mercifulness prevents 

her from experiencing the deaths of her knightly sons and the final destruction of the Arthurian 

realm inflicted by her son on Arthur. All these women accept their individual agendas and 

unhesitatingly execute them, with determination and stamina, which relevantly raises them into 

the league of the few whom Malory allows to live by their own free will. However, while they 

may rise from the edge of power for a transient moment, they never stay outside it for long. The 

centre of Chivalric Christian Arthurian power has room for no woman, not even for Queen 

Guenever.  

Three peripheral women have been studied here, however, there are other female characters in 

Malory’s work, either visible or insignificantly perceived, whose Chivalric Christian existence 

in the literary Arthurian community suggests a fresh additional exploration which would 

advance a wider understanding of Malory’s approach towards his female characters. Queen 

Guenever, the major female characters in Malory’s work, has been in the focal point of the 

scholarly attention, but she has seldom been regarded from a religious viewpoint, despite her 

end-of-life in a nunnery with a pious repentance of her adulterous relationship with Launcelot, 

looking for a contrition of her sins. There are several marginalised women whose narrative in 

Le Morte Darthur would call for a similar reading as presented in this study. As an example, 

Igrayne, Arthur’s mother has a minute role outside Arthur’s birth, yet her role in the beginning 

of Le Morte Darthur shows her to be a capable and observing woman, facilitating her husband’s 

cause. Another example, the powerful enchantresses −like the Lady of the Lake, Morgan Le 

Fey, and their several avatars − are provoking for their magical skills. It would be worth  

exploring whether the narratives of these controversial female characters would elicit any facets 

of Chivalric Christian perspectives. 

As said above, Malory’s Le Morte Darthur is a “Work of Plenty”, a fictional portrayal of a 

medieval Chivalric Christian community where chaste maidens and determined dames have a 

chance to capture their fleeting moments and rise from the edge of the power, even when the 

community revolves around a brave and righteous King, valiant knights, chivalric adventures, 

and gracious deeds.  
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APPENDIX 1. KNIGHT’S CODE OF CHIVALRY 242 

 

 To fear God and maintain His Church 

 To serve the liege lord in valour and faith 

 To protect the weak and defenceless 

 To give succour to widows and orphans 

 To refrain from the wanton giving of offence 

 To live by honour and for glory 

 To despise pecuniary reward 

 To fight for the welfare of all 

 To obey those placed in authority 

 To guard the honour of fellow knights 

 To eschew unfairness, meanness, and deceit 

 To keep faith 

 At all times to speak the truth 

 To persevere to the end in any enterprise begun 

 To respect the honour of women 

 Never to refuse a challenge from an equal 

 Never to turn the back upon a foe 

 

 

 

242 Drawn by Brault, 1997, and based on La Chanson de Roland. 
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APPENDIX 2. LITERARY HISTORY OF MALORY’S  
SANKGREALL243 

Year Author 
F=French, E=English, 
W=Welsh, G=German 

Name of the work Emerging characters & 
issues  

    
1169−1190 Chrétien de Troyes,  

F 
The Story of the Grail in 
Arthurian Romances 

Percivale, Grail 
procession, unasked 
question, Morgawse as 
a nameless daughter of 
Queen Igerne, a 
nameless Grail maiden  

1190−1250 Anonymous, F 1. continuation Gawayn, Morgawse as 
Orcades 

1190−1250 Wauchier de Denais, F 2. continuation Percivale, his sister 
1190−1250 Manessier, F 3.continuation Siege Perilous, virginity, 

chastity 
1190−1250 Gerbert de Montreuil, 

F 
4.continuation Mysteries revealed, 

lance of Longinus, 
Joseph d’Arimathea, 
broken sword, Fisher 
King 

Ca. 1212 Wolfram von 
Eschenbach, G 

Parzival  

Before 1215 Gottfried von 
Strassburg, G 

Tristan und Isolde  

1200−1210 Robert de Boron, F 244 Joseph d’Arimathea  Last Supper, blood of 
Christ, a boy carrying 
the Grail, the Round 
Table 

