





sometimes he appears to value her more than the Grail. Gahmuret thus evidently feels no
qualms about sneaking away and conveniently abandoning Belacane when marriage no
longer suits him. Parzival, by contrast, not only requests permission from his wife to leave,
and receives it, he does so publicly, establishing his willingness to meet his obligations
both to her, and to her kingdom.

The sincerity of the relationship and the mutual respect felt by the couple is
illustrated by Parzival publicly requesting permission to leave his queen, and her giving
permission for his departure. Although the two are separated for the majority of the
remaining narrative, Wolfram continues to link the two of them by repeatedly stating that
Parzival’s two great motivations are his wife and the Grail. Initially Parzival’s relationship
to the Grail and to his wife is out of balance, because he values Condwiramurs more than
the Grail (Eschenbach 1980, 155), but by the time Parzival sees Trevrizent, he has come to
see that the Grail is more important than even his love for his wife. “‘My deepest distress
is for the Gral,” replied Parizval. ‘After that it is for my wife’” (Eschenbach 1980, 239).'¢
The importance of Parzival’s loving relationship with his wife should not be
underestimated. Trevrizent provides an example of a similarly devoted relationship,
“Frimutel loved his wife so dearly that no wife was ever loved more by husband, I mean
with such devotion. You should renew his ways and love your spouse with all your heart”
(Eschenbach 1980, 242)."

Parzival does stay true to his love to Condwiramurs and this devotion to her helps
him achieve the Grail by avoiding the temptations of Orgeluse. Love for Orgeluse, we
discover, caused Anfortas’s wound, and eventually places Gawan in the dilemma of having
to choose between the happiness of Orgeluse and his sister. Of the knights Orgeluse
encounters, only Parzival, devout in his love for his wife, resists her attractions. Offered
her body and her lands Parzival replies that he already has a wife more beautiful, whom he
dearly loves, and adds, “I do not want your love: the Gral bids me seek other troubles”
(Eschenbach 1980, 310).'® Parzival remains loyal to Condwiramurs, and Wolfram tells us
“He had never received Love’s aid for Love’s distress elsewhere, though many fine women
had offered him their love”(Eschenbach 1980, 398).!° Wolfram leaves no question as to
the fidelity of Parzival:

Nu dahte aber Parzival

'® “min héhstiu ndt ist umben grél; / da nich umb min selbes wip.” (Eschenbach 1998, 471, 11. 26-27)

' «der [Frimutel] minnet sin selbes wip, / daz nie von manne mére / wip geminnet wart sb sére; / ich mein mit
rehten triuwen. / sine site sult ir niuwen, / und minnt von herzen iwer konen. / siner site sult ir wonen.”
(Eschenbach 1998, 478, 11. 14-20)

'® «ichn wil iwer minne niht: / der gral mir anders kumbers giht.” (Eschenbach 1998, 623, 11. 11-12)

1% “sin Iip enpfienc nie anderswa / minne helfe fiir der minne nét: / manc wert wip im doch minne bét.”

(Eschenbach 1998, 806, 11. 6-8)
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an sin wip die lieht gemal

und an ir kiuschen siieze.

ob er kein ander griieze,

daz er dienst nach minne biete

und sich unstzte niete?

solch minne wirt von im gespart.
groz triwe het im s6 bewart

sin manlich herze und ouch den lip,
daz fiir wir nie ander wip

wart gewaldec siner minne,

niwan diu kiineginne

Condwir amdirs,

diu geflorierte béa flirs. (Eschenbach 1998, 736, 11. 1-14)

Now as to Parzival, he was thinking of his lovely wife and all her modest
charm. Would he address himself to another and offer service for her love
and take to unfaithful ways? From such love he refrains. His manly heart
and person have been maintained by great fidelity, with the result that no
woman was ever possessed of his love other than Condwiramurs, fairest
flower that blows. (Eschenbach 1980, 364)

It is only appropriate then that Wolfram links the achievement of the Grail with Parzival’s
reunion with his wife. Having been faithful to both, he finally has proven that he deserves
both.

Wolfram’s disapproval of the excesses of amor is evident not only in his portrayal
of major characters, but also in his depictions of minor characters. These minor characters,
most notably Clamide, Anfortas, and Trevrizent, illustrate the extent to which “courtly
love,” had become a dangerous obsession which diverted knighthood and society from
more important concermns. Clamide’s lament is thus meant ironically, though it comes at a
pivotal point of Parzival and Gawan’s adventures. This episode, for the most part, is full of
dark tragedy. Cundrie has just ridden up and denounced Parzival for failing to show
compassion at the Grail castle, and has told him that his soul is damned. Gawan has just
been accused of murder by Kingrimursel, and has been challenged to combat. Gawan’s
honour, not to mention his life, is at stake, and Parzival’s soul is apparently lost. In to
these serious matters, Clamide, the knight who lost Condwiramurs to Parzival, presses his
own claim:

Clamidé den wol geborn

ddht, er hete mér verlomn

dan iemen der di mo6chte sin,
unt daz ze scharpf wer sin pin.
er sprach ze Parzivile

‘weert ir bl dem grale,

s0 muoz ich sprechen ane spot,
in heidenschaft Tribalibot,
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dar zuo’z gebirge in Kaukasas,
swaz munt von richeit ie gelas,
und des grales werdekeit,

dine vergiilten niht min herzeleit
daz ich vor Pelrapeire gewan.

ach ich arm unszlic man!

mich schiet von freuden iwer hant.
hie ist vrou Cunwér de Lalant:

ob ich an freuden sol genesen,

s0 helft mir daz si ére sich

s6 daz ir minne ergetze mich

ein teil des ich von iu verlds,

da mich der freuden zil verkoés.

ich hetz behalten wol, wan ir:

nu helfet dirre meide mir.” (Eschenbach 1998, 330, 11. 15-30, 331, 1. 8-14)

It seemed to the high-born Clamide that ze had lost much more than any
there and that his pain was much too keen. ‘Even though you visited the
Gral,’ he said to Parzival, ‘I must say in all seriousness that whatever
has been narrated about the wealth of Tribalot in heathendom and the
Mountains of Caucaus, too, not to mention the splendour of the Gral
itself, all this would not recompense me for the mortal pain I got below
Belrepeire! Ah wretched, ill-fated man that I am! — and it was you who
parted me from my happiness! Now here is Lady Cunneware de
Lalant[...]. IfIam ever to know happiness again you must help me.

See to it that she honours herself so that her love makes part-amends to
me for what you made me lose when I missed the pinnacle of bliss! But
for you, I would have surely attained it. So now help me to this girl.’
(Eschenbach 1980, 170)

Ironically, in spite of Cundrie’s dire message, Clamide still does not understand the
significance of the Grail, or the very real dangers faced by both Parzival and Gawan.
Clamide suffers, as do most of the knights in Parzival, from an obsessive self-interest that
does not permit him to consider the problems of others. Ironic also is the fact that
Clamide, who was the aggressor against Condwiramurs, can now claim to be the victim
because he, in essence, did not get to have his way with the woman of his choice. Given
the fact that Parzival has interfered with his attempt to force himself on Condwiramurs,
Clamide decides to settle for second best in the form of Cunneware. Clamide’s phrasing of
the request reveals his own vain hubris; “See to it that she honours herself so that her love
makes part-amends to me for what you made me lose when I missed the pinnacle of bliss!”
(Eschenbach 1980, 170).° Apparently Cunneware will be very fortunate to marry Clamide

even if she is only his second choice and there to make “part-amends” for the girl he wants.

20« helft mir daz si ére sich / s6 daz ir minne ergetze mich / ein teil des ich von iu verlds, / da mich der

freuden zil verkés.” (Eschenbach 1998, 331, 1. 9-12)
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The irony involved in Clamide’s lament is based partially on the obsession that most
medieval romances have with love. “Courtly love” was frequently the main theme of
romances, and Wolfram reveals a devious sense of humour by suddenly providing an
appropriately “traditional” love story in the midst of Parzival’s crisis. At the same time he
seems to be reminding his audience that while “trite” love stories make up most romances,
his is indeed a serious romance with larger issues at stake.

These larger issues are manifest in the failure of the Grail family to choose
responsibility and God over love and honour. Grail knights are required to be chaste,
except for the king, who may marry, but may not pursue love service. This rule, suggestive
of the actual rule followed by the real Templars, is difficult to follow in a society obsessed
with prowess and love, and even Trevrizent fails, as a young knight, to abide by it:

wan der kiinec sol haben eine

ze rehte ein konen reine,

unt ander die got hat gesant

ze hérm in hérrenlosiu lant.

tiber daz gebot ich mich bewac

daz ich nach minnen dienstes pflac.
mir geriet min fleeteclichiu jugent
unde eins werden wibes tugent,

daz ich in ir dienste reit,

da ich dicke herteclichen streit

ir minne condwierte

mir freude in daz herze min:

durch si tet ich vil strites schin.

des twanc mich ir minnen kraft
gein der wilden verren riterschaft. (Eschenbach 1998, 499, 1. 9-18, 22-26)

Only the King may have a spouse in wedlock, and those others whom
God has sent to be lords in lordless lands. By serving a lady for her love
I transgressed this commandment. My fresh and comely youthfulness
and the quality of a noble lady prompted me to ride out in her service, in
the course of which I fought many fierce battles[...]. Her love brought
delight into my heart, and I often took the field for her sake. The great
passion she inspired in me drove me to seek deeds of arms in wild and
distant regions. (Eschenbach 1980, 251-252)

These lines prefigure Launcelot’s confession in Le Morte Darthur that Guinevere inspired
him to battle regardless of whether the cause was right or wrong. Love and violence were
evidently linked in courtly society. Wolfram seems to have a hard time justifying this type
of love — inevitably he portrays fights undertaken for the favour of women as disastrous

and, frequently, as sinful.
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Certainly in Anfortas’s case, choosing a woman over the Grail has dire
consequences. The relationship between Orgeluse and Anfortas re-enacts the fall of man
by placing Orgeluse as Eve the temptress and Anfortas as Adam. Orgeluse’s own poisoned
relationship with men is metaphorically captured in the image of the poisoned spear which
emasculates Anfortas. Yet Wolfram makes clear that love for Orgeluse is not the actual
cause of Anfortas’s suffering, but rather his lack of humility and refusal to let God guide
him:

sin jugent unt sin richeit

der werlde an im fuogte leit,
unt daz er gerte minne
lizerhalp der kiusche sinne.
Der site ist niht dem grale reht:
da muoz der riter unt der kneht
betwart sin vor 16sheit.

swelch grales hérre ab minne gert
anders dan diu schrift in wert,
der muoz es komen ze arbeit
und in siufzebariu herzeleit.

