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“For herein may be seen noble chyvalrye, curtosye, humanyte, frendlynesse, hardynesse, love,
frendshyp, cowardyse, murder, hate, vertue, and synne. Doo after the good and leve the evyl, and
it shal brynge you to good fame and renommee.” (William Caxton, Preface to his edition of Le
Morte Darthur, 1485)

Did Malory write a work of moral instruction?

Sir Philip Sidney argued, almost a century after Caxton had written his preface to Le Morte D’Arthur, in

his Defense of Poesy that one of poetry’s primary goals was to construct positive role models to be

followed by readers and hold up negative examples to be rejected:

For indeed poetry ever setteth virtue so out in her best colours… And of the contrary part, if
evil men come to the stage, they ever go out so manacled as they little animate folks to follow
them.1

Caxton’s instruction to the would-be reader of Malory’s work appears to be pre-empting this sentiment.

He urges the reader to model their behaviour on the ‘good’ in the work and to disregard the ‘evyl’, as

such Caxton supposes that Malory had written a work of moral instruction. In Malory’s Arthurian

universe of quests, battles and revenge plots, morality, concerns about ‘doing the right thing’, is

undoubtedly present. However, it is my contention that the work is too steeped in the political concerns of

its time to argue that the author’s primary inspiration was one of moral direction. Eugene Vinaver

suggests in his 1929 study on Malory that, “he was inspired throughout his task by a definite national and

political purpose, and it is doubtful whether the book would have been written had it not been for the

events of 1454-85.”2 Yet, he goes on to conclude that, “faced with the horrors of internecine strife and the

uncertainty of the future, Malory naturally enough fell back on remembrances of the past and tried to find

in them a picture of glory and prosperity.”3. My reading takes the opposite view; I contend that the

content of Le Morte D’Arthur is profoundly contemporary. Malory’s Arthurian stories have inescapable

relevance to the events of the Wars of the Roses. The text’s concern with overmighty nobles, dynastic

integrity, problematic marriages, and the significance of a unifying monarch reflects many of the

predominant issues that beset Britain in the later half of the 15th Century.
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Indeed, the very publication politics of the work lead us irresistibly towards such a historical reading.

Malory himself, in his service of Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick (dubbed ‘The Kingmaker’), must

have been an active participant in the Wars of the Roses. It’s very possible that he joined Warwick in his

breach with former ally Edward IV. We are dealing with a writer in close proximity to some of the

major personalities and events of the period, thus it seems logical that these experiences might be

reflected in his work. Malory died a prisoner in March 1471 (only a month before Warwick was killed at

the Battle of Barnet) and Vinaver suggests that it is in Malory’s final stint in jail that he complete

writing Le Morte D’Arthur. So Malory, as a captive of Edward IV, was a politicised individual at the

time of writing. Perhaps it’s a happy coincidence that Caxton’s printed publication of Le Morte

D’Arthur should appear in 1485, the year of Henry Tudor’s victory at Bosworth and the nominal end of

the Wars of the Roses. Still, the text seems fated to be understood in this most extraordinary and violent

of political contexts. Time and time again Malory’s Arthur legends appear to mirror and comment on

contemporary or recent events.

Malory’s narrative style might be compared with a 14th century altarpiece. As the altarpiece artist lacks

knowledge of first point perspective to give his painting depth, Malory’s paratactic style of storytelling

seems to prevent any depth in his narrative. In both Malory and the altarpiece one can appreciate quite

clearly what is happening, but the audience gets a sense that events are simply piled on top of each other

in an unnatural and confusing manner. P.J.C. Field suggests that, “Malory is not writing an ordinary

romance. He is putting romance material into chronicle form.”4 Field’s comments are instructive

because they invite us to consider Malory’s writing as a work of history rather than imaginative

romance. In choosing to translate the existing French Arthurian tales into English at the time he did,

Malory necessarily juxtaposes them with the Wars of the Roses and thus invites references between the

two. In his guise as ‘chronicler’ of mythical events Malory is playfully closer to being a genuine

historian or commentator than the reader might initially assume.