  Merlyn son of maiden and 
devil->incubus 

Before 1210 Anonymous, drawing 
from Boron, F 245 

Perlesvaus /High Book of 
Grail/Longer Prose Perceval  

Grail to west, New Law 
against Old Law 

 F Lancelot Grail/Vulgate 
Cycle/Prose Lancelot 
/Pseudo-Map Cycle246 

 

Before 1235  1. Estoire del Saint 
Graal 

Joseph d’Arimathea, his 
son Joseph, Grail to 
Britain, drawn from 
Boron 

 

243 Barber, 2004, pp. 9−87; Cooper, 1998, xxxi.  
244 Barber, 2004, p. 41; a third text from Boron, the Prose Perceval, survives only in two texts.  but 
eventually comes alive in Perlesvaus,  
245 Barber, 2004, p. 46. 
246 Dover, 2003; Gutenberg project: http://self.gutenberg.org/articles/eng/Vulgate_Cycle. Barber 2004, 
p. 53. 
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Before 1235  2. Estoire de 
Merlyn/Vulgate 
Merlyn/ 

Merlyn, early life of 
Arthur, Morgawse’s 
bed-trick with Arthur 

  2.1. Merlyn 
Propre/Roman de 
Merlyn 

 

  2.2. Roman du Graal 
Suite de 
Merlyn/Suite 
Vulgate de 
Merlyn/Vulgate 
Suite/aka Le 
Premiere Faits du 
Roi Artu 

Arthur, Gawayne, 
marriage with 
Guenever, Merlyn’s 
disappearance due to 
the Lady of the Lake 

  2.3. A single unnamed 
MS 

 

1210−1215  3. Prose 
Lancelot/Estoire de 
Lancelot 

Based on Chrétien’s Le 
Chevalier de Charrette, 
Elaine of Corbyn as 
Helaine 

1212−1220, 
colourful 

 3.1. Vulgate Lancelot 
propre/Roman de 
Lancelot/Lancelot du 
lac: 
Now divided into: 
Galehaut; Charette; 
Suite de Charette; 
Agravain 

Early life of Launcelot, 
relationship with 
Guenever, Galehaut, 
Gawayn, Ector, Lionel, 
Bors 

1220−1225, pious  3.2. La Queste del Saint 
Graal 247 
 

Preparations to quest, 
how the quest is 
undertaken, Pervival, 
Bors, Galahad, as 
narrated by Bors, Elayne 
of Corbyn mentioned as 
dead   

1225−1230, sober  3.3. Vulgate Morte le roi 
Artu/Vulgate Morte 
Artu/La Mort Artu 

Mordred, final battle, 
Launcelot dies as well, 
Elayne of Ascolat 

  (3.4). Non-Cyclic Lancelot Lancelot’s birth BN Fr. 
768 

1230−1235 F Prose Tristan  
1230−1240 F Roman du Graal/Post-

Vulgate Cycle248 
aka Romance of the Grail249 

Launcelot not the main 
character, owes to 
Launcelot propre, focus 
on 

 

247 Malory’s main source for the Sankgreall, according to contemporary Arthurian scholarship, see, e.g., 
Field, 2017, p. xxiii.   
248 Also Malory’s major source, Field, 2017, xxiii.  
249 Called the Romance of the Grail by Barber, as discussed earlier, see Chapter 5.3. 



185 

Launcelot+Guenever, 
Mordred as Morgawse’s 
son, born of incest 

12−13th century W Mabinogion 
1.Culwych and Olwen 
2.lludd and Llefelys 

 
A classical hero quest 
A historic legend 

14th century E Stanzaic Morte Arthur Compressed version of 
Vulgate Mort Artu, in 
Lincoln Cathedral 
Library MS91 
(Thornton), Sangrail 

1375−1378250 E Alliterative Morte Arthur  
1. 1440−1457 
2. 1464251 

John Hardyng, E Chronicle  

1469−1470 Thomas Malory, E Le Morte Darthur  
 

 

250 Whetter, 2012, p. 168. 
251 Whetter, 2012, p. 168. 
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