..................................

Amor was sin krie.
Der ruoft ist zer démuot

iedoch niht volleclichen guot.
(Eschenbach 1998, 476, 11. 27-30; 477, 11.1-3; 482, 11. 13-16, 30; 483, 11. 1-2)

‘His youth and wealth and pursuit of love beyond the restraints of
wedlock brought harm to the world through him. Such ways do not suit
the Gral. In its service knights and squires must guard against
licentiousness [...]. But any Lord of the Gral who seeks love other than
that allowed him by the Writing will inevitably have to pay for it with
pain and suffering fraught with sighs [...]. His battle cry was “Amor!”,
yet that shout is not quite right for humility.” (Eschenbach 1980, 241-
244)

The newly healed Anfortas admits that it is the unhealthy relationship that existed between
him and a woman, a relationship that placed women above God, that caused his suffering,
but he still maintains that women are essential to chivalry:

richheit und wibe minne

sich verret von mim sinne.

min orden wirt hie niht vermiten:
ich wil vil tjoste riten,

ins grales dienste striten.

durch wip gestrite ich niemer mér:
ein wip gab mir herzesér.

Idoch ist iemmer al min haz
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gein wiben vollecliche laz:

hoch manlich vreude kumt von in,

swie klein da ware min gewin. (Eschenbach 1998, 823, 11. 21-22, 26-30;
824,11.1-4)

Possessions and love of women are far from my thoughts [...] Ishall not
deny my Order: I shall ride many a joust, fighting in the service of the Gral.
Never again shall I fight for love of a woman. There was one who brought
bitter pain to my heart [....] But I have left all hatred of women behind me.
They inspire men with a sublime zest, however little I profited from them.
(Eschenbach 1980, 407)
Anfortas did not profit from women and love because his relationship with them was
inappropriate. Parzival, by contrast, profited immensely from his love for Condwiramurs.
He, however, had, through his ignorance and failure to learn courtly ways, naturally
developed the balanced and loyal relationship required by the Grail for Grail Kings.
Marriage and fin’ amor were two models for how men and women could relate to
each other. Wolfram also explores a third alternative to the issue of gendered
relationships: rape and sexual assault. Chrétien and Malory also deal with these issues, but
sexual violence only receives a prominent examination in Parzival. Wolfram apparently
identified rape as a serious issue for knighthood because he introduces it into the story early
on with the abduction of the maiden Imane de Beafontane, and then goes on to tell of the
knight Urjans, who was “excluded from the Order of Knighthood and declared an outlaw
for denying a maiden her inviolability and the protection of the law” (Eschenbach 1980,
266),2' and of the knight Meljahkanz, of whom a page says, “Any pleasure he ever had of
woman, married or otherwise, was had by force. He should be put to death for it”
(Eschenbach 1980, 178).%* There is even a rather disturbing scene between Gawan, a girl
and her father which presents us with a typical view of rape, particularly if the woman
violated was of a lower class than the man:

dennoch was ez harte fruo:
innen des gienc ir vater zuo.
der liezez ane ziirnen gar,
ob diu maget wol gevar

ihts da ware betwungen
und ob da was gerungen:
dem gebart se geliche,

diu maget ziichte riche,
wand si dem bette nahe saz.
daz liez ir vater 4ne haz.

! “yon schildes ambet man dich schiet / und sagte dich gar rehtlds, / durch daz ein magt fon dir verlds / ir
reht, dar zuo des landes vride.” (Eschenbach 1998, 528, 1. 24-27)
22 “ez weere wib oder magt, / swaz er di minne hat bejagt, / die nam er gar in neeten: / man solt in drumbe
teeten.” (Eschenbach 1998, 347, 11. 27-30)
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d6 sprach er ‘tohter, wein et niht.
swaz in schimpfe alsus geschiht,

ob daz von érste bringet zormn,
der ist schier da nach verkorn. (Eschenbach 1998, 559, 11. 17-30)

While it was still very early her father joined them. He would have let it
pass and not upbraided him had the comely girl been forced to
something or other and there had been a rough and tumble; for the
modest girl was behaving as though there had been, and was sitting near
the bed. ‘Don’t cry, daughter,” said he. “When things of that sort
happen in fun, though at first they may arouse anger, it is soon forgiven
and forgotten.” (Eschenbach 1980, 281)

The scene is uncomfortably close to Andreas Capellanus’s advice that desired peasant
women should simply be raped. Gawan is quick to correct the father’s mistaken
assessment of the situation, but rape evidently occurs so frequently, and is so commonly
accepted, that even he, the representative of King Arthur’s court, is not above suspicion.
Indeed, attempted rape is apparently so common in Arthur’s realm that it even takes on a
socially acceptable guise so long as the would-be rapist and intended victim are both of
noble blood and so long as the language of love is used in describing the intentions of the
rapist. Thus Clamide’s attack on Condwiramurs’s castle, Belrepeire, is not seen as
attempted rape.

The closest we come to ever hearing Wolfram's own perspective on rape are the
comments made by the page regarding Meljahkanz.>> The page specifically states that
Meljahkanz should be executed for the rapes, and adds that while Meljahkanz is valiant
enough in battle, his skill in combat does not make up for his ethical failures (Eschenbach
1980, 178).%* 1t is evident, both from this, and from the scenes that Wolfram chooses to
include, that the persistence of rape is an indictment of the ethical failure of knights.

Wolfram recognized that while love and sexual desire were frequently cited as the
cause for conflict in romances, in real life violence on the part of knights required no such
excuses. He himself witnessed the destructive force of a civil war caused by two claimants

to the imperial crown, the Albigensian crusade, and the Fourth Crusade (Wynn 1984, 10-

2 Wolfram’s decision to include sexual violence and the potential of rape instead of relying entirely on the
language of courtly love suggests that he is dealing, not with the idealized courtly society of King Arthur’s
court, but with his own much more brutal society. Abduction and rape were not uncommon during the
thirteenth century. One attempt was made, for example, to abduct Eleanor of Aquitaine, probably because of
her wealth and political power, which could only be obtained through “marriage” to her. Her son, King John
of England abducted his “bride”, because she was promised to another man. Ironically, 200 years later we
even find Thomas Malory, the apparent author of Le Morte Darthur, accused of raping the same lady twice
on different occasions. Rape by knights, in other words, was not an uncommon occurrence during the Middle
Ages and Wolfram acknowledges this reality in his work.

** The page's opinion that rape should be punishable with death was apparently in accordance with certain
early law. Thomas of Chobam, for example, in his Summa Confessorum, mentions laws that required capital
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85). Knights were thus placed in the dilemma of, at least in theory, recognizing the virtues
of peace, while still needing to legitimize violence as a justification for their existence. It
is not altogether surprising then that, as Kaeuper states, medieval literature dealt repeatedly
with violence:

Almost without fail [chivalric literature] give[s] prominence to acts of
disruptive violence and problems of control. Complexity characterizes
the point of view: even more than in histories [...] attitudes about
violence come strongly mixed. Belief in the right kind of violence
carried out vigorously by the right people is a cornerstone of this
literature. Yet aggression and the disruptive potentiality of violence is a
serious issue for these writers no less than for historians. (1999, 22)

Wolfram was one of the writers who strongly believed that violence could be
justified so long as it was administered by the right people in a just cause. The Templars in
Parzival typify the righteous knight fighting in the just cause. They “stake their lives
against others’ and give no quarter. Such penance are they given for their sins”
(Eschenbach 1980, 250).>> Not only is combat permissible for them; it has been elevated
to penance. Penance, in the traditional understanding of the word, implies an act done in
remorse for sins. The violence of the Templars seems to fit this pattern: on the one hand
they are risking their lives, and on the other hand, they do not benefit from their prowess
because they are not permitted to spare their opponents. This prohibition against showing
mercy seems cruel and may, as Green (1978) suggests, merely reflect the harsher reality of
fighting in the crusades. At the same time, however, it eliminates two major motivations
for conflict among knights: profit and honour. Because the Templars kill their opponents,
they can neither collect a ransom, nor send captives to court to sing their praises. For
Arthurian knights combat had degenerated into something of a sport, but for the Templars,
conflict is not trivial. Having to take the lives of their opponents may cause them to think
twice before engaging in a meaningless fight. Like all knights, they do have to fight, but
their fighting is a serious and potentially unpleasant obligation. Thus, while Wolfram
concedes the necessity of combat in certain cases, he also suggests that combat is often
unnecessary, and that chivalry can not achieve true greatness through violence. Wolfram
recognized that while in theory aggression could be legitimate, in reality the right of
knights to resort to violence was frequently abused. It is not surprising then that Wolfram
concerned himself with the problems of combat:

When Wolfram was working on Parzival the proper use of armed force
was a subject of debate, change and difference of view, and this was a

punishment for rape, and adds the Church's support to these laws (Saunders 2001, 108).
#5 «“si nement niemens sicherheit, / si wignt ir lebn gein jenes lebn: / daz ist fiir siinde in da gegebn.
(Eschenbach 1980, 496, 11. 8-10)

(21
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matter of immediate concern to the actual life of the sword-bearing class
to which Wolfram assigns himself as narrator. (Jackson, 1999, 160)