Within the first book of The Tale of King Arthur Malory establishes the scene for a dynastic conflict that

colours the rest of the text:
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Thenne within two yeres kyng Uther felle seke of a grete maladye. And in the meanewhyle
hys enemyes usurped upon hym and dyd a grete bataylle upon his men and slewe many of his
people.5

(The Tale of King Arthur, 6.28)

The usurpers are presented very negatively here. Firstly, Malory says they attempted their coup when

the current king was ill, an action that is presented frequently in the text as utterly unchilvalrous; it is not

the behaviour of a noble knight to attack a man when he is vulnerable. Secondly, in slaying many of the

king’s people, the usurpers are depicted as being needlessly and recklessly violent. On a purely moral

level we might understand that Malory advises against usurpation as an unnatural and destructive

upsetting of existing hierarchies. However, Malory’s readers must have been aware of the devastating

factional warfare that had beset the nation over the last 50 years, which, at least to some extent, was

triggered by usurpations. Furthermore, it is possible that Uther’s ‘maladye’ is a reference to Henry VI’s

madness, another contributing factor to the civil strife. Thus any reading of the line cannot ignore this

context; immediately parallels are drawn between the land that King Arthur will inherit and the political

landscape of Britain in the 1450’s.

Malory’s writing is not directly allegorical to his period as, say, Orwell’s Animal Farm is to the Russian

Revolution, moreover, in Le Morte D’Arthur a number of the themes and anxieties that are

foregrounded are relevant to some of the concerns of the Wars of the Roses. It might be tempting to cast

personalities from 15th century England as characters in Malory’s Arthurian romances. However,

attempting to do this definitively and convincingly is always problematic. Taking the example of

Richard Neville, in The Tale of King Arthur it could be argued that he is represented by Merlin. The

wizard is not only responsible for sanctioning the power of King Arthur (through the device of the

sword in the stone) but also expands Arthur’s power base:

So withing shorte tyme Merlion had founded such knyghtes…
(The Tale of King Arthur, 60.30)

Furthermore, his wariness of Arthur’s potential marriage to Guinevere recalls Neville’s opposition to

Edward IV’s hasty union with Elizabeth Woodville:
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Merlion warned the kyng covertly that Gwenyver was nat holsom for hym to take to wyff.
(The Tale of King Arthur, 59.36)

However, by the Tale of the Morte Arthur, Launcelot emerges as a more probable cipher for the

Kingmaker. His breach with King Arthur and subsequent movement to France must surely reference

Neville’s defection from Edward IV to the Lancastrian faction and his flight to the continent. Although

it is potentially fallacious to treat Le Morte D’Arthur as direct allegory the action of a number of the

tales has undeniable relevance to recent political events. Malory uses the Arthurian context to offer

comment on the Wars of the Roses and inherently some of his judgments are therefore moral.

However, the distinction between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ in Malory’s writing is not always completely rigid.

Although most characters are cast as either forces for good or forces for evil this opposition is often

problematized. This feature of Le Morte D’Arthur is coherent with my historical reading as the blurring

of good and bad could be considered mimetic of the difficulty in determining who is in the right in a

factional conflict. When Arthur first hears of his wife’s adultery with Sir Launcelot his initial reaction is

puzzling because it is to praise Launcelot:

He ys a mervaylous knyght or proues.
(Slander and Strife, 682.5)

Both Malory and Arthur refuse to damn Launcelot instantly and remind the reader of all the virtuous

actions that the knight has undertaken in the past. Arthur himself is portrayed uncomfortably as

stubbornly vengeful in his insistence that his wife must be burnt as punishment for her adultery. Whilst

many of the other Round Table knights are shown to have potentially treacherous or violently vengeful

natures. It is problematic to consider a text in which good and evil are blurred to the extent of Le Morte

D’Arthur as a work of moral instruction according to Caxton’s terms. Perhaps what we see instead is a

sense, conditioned in both writer and reader by proximity to the Wars of the Roses, that morality is fluid

and judgments regarding ‘who is right’ depend on the individual’s subjective leanings.

Historian Maurice Keen writes in his book England in the Later Middle Ages that:



The years from 1450 to 1461 witnessed a dislocation of government which was often total,
the outbreak of a ferocious civil war, and the ultimate supplanting of the Lancastrian dynasty
by that of York.6

And in Malory’s concluding tale The Most Piteous Take of the Morte Arthur there is a palpable sense of

such a disintegration of a kingdom. The final instalment of Malory’s works represents a catastrophic

falling apart, an utter reversal of the first book’s optimistic portrayal of the construction of something

noble. After Launcelot’s treachery Arthur acknowledges that:

Now I am sure the noble felyshyp of the Rounde Table ys brokyn for ever, for with hym woll
many a noble knyght holde. And now hit is fallen so.