In creating a knight who tended towards perfection Wolfram could not avoid
discussing the problem of violence. In his first two introductory books, Wolfram brings
knightly violence, with its attendant problems, to the foreground. The proverb, “he who
lives by the sword, dies by the sword,” holds true in Parzival. Evident, for example, within
Parzival’s patriarchal lineage is a tradition of violence. Gahmuret reveals in his letter to
Belacane that Parzival’s grandfather and great grandfather both died in battle. Later
Wolfram tells us that Gahmuret also dies in battle. A similar pattern is apparent in the
deaths of Gurnemanz’s three sons, which leads Gurnemanz to reflect that: “such is
chivalry’s reward: as a horse’s tail the crupper, so its latter end bears grief” (Eschenbach
1980, 99).‘26 This proverb seems patently true, and Herzeloyde’s fears that her son will not
be able to escape the violent fate which has already claimed at least three successive
generations are well founded. Indeed, it is literally a miracle that prevents both of
Gahmuret’s sons from dying on the battlefield, like their father before them (Eschenbach
1980, 371). It is this pattern of violence which convinces Herzeloyde to remove her son
from the influence of knighthood by “concealing from him knowledge of chivalry until he
could think for himself” (Eschenbach 1980, 66).%

Parzival’s royal lineage, however, cannot entirely be suppressed, and instinctively
the boy crafts a bow and arrows, suggesting that there is no alternative way for the boy to
display his patrimony outside of violence. The image of the boy hunting the birds would
not have been a new one for Wolfram’s medieval audience, but the image which may have
surprised them was Parzival’s anguish over killing the birds. The scene with Parzival
tearing out his hair in grief is both comic and touching. On the one hand, it is amusing to
watch the boy carefully create the weapons, and then track down the birds, only to be angry
when he succeeds at what he has planned all along! On the other hand, we sense that
Parzival does not fully understand that his actions might have repercussions. He is a child
as yet unacquainted with death, and has not reached the age of maturity.

The bird hunting scene is unique in medieval literature. Very few of the other
romances tell us anything about their protagonists as children, and of those few that do,
none of them suggest that their protagonists were particularly concerned with the fate of
animals. Wolfram’s romance, however, is different because he is, in essence, creating a

Bildungsroman. In order for the development of his protagonist to occur, he needs his

26 «sus 16nt iedoch diu ritterschaft: / ir zagel ist jammerstricke haft.” (Eschenbach 1998, 180, 1L. 25-26)
2" “man barg in vor ritterschaft, / € er keeme an siner witze kraft.” (Eschenbach, 1998, 114, 11. 19-20)
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audience to know something about Parzival’s character. Parzival’s grief at the death of the
birds reveals to us his innate empathy and compassion; virtues not all that common in the
knights of other romances. Parzival’s love for the birds also reveals the spiritual nature of
his character. If God sees the sparrow fall, then Parzival, the future Grail king, should
show compassion and remorse for the birds he kills.

The death of the birds is, in a small way, Parzival’s fruit from the tree of knowledge
of good and evil, and, for the first time, he is aware that life is prone to death and that
actions have consequences. The death of the birds signals Parzival’s movement away from
childhood innocence and the beginning of his initiation into chivalry. The second step in
this initiation reveals to Parzival that just as he hunts animals, so also there is a higher
order of existence, knighthood, which permits men to hunt men. While hunting Parzival
has his first encounter with such men. This deadly serious matter is partially concealed
behind a series of inane questions on Parzival’s part, but the apparently light humour of
this scene does not entirely hide the deadly reality behind what is going on. Two knights
have kidnapped a maiden with the intent of raping her. Karnahkarnanz and his companions
are in pursuit of the knights with the intention of fighting them and probably killing them.
This initial encounter with knights introduces Parzival to chivalry, and teaches him that
according to this code violence is justifiable. In the third stage of his initiation Parzival
moves from learning of knights and their violence, to actually seeing the consequences of
that violence. Parzival encounters his cousin, Sigune, holding her murdered lover. As
Green shows, Parzival is provided with an important lesson on the implications of
knighthood:

Subjectively this scene is important for Parzival, above all because now
for the first time he sees the tangible results of knighthood: death for the
knight and grief for those who knew him. (1978, 47)

Parzival’s ignorance about combat and death is evident in his misconception that the dead
knight is only wounded, and in thinking that the knight was injured by a javelin, although
javelins were banned from knightly combat. The fourth and ultimate stage of Parzival’s
initiation marks the end of his innocence, and occurs when he slays Ither. The killing
confirms his passage from childhood into manhood and his position within chivalric
society. He is henceforth referred to as the Red Knight.

The final act marking Parzival’s transformation from a boy into a knight is not
honourable, and suggests the moral ambiguity of knighthood. The slaying of Ither is an
unjustifiable act of petty anger that springs out of the sin of covetousness. Even according

to the knightly code of conduct, the act is outright murder. The murder is reminiscent both
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of the treachery that kills Gahmuret®, and of the infamous murder of which Gawan stands
accused. Parzival’s error in slaying Ither is fourfold: he is slaying a kinsman, albeit
unwittingly, he is certainly not a knight at the time, so he is guilty of killing someone some
one of superior rank, he is killing someone who was not ready for combat, and worst of all
in Wolfram’s mind, Parzival contravenes the code of knighthood by throwing his javelin at
Ither. Missile weapons were not permitted to knights, a fact young Iwanet makes clear
when he tells Parzival, “I will not hand you any javelins: the Order of Chivalry forbids it”
(Eschenbach 1980, 89).% The inappropriateness of Parzival’s behaviour is re-emphasized
when the now educated Parzival rebukes the burghers of Belrepiere for behaving in much
the same manner to the defenseless knights that he unhorses in combat.

The act of slaying kinsman has serious ramifications for Parzival. In dressing
himself in Ither’s armour, Parzival unwittingly takes on the sign of Cain, and the armour
marks a turning point in Parzival’s life. When he left home he was clothed in the garb of a
fool; symbolic both of his ignorance and his innocence. Having murdered a knight and
thus violently claimed his patrimony in a manner similar to how Ither was claiming his
patrimony from Arthur, Parzival is now clothed in the armour of an aggressor. Parzival has
lost his innocence, if not his ignorance, and it is something he will not regain until the end
of the story. As well as taking the armour, Parzival also takes on the title of the man he
slew. This is appropriate because Parzival has violently seized possession of his own
knighthood, and thus has effectively become the man he killed. The red armour functions
not only to remind him of the man he murdered, but also of who he is. Green impresses on
us the significance Wolfram apparently placed on this idea:

This self-evident connection between Parzival’s red equipment and the
knight whom he had to murder in order to obtain it makes it significant
that he should be referred to by the phrase der rote ritter (or by one of its
variants) no fewer than 22 times in the whole work. For all practical
purposes the knight Parzival is synonymous with the murder of Ither,
and we are rarely allowed to ignore this disturbing fact. (1978, 46)

This disturbing fact apparently haunts Parzival, for according to Wolfram: “Later, on
reaching years of discretion, Parzival wished he had not done it” (Eschenbach 1980, 91).*°

In telling the tale to Trevrizent Parzival admits the wickedness of the deed:

genam ich ie den réroup,

s0 was ich an den witzen toup.
ez ist iedoch von mir geschehn:
der selben siinde muoz ich jehn.
Ithérn von Cucfimerlant

28 Gahmuret is killed after an opponent softens his helmet by dropping a leather bag of goat’s blood over it.
% “ich enreiche dir kein gabylét: / diu ritterschaft dir daz verbét.” (Eschenbach 1998, 160, 11. 19-20)
3% «sit d6 er sich paz versan, / ungerne het erz db getan.” (Eschenbach 1998, 164, 11. 7-8).
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den sluoc min siindeberiu hant:
ich leit in toten Gffez gras,
unt nam swaz da zu nemen was. (Eschenbach 1998, 479, 5-12)

If T ever stripped a corpse it was because I was dull of understanding.
However, I did this thing I confess myself guilty of the crime. I slew
Ither of Cucumerlant with my sinful hand, I stretched him out dead on
the grass and took what was to take. (Eschenbach 1980, 242)

Parzival’s remorse for the deed is his first step towards healing, but it is important that
prior to becoming the Grail king, Parzival should finally break away from the murderous
identity of the Red Knight. The connection between Parzival and Ither is finally broken
when God sees fit to intervene and cause Ither’s sword to break, thus preventing Parzival
from being responsible for killing an even closer kinsman. God’s intervention, however,
seems less based on a disapproval of violence per se, than on disapproval of the Grail king
wielding the sword of a murdered man.

Wolfram uses the murder of Ither to explore the ambiguous nature of chivalry. The
tale of Ither begins before Parzival’s arrival, when Ither rides into Arthur’s court to claim
his inheritance, and, as a symbol of his claim, seizes a cup of wine and accidentally spills
the wine on the queen. Then he rides out and waits for someone to come and fight him.
No one comes to challenge Ither, however, which prompts his sarcastic question:

ez sin kiinge od firsten,

wes lant se ir wirt erdiirsten?

Wan holent sim hie sin goltvaz?

ir sneller pris wirt anders laz. (Eschenbach 1998, 150, 11. 5-8)

Kings or princes, why do they let their host go thirsty, why do they not
fetch his golden cup for him? If they do not, their bounding fame will
lag behind. (Eschenbach 1980, 85)

Even after the message is relayed, only Parzival, an unarmed lad, comes to challenge the
knight. The apathy of the knights of the Round Table is hardly what the reader would
expect, and the reader has to wonder about the evident lack of respect the knights show for
Arthur and Ginover. Perhaps the knights do not challenge Ither because they know he is
right and Arthur is wrong, and they do not want to fight for the wrong cause. Certainly the
scene raises the question of why Ither had to challenge Arthur in order to receive his
patrimony. Ither’s claim is disturbing, for he is claiming Britain, Arthur’s homeland, as his
own, which implies that Arthur, as King of Britain, may be a usurper. The accusation casts

Arthur, who is supposedly a paragon of virtue and the guardian of courtly civilization, in a
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very negative light. It is quite telling that Ginover, after Ither is conveniently dead, and
through no fault of Arthur’s, in her grief says:

O0wé unde heia hei,

Artiiss werdekeit enzwei

sol brechen noch diz wunder,

der ob der tavelrunder

den heehsten pris solde tragn,

daz der vor Nantes it erslagn.

sins erbeteils er gerte,
da man in sterbens werte. (Eschenbach 1998, 163, 11. 3-10)

‘Out and alas! This strange and dire event will shatter Arthur’s noble
fame! — That he who by rights should bear the palm before all at the
Table Round should lie slain here in sight of Nantes! He did but
acclaim his heritage and was accorded — death!” (Eschenbach 1980, 90)

Ginover’s lament reveals several things — first, Arthur’s fame is at stake, even though he
did not encourage Parzival to go out and kill Ither; secondly, it is tragic that Ither should lie
slain in sight of Nantes, in other words it would have been more convenient if he had been
slain out of sight of Nantes; and thirdly, his claim to the inheritance was apparently
legitimate.

It is also remarkably strange that the knights allow an unarmed boy to go, rather like
David against Goliath, to face Ither. Certainly Arthur expresses concern about the safety of
Parzival, but Kay, who in spite of his tendency for being sharp tongued usually reveals the
thoughts of the court, expresses this less than ennobling opinion:

und 14t in zuo zim {if den plan.

so iemen bringen uns den kopf,

hie helt diu geisel, dort der topf:

latz kint in umbe triben:

er muoz noch dicke bagen

und sblhe schanze wagen.

Ine sorge umb ir deweders lebn:

man sol hunde um ebers houbet gebn. (Eschenbach 1998, 153, 11. 14-17,
19-22)

Unleash him on Ither out there in the field. If anyone can bring back the
goblet, here stands the whip, there the top. Let the boy flog him round
[....] He must face odds in many a tussle yet. I am concerned for the
life of neither. To win a boar’s head one must sacrifice the hounds.
(Eschenbach 1980, 86)

Evidently Kay sees the boy as an opportunity to get rid of one of two problems. If the
bothersome lad is killed, then Arthur does not have to honour his promise to knight him.
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If, on the other hand, Parzival, through some stroke of good luck, kills Ither, then Arthur is
rid of a major dilemma without having to risk or dishonour any of his knights.

The actual combat scene between Ither and Parzival is comic. A boy, on a nag,
challenges a knight in full armour on his charger, and, in a fit of rage strikes one blow with
a javelin and kills him. The image contrasts sharply with the descriptions in other
romances of knightly combat. Here we do not see any repeated charges, any lances being
broken, or any involved sword play — we just see a boy taking a lucky swing and killing a
knight. This should raise serious doubts about the value of knights in combat, and indeed,
perhaps Wolfram was thinking of the decisive role played by non-knightly combatants in
medieval warfare. Certainly the reader has to ask what purpose knights, with all of their
expensive armour, served if they were so easily killed. The absurdity of the situation is
further heightened by Parzival’s inability to get the armour off the corpse. Parzival may be
destined to become one of the best knights of the Round table, but he isn’t even a knight
yet, let alone a good one. Jackson explains the humour of the situation and what it reveals
about Parzival’s understanding of knighthood:

The armour and weapons of the knight had become so complex by
Wolfram’s day that they could not be used effectively without training.
The young Parzival’s inability even to unlace the dead Ither’s helm and
knee guards marks with dark humour the cultural gap between
Parzival’s rustic upbringing and the world of chivalry. (1999, 164)

His complete ignorance of knights and combat is brought home when Iwanet comes out
and has to show him how to put on the armour, how to draw his sword and use his shield.
The fact that Parzival, a non-knight, defeated Ither is shown to be tragic:

Ithérn von Gaheviez

er jemerliche ligen liez.

der was doch t6t s6 minneclich:

lebende was er szlden rich.

weer ritterschaft sin endes wer,

zer tjost durch schilt mit eime sper,

wer klagte dann die wunders n6t?

er starp von eime gabylot. (Eschenbach 1998, 162, 11. 5-12)

He [Parzival] left Ither of Gaheviez lying in a pitiful state. Ither looked
so handsome for all that he was dead. Alive he was Fortune’s darling.
Had he met his end in chivalrous combat with a lance-thrust through his
shield who would then lament a tragedy?

HE DIED OF A JAVELIN.
(Eschenbach 1980, 90, editor’s

emphasis)
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The death of Ither in both a very serious matter and at the same time almost
farcical. Ither’s death, on the one hand, will follow Parzival throughout the story and will
be repeatedly pointed out as a major sin. On the other hand, Ither’s death reveals the
fagade of courtly society: Arthur is shown as a potential usurper, Ginover as a possible
hypocrite, Sir Kay as extremely callous, the knights as cowards, and the whole idea of
knighthood as something pretentious and of little protection against death.

Even under the best of circumstances killing was problematic. Green (1978) argues
in his essay, “Homicide and Parzival” that Wolfram had difficulty reconciling knightly
combat and killing with his Christian ethics, and as such rarely showed Arthurian knights
killing people. Green points out that although Gahmuret and Gawan are frequently
victorious in single combat, they always spare their opponents, and even Parzival is only
guilty of killing Ither in single combat (1978, 27-28). These heroic knights do seem to
avoid unnecessary bloodshed, and Gawan even goes so far as to say, when challenged by
Kingrimursel, “I do not know why I must fight, nor do I much care for dueling”
(Eschenbach 1980, 168).3] Gawan’s hesitancy about combat, however, should not be
misconstrued as a view commonly held by the majority of Arthur’s knights. Just a little
earlier we are told that Arthur, on the march in search of Parzival, had to give strict orders
to prevent his men from engaging in combat, and we are told of Sir Segramors who,
whenever he thought there was to be a fight, had to be shackled to keep him from joining in
(Eschenbach 1980, 147, 149).

Ignoring this bloodlust, however, Green states that, “Wolfram’s picture of
Arthurian chivalry therefore involves a career of knighthood which miraculously avoids (at
least, to go by what his narrative actually depicts) the sin of murder” (1978, 31). This
argument, however, is weak at best. While it is true that the three main characters of the
tale, Parzival, Gahmuret, and Gawan, do avoid unnecessary bloodshed for the most part,
the possibility of murder always lurks behind their actions. What prevents these knights
from killing other knights is quite frequently the intervention of God or fortune, and not
their good ethics. Parzival, for example, nearly repeats the sin of killing Ither, a kinsman,
by fighting Gawan, and later Feirfiz. Green, in any event, can only make the statement that
“Arthurian chivalry [...] involves a career of knighthood which miraculously avoids|...]
the sin of murder” by arguing that the knights mentioned in Parzival, who do kill people,
are simply not Arthurian (1978, 31, 58). This division of knights into Arthurian knights

and non-Arthurian knights, however, is an artificial one which does not bear up under close

31 «‘ine weiz war umbe ich striten sol, / ouch entuot mir striten niht s6 wol.”” (Eschenbach 1998, 327, 11. 27-
28)

76



scrutiny. It is much safer to say that there are knights who attempt to behave ethically and
knights who inevitably behave unethically. In either case, all of the knights are still linked
with violence and at least the possibility of murder. In addition, although Wolfram does
not portray his heroes as killing their enemies in single combat, it would be hard to argue
that they avoided killing anyone in collective combat.

Far more devastating than single combat was collective warfare, and it would have
been impossible for Wolfram to provide a critique of knighthood without examining the
various aspects of collective war. Collective warfare appears more frequently in Parzival
than in any of Chrétien’s romances, and according to W. H Jackson, “collective warfare
also plays a larger part in Parzival that it does in the Arthurian romances of Hartman von
Aue” (1999, 169). Not only does Wolfram present warfare more frequently than his
contemporaries, he also describes it in grimly realistic terms. His understanding of the
whole process of warfare is illustrated by his detailed descriptions of the battles, and the
technology involved in siege warfare, and he carefully avoids romanticizing the combat or
the combatants.’? In describing one army on the march, he mentions the accompanying
prostitutes and criminals:

Gawan fil 1i roy Lot

sach von gedrenge groze not,

mil die harmmasch muosen tragen,
und manegen wol geladen wagen:
den was gein herbergen gach.
ouch fuor der market hinden nach
mit wunderlicher parat:

des enwas et do kein ander rat.
ouch was der frouwen da genuoc:
etslichiu’n zwelften giirtel truoc
ze pfande nach ir minne.

ez warn niht kiineginne:

die selben trippaniersen

hiezen soldiersen.

hie der junge, dort der alde,

da fuor vil ribalde:

ir loufen machte in miiede lide.
etslicher zem baz an der wide,
denne er daz her da mérte

unt werdez volc unérte. (Eschenbach 1998, 345, 11. 11-30)

Gawan fil li roy Lot also saw a terrible welter of mules carrying
paraphemalia and a train of well-laden wagons hastening to their quarters.
The sutlers followed after in indescribable confusion — how could it be
otherwise? ‘Ladies’ were not wanting either: some were wearing their

*2 The verisimilitude of Wolfram’s warfare descriptions is born out in the detailed instructions given by
Christine de Pizan regarding warfare in her manual The Book of Deeds of Arms and of Chivalry (1999 see in

particular 37-77 for field maneuvers and combat and 104-139 for siege warfare).
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twelfth girdle as gage for their favours. No queens they, these drabs were

what you call ‘soldiers’ sweethearts’. There, too, were a crowd of

vagabonds both young and old, their limbs weary from trudging. Some

would have better graced the gallows rather than swell the ranks of any

army and dishonour worthy people. (Eschenbach 1980, 177)

Chrétien, describing the same scene, has it as a tournament instead of a siege, and never
suggests that the knights are accompanied by this disreputable band. Perhaps this omission
was due to Chrétien’s ignorance about the realities of warfare, or perhaps he simply
presented a sanitized image because he felt it was more in keeping with the noble tone of
Arthurian romance. Wolfram, by contrast, certainly knew from personal experience the
nature of armies, and he apparently had no qualms about juxtaposing Arthurian knights
with mercenaries and prostitutes. In all three of the major battles described by Wolfram he
remains uncompromisingly scrupulous in his detailed descriptions.