(Slander and Strife, 682.7)

The infighting has reached such an extent that the integrity of the Round Table is no longer sustainable

and dynastic change appears to be inevitable. To parallel this with contemporary concerns, Malory

suggests that 15th century kingship was precariously reliant on the support of overmighty nobles (of

whom Warwick was the primary example) and, consequently, rebellion by such a noble was incredibly

damaging to the realm.

If we take Malory’s works as a unified whole (and Vinaver has written to great extent on the problems

of doing so) then Le Morte D’Arthur is structurally framed by usurpations. The first book begins with

the usurpation of Arthur’s father, Uther, and the catastrophic conflict of the final book is triggered by

Mordred’s assumption of the throne. The reader is therefore invited to view the trajectory of the work in

terms of kingship, a contemporarily extremely relevant concept, from the establishment of a unifying

monarch to the eventual downfall of his power. There can be no doubt that Malory has an acute sense of

political relevance and his writing is predominantly coloured not by an isolated moral didacticism but

the (possibly, but not necessarily moral) concerns of the times in which he lived and wrote.

Caxton’s suggestion that Malory’s work provides a model for the reader to ‘doo after the good and leve

the evyl’ ignores the problematizing feature of the text’s treatment of violence. Keen comments that,

“the aristocracy and gentry of the fifteenth century were always inclined to use force when they could
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have gone to law”7 and, similarly, the Arthurian knights appear to use violence as the first resort in

resolving conflicts. Certainly, one of the most striking things about reading the text for the first time is

the frequency of smiting and slaying; the noble death toll appears to be enormous. So, on the one hand,

violence is the predominant currency of success in Arthur’s Court but, conversely, violence is seen as a

destructive influence on the unity of the realm:

And therewith the kynge rod hys way and myght no lenger beholde hym, saying to hymselff,
‘Alas, alas, that ever thys warre began’.

(The Vengeance of Sir Gawain, 691.28)

Thus Malory’s and Arthur’s attitudes towards violence are ambiguous, throughout the text violent

conquest has been celebrated such that Arthur’s words here perhaps appear rather hollow. Here, it is

instructive to place the text in context and understand that it was written in ultraviolent times, towards

the end of a period of conflict that had been greatly damaging to the state. Attempts to judge Malory’s

moral opinion toward violence as a justifying force are inherently flawed. What emerges as the text

progresses is a shifting attitude towards violence. Whereas in The Tale of King Arthur violence is

presented constructively, in The Tale of the Morte Arthur feelings towards violence appear to have an

increased weariness and general cynicism regarding its effectiveness. Indeed, Arthur’s final battle is

described in hyperbolically negative terms:

And never syns was there seyne a more dolefuller batayle in no Crysten londe.
(The Day of Destiny, 713.7)

And, of course, the battle concludes with son killing father and father killing son – the most profound

expression of the destructive futility of civil war. Malory comes to the conclusion that a regime based on

violent conquest can never be stable, an attitude surely conditioned by the fluctuating power struggles of

the Wars of the Roses.

To conclude, Malory and his works are tied to their times. It is difficult to read Le Morte D’Arthur in

isolation from the political context in which it was written. Throughout the text the reader is made aware

of parallels with contemporary political concerns. Although many of these concerns do involve moral
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debates, Le Morte D’Arthur does not exist within itself as a guide to moral behaviour, it is simply too

infected with the environment of the Wars of the Roses for such a reading to be valid. I think it would be

impossible for a writer who was an acquaintance of the pre-eminent over mighty noble of the period,

Warwick the Kingmaker, and was a political prisoner to not let contemporary concerns colour his work.

Just as historians of the Middle Ages find it problematic to assert which faction, if any, happened to be

in the right, attempting to derive coherent models of good or evil behaviour in Malory is equally

difficult. The text can thus be seen itself to resist a moral reading such as Caxton would impose on it.

Furthermore, the text does not, as Vinaver suggests, operate as an act of romantic escapism, but it is

rigorously contemporary, offering comment and insight into many facets of the turbulent period of

British history from 1450-1470.
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