Wolfram’s three battles, corresponding to each of his three main characters
(Jackson, 1999, 196), are all handled slightly differently, but a brief examination of one,
the battle of Belrepeire in which Parzival participates, will suffice to show the deadly
impact of warfare during the Middle Ages. Parzival’s first encounter with collective
warfare comes shortly after his first encounter in single combat but, thanks primarily to
Gurnemanz, who trained him in the etiquette of knightly behaviour, Parzival behaves
considerably better than he did in his fight with Ither. The behaviour of the individual
combatants, however, is not as of great concern to Wolfram as it was in the conflict
between Ither and Parzival. Wolfram chooses not to focus on the guilt of any particular
party, but rather on the consequences of warfare. Wolfram’s description of the suffering is
grimmer than anything we find in the other romances:

der zadel fuogte in hungers nét.

die wambe in nider sunken:

ir hiiffe h6ch und mager,
gerumphen als ein Ungers zager
was in diu hit zuo den riben:

der hunger het inz fleisch vertriben.
Hin von den zinnen vielen

und gahten zuo den kielen

daz hungerc her durch den roup.

si méhten vliegen s6 diu loup,

die magern und die sihten,

von vleische die lihten:

in was erschoben niht der balc. (Eschenbach 1998, 188, 11. 7, 12-16; 204, 11.
17-23)
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Famine had reduced them to starvation [...]. Their bellies were sunken,
their hips gaunt and lean and their skin lay shrivelled and shrunk over
their ribs like Hungarian shagreen — famine had chased their flesh away
[...]. The famished crowd poured at great speed from the fortifications
down towards the ships to pillage them. They could have sped like
leaves before the wind, these people so lean and shrunken and scant of
flesh, they had so little stuffing in their hides. (Eschenbach 1980, 102,
109)

The war evidently is going so badly that people are dying of starvation and so many men
have been lost in the conflict that even the merchants have armed themselves with axes and
are going out to fight. Implicit in Wolfram’s description of the suffering is a criticism of
the abuse of knightly power that has caused the suffering: Clamide’s desire for
Condwiramurs. Clamide’s own analysis of the situation shows a complete disregard for
the suffering he has caused on both sides:

der sprach ‘ich pin ze schaden gebomn.

ich han s6 wirdic her verlorn,

daz muoter nie gebot ir brust

dem der erkante hoher flust.

mich enriwet niht mins heres tot

da gegen: minne mangels n6t

lestet Gf mich s6lhen last,

mir ist freude gestin, hdhmuot gast.” (Eschenbach 1998, 223, 11. 15-22)

‘I was born unfortunate,’ cried Clamide. ‘I have lost so fine an army
that no mother gave suck to any man who new a greater loss! But my
loss of my army is nothing to this: my anguish for the love which I
forego so weighs me down that joy and high spirits are now strangers to
me.’ (Eschenbach 1980, 118)

As I have shown in my first chapter, warfare in the Middle Ages belonged as much to the
private domain of aristocrats as it did to the public domain of kings and nations.
Understandably then, Clamide bewails his loss as a private loss, but, at the same time
Wolfram, through his sympathetic portrayal of the beleaguered town, has ensured that his
audience is aware that more is at stake than Clamide’s joy.

Not only does Wolfram reveal the unjustifiable use of violence on the part of the
privileged class, he also suggests the brutalizing affects that the violence has on every
aspect of society. Given, for example, the extreme suffering that the citizenry has
undergone, it is not surprising that some of them go out and kill the defenseless knights
who have been knocked off their horses by Parzival. The unchivalric murder of the knights

by the commoners is most certainly an authentic depiction of the horrors of medieval
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warfare, and yet it also recreates Parzival’s murder of Ither, but this time, and symbolically
permits Parzival to undo his own thoughtless act by preventing further killings.

Parzival’s own role in the violence is less evident. Although it is not explicitly
stated that Parzival killed anyone during the battle, it is insinuated by the very nature of the
conflict. No blame, however, is attached to Parzival for the deaths he causes in this battle
because the killings are justifiable. Wolfram does not, however, condone every example of
collective warfare. He is critical, for example, of Gawan’s decision not to inform Orgeluse
of Arthur’s approaching army: “Truly, my lord Gawan ought to have informed the
Duchess that an ally of his was in her territory! Then there would have been no fighting”
(Eschenbach 1980, 333).%

Because of the dangers inherent in combat several medieval writers suggested that
the duties of knighthood were on par with, or even superior to, the tasks required of the
clergy. Combat was favourably compared with other religious activities, and, as Kaeuper
points out, in chivalric literature “the Almighty is pictured as a fine judge as well as a
general approver of prowess” (1999, 49). Wolfram, as we have already seen, was willing
to make fighting an act of penance for his Templars, but at the same time he recognized
that the value of violence was limited. The excessive value placed by knights on their skill
in combat is twice expressed in Parzival, once by Parzival, and once by his brother, Feirfiz.
Parzival expresses his mistakenly high opinion of knightly prowess in these terms:

Mac riterschaft des libes pris

unt doch der séle pardis

bejagen mit schilt und ouch mit sper,
s0 was ie riterschaft min ger.

ich streit ie swa ich striten vant,

s0 daz min werlichiu hant

sich nahert dem prise.

ist got an strite wise,

der sol mich dar benennen,

daz si mich da bekennen:

min hant da strites niht verbirt. (Eschenbach 1998, 476, 11. 1-11)

'If knightly deeds with shield and lance can win fame for one's earthly
self, yet also Paradise for one's soul, then the chivalric life has been my
one desire!' said Parzival. 'I fought wherever fighting was to be had, so
that my warlike hand has glory within its grasp. If God is any judge of
fighting He will appoint me so that the Company there know me as a
knight who will never shun battle.' (Eschenbach 1980, 240-241)

Parzival evidently is of the opinion that he deserves the Grail simply because of his skill in

combat. Repeatedly Parzival has mistakenly assumed that the relationship between God

3 “och solte min hér Gawan / der herzogin gekiindet han / daz ein sin helfere / in ir lande ware: / s6 ware
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and knights is grounded on feudal obligation. This assumption has led Parzival to believe
that he has fulfilled his religious duty simply by being a good knight. Feirfiz similarly
misunderstands the relationship between religion and knightly prowess, saying when he is
told he must be baptized, “If one gets Baptism by fighting, send me there at once [...]. I
have always liked the music of splinter flying in jousts and swords ringing on helmets”
(Eschenbach 1980, 404).>* Of course it is humility and compassion, not combat, which
eventually make Parzival worthy of the Grail; and it is baptism by water, and not by blood,
that earns Feirfiz the right to marry Repanse and see the Grail. Both brothers have
overestimated the importance of combat.

Wolfram, like Chrétien, raises serious questions about chivalry and the attendant
themes of love, sex and conflict. The astounding narrative that Wolfram gives us is like
nothing else in either Grail literature or Medieval literature. Sandwiched between the Grail
myth as written by Chrétien, a clerk, and Malory, a knight adapting a tale influenced by
Cistercian monks, Parzival is the only account of the Grail legend which is truly told from
a knight’s perspective. The result is a serious tale which deals explicitly with the social
and spiritual dilemmas of the thirteenth century. In Wolfram’s account the traditional
values of chivalry are, as Parzival learns to his sorrow, inadequate to the task of achieving
the Grail. Against the twin values of combat and love Wolfram has instead imposed two
other values which he believes are necessary for living in harmony with society and God.
“Unless he defect from the Office of the Shield I would remind him further of what he
owes his helmet and the whole code of chivalry. Chivalry” he tells us “is endowed with
two rich revenues: a true sense of shame, and noble loyalty”” (Eschenbach 1980, 167).%
These two attributes ultimately bring Parzival to the Grail.

Wolfram is, in essence, arguing for an ethical chivalry in which a proper balance is
maintained between the demands of courtly society, the Church, and the rest of lay society.
The excesses of chivalric combat and love need to be controlled so that instead of being
destructive elements within society, they become constructive elements that protect and
maintain social order. In this ethical chivalry, Wolfram does not demand his audience to
choose, as Malory will later do, between the spiritual and secular. His work extends
beyond a simple duality. He has shown the value of knighthood, of combat and of love. He

has also shown knighthood, combat, and love misused, and how knighthood, combat, and

des strites niht geschehn.” (Eschenbach 1998, 669, 11. 25-29)

** “holt man den touf mit strite, / dar schaffe mich bezite / [...] ich hérte ie gerne solhen dén, / da von tjoste
sprizen sprungen / unt di swert (f helmen klungen.” (Eschenbach 1998, 818, 11. 25-26, 28-30)

35 “kan sin lip des niht verzagen, / ern welle da schildes ambet tragen, / 6 man i’n dennoch mére / bi des
helmes €re / unt durch ritter ordenlichez lebn: / dem sint zwuo riche urbor gegebn, / rehtiu scham und werdiu

triwe.” (Eschenbach 1998, 325, 11. 23-29)
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love have their limitations in the face of greater spiritual mysteries. Wolfram has not
rejected chivalry. Instead he has shown how a knight made mistakes because of his
adherence to traditional chivalry, but how he then went beyond that chivalric view to a new
form of chivalry which transcended that of Arthur’s court. The view that Wolfram presents
us with is a uniquely balanced one — one that accepts the necessity of knights, but not
uncritically, and one that sees the importance of spiritual development, but in the context of

lay people leading their normal lives.
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CHAPTER1V
Thomas Malory’s Parting of the Ways:

The Roads to Sarras and Avalon

and than every knyght toke the way

that hym lyked beste. (Malory 1948, 11:872, 11. 29-30)
The history of the Grail presented by Malory in Le Morte Darthur is substantially different
from the tales created by Chrétien and Wolfram. Malory, who wrote over two hundred
years after Chrétien and Wolfram, appears to have been unaware of Le Conte du Graal
and Parzival, and his work, which traces its lineage through Le Queste del Saint Graal, is
essentially independent from theirs.! Malory’s account differs from the Grail stories of
Chrétien and Wolfram not merely because he follows a different Grail tradition; he is
separated from them historically, chronologically, linguistically and culturally. Although
Chrétien and Wolfram wrote in different languages, they shared a similar cultural and
historical Weltanschauung. Malory, writing more than two hundred years after them, lived
in a distinctly different world. Whereas Chrétien’s Le Conte du Graal was written as a
nascent knighthood was gaining power, Malory was writing as entrenched knighthood was
beginning to lose some of its power and prestige. The feudalistic world view which was an
essential element of Chrétien’s and Wolfram’s political world was by Malory’s time giving
away to nationalism. As feudalism became less tenable, military service increasingly
became the domain of salaried professionals instead of knights who served from feudal
obligation. Scottish, Swiss and English armies had successfully used infantry to defeat
mounted attacks, thus proving that knights were no longer supreme on the battlefield.?
Even knighthood, which had in the time of Chrétien and Wolfram been synonymous with
the warrior class, was increasingly bestowed as an honourary title on non-combatants either
to raise revenues for the crown, or as a reward for services rendered. Attitudes towards

things such as love, tournaments and crusades were changing.> Even the literary culture

! Richard Barber in “Chivalry and the Morte Darthur” briefly discusses some of the parallels between
Wolfram and Malory and adds the following very important observation. “Although this poem [Parzival] had
no direct influence on or connection with Malory’s work it offers a picture of chivalric achievement touched
with humanity which Malory would have found entirely sympathetic” (1996, 28).

? The exact extent of the change in warfare and knighthood that occurred during the late Middle Ages has
been the cause for a great deal of discussion among scholars. This discussion unfortunately falls out of the
scope of this study, but interested readers should also see Richard Kaeuper’s War, Justice and Public Order:
England and France in the Late Middle Ages,1988, Raymond Rudorff’s The Knights and Their World, 1974
and Malcom Vale’s War and Chivalry: Warfare and Aristocratic Culture in England, France and Burgundy
at the End of the Middle Ages, 1981.

? Margaret Reid’s argument that, “by the time of Malory’s Morte Darthur|...] the forms of chivalry were
outworn” (1938, 246), is not entirely supportable, but there can be little doubt that the chivalric mindset was
slowly giving way as new developments made it less and less tenable.
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had changed so that by the time of Le Morte Darthur there was a much larger literate
audience and a greater number of literate, non-aristocratic readers who could afford books.
The prevalence of the Arthurian romance genre was waning, and Malory’s Le Morte
Darthur was one of the last to be written in the Middle Ages. Malory further distinguished
himself from his predecessors by his choice of genre: he adapted his work from prose
romances and created his work in prose, while Chrétien adapted his work from an unknown
source and wrote a verse romance, which Wolfram then adapted for his own verse
rendition of the Grail narrative. Malory’s story also has to be fitted into the larger context
of the Arthurian world, which he found in his French sources and recreated, whereas
Chrétien’s and Wolfram’s Grail stories, aside from sharing characters from the Arthurian
world, exist independently from their other Arthurian tales. Even the protagonist of the
story changes in Malory’s telling so that Perceval no longer has the place of preeminence
and is overshadowed spiritually by Galahad, and in earthly deeds by Lancelot.

The fundamental difference between Le Morte Darthur on the one hand, and Le
Conte du Graal and Parzival on the other, however, is that spiritual knighthood as it is
formulated in this Grail story is consciously and expressly contrasted with secular
Arthurian chivalry. Although Kaeuper has argued that chivalry in Le Morte Darthur is
divided “not between earthly and heavenly, but between right and wrong chivalry in the
world” (1999, 296), an examination of Malory’s source material, Le Queste del Saint
Graal, as well as his own repeated affirmation that the Grail quest is a spiritual quest, leads
me to conclude that the tension between spiritual and secular values is indeed the crux
around which the narrative revolves. Dhira Mahoney supports this view by stating,
“[Malory] faithfully transmits the central dichotomy of the Queste between worldly and
spiritual chivalry, whereby the traditional chivalric standards are reinterpreted in light of
spiritual values”(2000, 380).* The schism between the virtues of spiritual knighthood and
secular knighthood is evidenced by both the similarities and differences between Galahad
and Arthur. Malory consciously parallels these two representatives of chivalry. Both
Galahad and Arthur are conceived by means of a deception. Arthur is presented to the
court by Merlin, Galahad by a nameless hermit. Both men draw a sword from a stone,
marking them as set aside for a special task. Arthur and Galahad both receive, under
circumstances involving water, a second sword which has a remarkable scabbard. Both
men found fellowships: the fellowship of the Round Table by Arthur and the fellowship of
the Grail by Galahad. Arthur gathers around him men as ambitious and self-centred as

himself; men like Gawain, who is not above murder to maintain honour, and Tristram, who
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is willing to betray his king in adultery. It is these men, flawed and sinful, yet at the same
time great in deeds of chivalry, who become the fellowship of the Round Table. Around
Galahad, however, gather the very few spiritual knights, Sir Bors and Sir Perceval — men
who value chastity and take serious their spiritual well being. It is these men, flawed and
sinful, yet at the same time spiritually powerful, who become the Grail knights.

Having created these parallels, Malory also points out the differences between
Arthur’s secular chivalry and Galahad’s spiritual ideal. Arthur’s secular chivalry is best
symbolized by Excalibur, the magical sword. The newer spiritual chivalry is symbolized
by the Grail, a dish associated with the death of Christ. With the death of Arthur,
Excalibur is lost and along with it, Arthurian chivalry. In the same way, with the death of
Galahad the Grail is lost thus ending spiritual chivalry. Arthur is fatally wounded in battle
with Mordred, the product of his own uncontrolled sexuality. The virginal Galahad dies in
prayer. Arthur is taken to Avalon, to be healed of his wounds, while the soul of Galahad
ascends to heaven. Thus Malory establishes his two forms of chivalry. It would be wrong
to argue that Malory favours one over the other. Malory accepts that Galahad is the
spiritually superior character, and refers to him as the greatest knight in the world, and yet
Malory’s sympathies seem to lie entirely with Lancelot, the best of earthly knights. It is
perhaps unfair to expect Malory to judge between these two representations of knighthood
and decide which is to be preferred. Malory may not like the implications of the Grail
story as depicted in Le Queste del Saint Graal, and certainly he makes some effort to
ameliorate the worst criticisms of Launcelot, the archetypal Arthurian knight, but even with
his concern regarding the Grail story, Malory recognizes that the story, by now a
indisputable element of Arthurian folklore, must be dealt with. He retells the story
carefully, trying as often as possible to remove elements critical of chivalry and to
abbreviate the allegorical and more didactic episodes. Even with his reservations,
however, there can be little doubt that Malory reveres the Grail tradition. As a knight
Malory understands Arthur’s chivalry better, and has a greater appreciation for its ethos,
but, as a Christian, he recognizes that Galahad’s spiritual knighthood is actually to be
preferred. Certainly Malory pays more attention to Arthur and his fellowship than to
Galahad and the other Grail knights, but this comes as no surprise: an imperfect group of
men striving to make a better world makes a better story than a nearly perfect group of men
striving to abandon this world.

The dichotomy Malory borrows from Le Queste del Saint Graal partially explains

why Chrétien and Wolfram created their own independent stories of the Grail quest while

* On Malory’s conception of the Grail narrative and his fidelity to his sources, see Mahoney’s “The Truest
85



Malory placed his firmly within the context of the greater Arthurian tale. Neither Chrétien
nor Wolfram were suggesting that their heroes were spiritually perfect and in their
narratives Perceval and Parzival are not separated from the earthly world of chivalry in the
same way that Galahad is. Perceval and Parzival make mistakes, so it is not necessary to
attach to them other sinful characters to show the mixed nature of humanity. In and of
themselves they contain all that belongs to humanity, which can not be said for the saintly
Galahad. It thus becomes necessary to include others in the story to show all the different
varieties of knighthood, and as Jeffrey Helterman points out, Malory “focuses on five
knights to explain the options open to man” (1994, 265). Malory is more successful than
the two earlier writers at showing a multitude of approaches towards knighthood, because,
as Kennedy suggests, Malory addresses the problem “that not every man will have exactly
the same notion of what it means to be a ‘good’ or ‘noble’ knight” (1985, 55). In his Grail
quest Malory shows the pinnacle of spiritual perfection, Galahad and the great reprobate
Gawain, and between those two poles, the three knights Bors, Perceval and Lancelot.
Because Le Morte Darthur permits the reader to follow and sympathize with each of these
knights, it exemplifies the type of chivalric literature where the “hard questions keep
coming to the to surface, sometimes allowing for multiple points of view, always
emphasizing the difficulty of finding solutions to problems associated with knighthood in
the real world” (Kaeuper, 1999, 253).

One might well wonder what value is to be found in comparing two such disparate
accounts as that found in Malory, and the accounts provided by Chrétien and Wolfram.
But all is not changed — Arthur’s realm, symbolic of Christendom, remains the departure
point for all of the stories. Achieving the Grail, albeit a different Grail in each story,
remains the goal of all of the tales and, for all of its changes, the Grail remains a symbol of
the highest possible spirituality. More importantly, as far as this study is concerned, the
main characters are all knights. Knighthood had, of course, changed in the three hundred
years between when Chrétien wrote his verse romances and when Malory completed his
prose cycle. Knighthood had evolved from referring simply to wealthy, mounted warriors
with certain limited duties and privileges to referring to a prestigious upper class,
responsible not only for warfare, but also for the guidance of society and for the
development of a “cultured” ethos. Yet even as knighthood and culture changed, the
primary concerns of knighthood remained constant: conflict, love and sex.

In Malory’s Grail narrative love and lechery become dominant themes, and the

attitude Malory presents towards sexuality in this segment of his Arthurian cycle differs

and Holiest Tale: Malory’s Transformation of Le Queste del Saint Graal” (2000).
86



substantially from his attitude towards sexuality in his other Arthurian tales, and from the
attitude presented by his predecessors, Chrétien and Wolfram. Malory’s sudden puritanical
stance on sexual purity seems hypocritical given the uncondemned sexual laxity of his
characters in other tales and his own possible criminal record as a repeat rapist. 5 His
sudden reversal can only be explained by referring back to his source: Le Queste del Saint
Graal. Malory’s emphasis on sexual purity is particularly odd when contrasted with
traditional chivalric values. These are described by Dean in the following manner:

In the chivalric world, prowess properly controlled and directed to

society’s benefit is the highest virtue; in the pursuit of the Grail, chastity

is the one absolute requirement. While prowess and chastity are not

opposites, they are not naturally companions, either. Each is a virtue but

in entirely unrelated ways. The code that sees one as its highest virtue

has nothing to do with the way of life that celebrates the other. (1987,

96)
Malory in the rest of his Arthurian tales shows a strong preference for the virtue of
prowess, and the most cursory reading of Le Queste del Saint Graal will reveal that the
substitution of chastity for prowess is the source of the Grail story’s moral overtones. The
earlier author appears to have been one of those few chivalric reformers who, according to
Kaeuper, “harboured futile hopes of substituting another quality” in place of prowess
(1999, 159).

The irony of using sexual purity as the standard for measuring the worthiness of
knights is not lost in Malory’s Le Morte Darthur. Galahad, the paragon of sexual purity, is
conceived in an adulterous liaison between Launcelot and Elaine, who has seduced
Lancelot in the guise of Guinevere. The scene of the seduction evidences the hypocrisy so
prevalent in Arthurian chivalry, for as Helterman points out, we are treated to the spectacle
of “a knight — who has just deflowered a maiden when in fact he intended to commit
adultery against the best man in Christendom — indicting the deflowered virgin with whom
he thought he was betraying his best friend” (1994, 263). In the world of courtly love, as
described in ironic tones by Andreas Capellanus, Launcelot’s immoral behaviour would
have only received slight condemnation because Launcelot permitted a physical
consummation of what ideally should have been a chaste love. Indeed, within the broader
context of his Arthurian tales, Malory is careful not to criticize his knights for their sexual

laxity. Malory’s tales are replete with sexual encounters which the Church condemned —

Uther tricking Igrayne into sleeping with him, Arthur sleeping with his sister, Pellynor’s

’ Comments made regarding Malory’s life are based on the assumption that Malory was indeed Sir Thomas
Malory of Newbold Revel in Warwickshire. In his book The Life and Times of Sir Thomas Malory P. ]. C.
Field has produced enough credible evidence to make any other candidate for the position of author of Le

Morte Darthur seem highly unlikely.
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rape of the milk maiden, Merlin’s infatuation with Nyneve — and while Malory sometimes
shows the negative consequences of these acts he rarely suggests that the acts are sinful or
that the perpetrators are immoral. Malory’s attitude in the Grail quest changes, however,
and comes remarkably close to the attitude expressed by a fictitious nobleman in
Capellanus’s The Art of Courtly Love:

It seems to be generally agreed that to serve God is a very great and an
extraordinary good thing, but those who desire to serve Him perfectly
ought to devote themselves wholly to His service, and according to the
opinion of Paul they should engage in no worldly business. Therefore if
you choose to serve God alone, you must give up all worldly things and
contemplate only the mysteries of the Heavenly country, for God has not
wished that anybody should keep his right foot on earth and his left foot
in heaven, since no one can properly devote himself to the service of
two masters. (Capellanus 1959, 111)°

This is the extremely rigorous morality advocated by Galahad and his cohorts in the Grail
quest: they will succeed because they have chosen to serve God alone, particularly through
their sexual purity.

Galahad’s loyal devotion as Christ’s servant and lover is never questioned in the
narrative, but both Bors and Perceval undergo sexual temptations as a test of their spiritual
loyalty to their Heavenly master. Perceval’s loyalty is particularly tempted in a manner that
suggests the feudal obligations of a knight to his overlord. In a dream the devil appears to
him as a woman and accuses Perceval of breaking loyalty with ‘her’:

Truly ye were never but my servaunte syn ye resseyved the omayge of
oure Lorde Jesu Cryste. Therefore I you ensure, in what place that I may
fynde you withoute kepyng, I shall take you as he that somtyme was my
man. (Malory 1948, 11:914, 11. 12-15)

Shortly thereafter Perceval is seduced by a lady who requires that he promise to “be my
trew servaunte” before she will grant him her love (Malory 1948, I1:918, 11. 19-20).
Perceval makes the promise and is about to climb into bed with her when he catches sight
of the cross in the pommel of his sword. Instinctively Perceval crosses himself, and
immediately the demon (for such the woman was) disappears in smoke. The penitent
Perceval shows his remorse by stating, “Sitthyn my fleyssh woll be my mayster I shall
punyssh hit” and taking his sword, with its cross-shape, stabs himself in the thigh (Malory
1948, 11:919, 1. 12-15). The gesture physically reinforces the division between worldly and

8 It should be noted that the fictitious nobleman is using this extremely rigorous argument to convince a lady
that she does not wish to be entirely in God’s service. The nobleman also later suggests that God is not as
opposed to earthly love as has been argued, and that love affairs are acceptable to God. Andreas argues
against this view in his final book, but it is impossible to tell from the material provided what Andreas

actually believes.
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spiritual chivalry and reveals the sharp difference between the attitude expressed in
Malory’s Grail story towards sexuality, and the attitudes expressed Le Conte du Graal and
Parzival. In the earlier two accounts Perceval is supposed to heal the Fisher King of a
wound between the thighs, but the story has reversed itself, so that instead of restoring
masculinity, the Grail knights are rejecting their masculinity, and sacrificing it, like monks
and hermits, to God.

Like Perceval, Bors’ loyalty to God is tested through sexual temptation. The
temptation that faces Bors, however, has an added ethical dilemma: the jilted lady
threatens to commit suicide with twelve of her gentlewomen, and a false priest tells Bors
that the lady’s relatives will kill Launcelot in revenge and adds that “Than ys hit in thy
defaughte if sir Launcelot, thy cousyn, dye” (Malory 1948, 11:964, 11.12-13). Bors is loaded
with responsibility for the deaths of fourteen people including one of his own kinsmen.
One of the gentlewoman, calling down to Bors from the battlement which they intend to
leap from, says, “And if ye suffir us thus to dye for so litill a thynge all ladys and
jantillwomen woll sey you dishonoure” (Malory 1948, I1:965, 11. 33-34). Within the
context of Arthur’s court the woman’s statement makes good sense: sex, far from being
denounced as a sin, is viewed as an essential element of knighthood, and any knight not
already sworn to the service of another lady can hardly turn down a sexual offer without
being shamed. The stigma attached to not taking a lover is evident in Malory’s tale of
Gawain, Ywain, and Marhalt, where twelve ladies spit on Marhaus’s shield and throw mud
on it, and also in his tale of Sir Launcelot du Lake, where a lady says to Launcelot:

But one thyng, sir knyght methynkes ye lak, ye that ar a knyght wyveles,
that ye woll nat love som mayden other jantylwoman][....] But hit is
noyesed that ye love quene Gwenyvere, and that she hath ordeyned by
enchauntemente that ye shall never love none other but hir. (Malory
1948, 1:270, 11. 18-24)’

Within this context, the gentlewoman’s threat that Sir Bors will be shamed as a knight is
legitimate, not merely because he is permitting deaths which he could prevent, but also
because by simply rejecting a love suit he is rejecting the role of knightly lover. Neither
can Bors argue, as could Perceval or Galahad, that he wishes to maintain his virginity, for
he has already lost it. In addition Bors is in jeopardy of forswearing himself because his
oath as a knight of the Round Table requires him to defend ladies and gentlewomen. Bors,

however, has rightly assessed that in the new spiritual chivalry chastity is the foremost

7 It was not uncommon within courtly literature for the beloved to be held culpable for causing the death of
the beloved. Christine de Pisan’s The Book of the Duke of True Lovers, for example, contains a scene
reminiscent of Sir Bors’ dilemma where the beloved is informed of the imminent death of her lover: “Then
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virtue, and “he was nat uncounceyled in hymselff that levir he had they all loste their soules
than he hys soule” ( Malory 1948, 11:966, 11. 3-5). Bors’ internal debate reveals a surprising
development in the morality of Le Morte Darthur: for the first time one of Malory’s
characters suggests that illicit sex is a damnable sin. If this is true, then which of the great
Arthurian figures can hope for salvation? Yet Sir Bors’ very success in the Grail quest
proves that the Grail and salvation are obtainable for all of Arthur’s knights, even Gawain.
Sir Bors, after all, is not entirely pure, unlike Galahad and Perceval. In the vision of the
bulls, Bors is the white bull with the black spot; the Grail knight who has sinned through
sex. What differentiates Bors from Gawain is his honest acknowledgment of his failings;
what differentiates him from Launcelot, who shares his good intent, is his stability. Like
Launcelot, Bors will eventually return to Arthur’s court, but he will not return to his old
sin.

Sexual purity is repeatedly emphasized as the primary criterion for success in the
Grail quest. The contrast between the sexual mores of Arthur’s court and the quest is
evidenced by the old knight in religious clothing who forbids the knights embarking on the
Grail quest from taking their ladies with them because, “hit ys nat to do in so hyghe a
servyse as they laboure in.” The knight adds, “For I warne you playne, he that ys nat clene
of hys synnes he shall nat se the mysteryes of our Lorde Jesu Cryste” (Malory 1948, I1:869,
11. 2-4). Implicit in the knight’s warning is a condemnation of worldly love: a knight who
would take his lover would not be ‘clene’ and thus would not be worthy of the high
spiritual mysteries embodied in the Grail. The knight’s warning, however, is more than a
mere admonition against the dangers of sexual licentiousness. The prohibition of women
in the quest is also a reinforcement of a hostility towards women that pervades Malory’s
Arthurian tales, and is not found in the Grail story as told by Chrétien and Wolfram. More
often than not Malory portrays the female characters in his tales as, like Eve, being the
cause of evil and suffering, and within the Grail story, women, when they do appear are,
with the exception of Perceval’s sister, portrayed as malign forces bent on thwarting the
spiritual progression of the knights. Given the characterization of woman as Eve, it is
appropriate that Galahad and his companions, as the new Adam, in imitation of Christ,
separate themselves from women. Those knights who remain chaste are also following the
precepts established by St. Bernard regarding spiritual knighthood and the example of the
great spiritual orders like the Knights Templars and the Knights Hospitallers.® Like these

he counseled her that, for God’s sake, she should not suffer one so young to be placed in peril of death by
reason of too great love of her, and that she would be to blame if she were the cause of my death” (1966, 59).
8 The latter group may particularly have played a role in Malory’s formulation of the new chivalry, for, if P. J.
C. Field (1999) is correct in his identification of Malory, Sir Robert Malory, the prior of the Hospital of St.

John of Jerusalem in England, would have been Malory’s uncle.
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religious orders, Malory’s successful Grail knights seem to have merged the clerical and
knightly classes, matching spiritual prowess (as established through sexual purity as well as
through repeatedly overcoming temptations by the devil) with physical prowess.

In the Grail quest, virginity and chastity become equated with sinless living as
evidenced by the tournament between the knights in black and the knights in white. A
recluse explains the symbolism to Launcelot:

Of thes the erthely knyghtes were they which were clothed all in blake,
and the coveryng betokenyth the synnes whereof they be nat confessed.
And they with the coverynge of whyght betokenyth virginité, and they
that hath chosyn chastité. And thus was the queste begonne in them.
(Malory 1948, 11:933, 11. 25-30)

It is, as the recluse has explained, with sexual purity that the Grail quest actually begins,
and it is the sexual licentiousness of Arthur’s knights that mark them out as sinners
doomed to fail.

Indeed, the two greatest ‘earthly’ knights of Arthurian chivalry, Tristram and
Launcelot, fail to achieve the quest of the Grail precisely because of the sin of loving out of
measure. Tristram wisely does not even attempt the Grail quest, but instead retreats to his
castle to spend his days with Isolde. Launcelot comes close to achieving the Grail, but in
the end is only temporarily able to conquer his passion for Guinevere. During the Grail
quest Launcelot is finally able to acknowledge to a priest the passion he has harboured for
Guinevere for fourteen years. Unlike Gawain, who refuses to accept culpability for his
failure in the Grail quest, and has to be repeatedly told that he is a sinner, Launcelot knows
from the very beginning that he is a sinner, and he knows without being told or prompted
that his sin is the sin of loving the “quene unmesurabely and oute of mesure longe”
(Malory 1948, 11:897, 1. 16). Malory has, however, permitted some ambiguity regarding
the nature of the sin — has Launcelot sinned simply by loving the queen, or because he
loves the queen ‘unmesurabely’ and ‘oute of mesure longe’? Mahoney has convincingly
argued that the actual sin that stands between is “idolatry rather than adultery,” and goes on
to state, “It is not the extra-marital relationship but the abandonment to the flesh, the
enslavement by the world, that is the sin by Cistercian standards” (2000, 388). This view is
supported by Launcelot’s admission that his pride and his desire to engage in the world,
whether rightly or wrongly, are bound up with his love for the queen (Malory 1948, I1:897,
1. 15-22). The real barrier, however, between Launcelot and the Grail, is not his sins,
which he may confess, as do Bors and Perceval, but rather his spiritual instability.

“Stableness” is a term frequently used in the Grail quest, and according to Mahoney “it
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means perseverance in the pursuit of holiness, and connotes withdrawal from the world”
(2000, 390). Launcelot, for all of his good intentions during the Grail quest, does not have
the moral fortitude to resist the queen, or, more importantly, the call to worldly glory. At
the very commencement of the quest Launcelot tells the grieving Guinevere, “A, madam, I
pray you be nat displeased, for I shall com agayne as sone I may with my worship” (Malory
1948, 11:872, 11. 12-13. Emphasis mine). Launcelot’s promise to come again as soon as he
honourably can shows a lack of determination on his part. The reader senses that
Launcelot now wishes that he had not undertaken his vow so quickly and that it is only his
overwhelming fear of dishonour which keeps him on the quest. Once he has embarked,
however, and distanced himself from the influence of Guinevere and the praise and
expectations of Arthur’s court, he makes true spiritual progress and seems to desire change.
The various hermits and recluses he meets, however, all recognize that while his intentions
are good, he will revert to his former behaviour upon returning to the court. Galahad also
recognizes this weakness in his father, which prompts him to send back an admonition with
Sir Bors: “as sone as ye se hym bydde hym remembir of this worlde unstable” (Malory
1948, 11:1035, 11-12).

As in Le Conte du Graal and Parzival, Le Morte Darthur links sex and violence.
The connection is repeatedly revealed within the narrative. The maiden rescued by Bors
from rape, reveals the connection in her statement, “Sir knyght[...] ye have bettir spedde
than ye wente, for and I had loste my maydynhode fyve hondred men sholde have dyed
therefore” (Malory 1948, 11:962, 11. 6-8). Presumably the cause of all of this bloodshed on
behalf of the maiden would have been the ensuing war of revenge. In this scenario, the
major concern seems to be similar to that found by Gravdal in early medieval laws on rape
in that it emphasizes “one overriding concern: that of maintaining peace among men”
(1991, 8). The maiden’s grateful thanks places a far greater emphasis on Bors’ role as a
peace maker and preventer of bloodshed, than on his role in saving her from ravishment.
The maiden’s focus on the well-being of the men instead of on herself merely reiterates and
reinforces the emphasis placed on masculinity through the Grail story, where sexual purity
is emphasized not in the women, who, with the exception of Perceval’s sister, cannot
participate in the Grail quest, but rather on the men, who are portrayed as victims of
female seduction. The implications of falling victim to sexual temptation are, as the knight
who abducted the maiden painfully learned, both moral and physical. Andreas Capellanus
argues that:

Love, moreover, regularly leads men to deadly, inescapable warfare and
does away with treaties of perpetual peace. Often too it overthrows
great cities and mighty fortresses and the safest of castles and changes
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the good fortune of wealth into the evil fortune of poverty [...] and it
drives many to commit crimes, which they must atone for, but for which
neither they nor their relatives are by any means guilty. (1956, 196)

The logic of Capellanus’s argument seems inescapable in the Arthurian world where so
much fighting is caused either by love or, as is more often the case, lust. To a certain
extent Malory seems to have taken into consideration Capellanus’s modifying statement:
love “drives many to commit crimes, which they must atone for, but for which neither they
nor their relatives are by any means guilty” (1956, 196). In Le Morte Darthur sexual
gratification often has to be recompensed in violence, and yet while the violence may be
deplorable, Malory holds those who act violently under the influences of “love” as being
guiltless. Launcelot, for example, is condemned for loving the queen, and not for the
violence that this illicit love has engendered. Lancelot admits that there is a correlative
link between his sexual desire for Guinevere and his violence saying,

And all my grete dedis of armys that I have done for the moste party was

for the quenys sake, and for hir sake wolde I do batalye were hit ryght

other wronge. And never dud I batayle all only for Goddis sake.

(Malory 1948, 11:897, 11. 17-20)
Because Guinevere is the motivating force behind the violence, Launcelot is freed
somewhat from having to take responsibility for his actions. The onus for the bloodshed is
placed on the queen, and indeed, more than in Le Conte du Graal and Parzival, women are
held responsible for violence.

The role of combat in both traditional chivalry and in the new spiritual chivalry is
never questioned. The criticisms that are raised focus entirely on the motivating factors
involved: combat to increase chivalry or for the love of a woman is condemned because it
is rooted in the ego of the knight; combat to enact justice or for the glory of God is
permissible because the knight, although he is the agent of the deed, is not directly the
recipient of the benefits. Both the spiritual knights and the earthly knights do participate in
combat, as is made clear by the tournament that Launcelot attends between the black
knights and the white knights, but their motivations are different. Launcelot’s own
motivation for joining with the black knights is “to helpe there the wayker party in
incresyng of his shevalry”(Malory, 931, 11. 24-25). No thought is given by this
representative of Arthurian chivalry to determining which side has the moral high ground,
and, as a result, Launcelot suffers an embarrassing defeat. Launcelot’s failure even to
consider that one side might be morally superior is understandable: tournaments, after all,
unlike battles, are games which usually do not imply any particular ethic, and in all of the

former tournaments attended by Launcelot, the participants on both sides were spiritually
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equal, thus making the side that Launcelot fought on insignificant except as it enhanced his
own glory. Tournaments in the past had been morally ambiguous so it is not surprising
that Launcelot, who had won so many of them, is confused: “For never or now was I never
at turnemente nor at justes but I had the beste. And now I am shamed, and am sure that I
am more synfuller than ever I was” (Malory 1948, 11:932, 11. 15-18). The connection
Launcelot draws between his defeat and his sinful nature is a logical one by medieval
standards: in combat God sides with the righteous. Launcelot’s sin, according to a recluse
he meets, is the sin of wrong motivation:

Than thou behelde the synners and the good men. And whan thou saw
the synners overcom thou enclyned to that party for bobbaunce and
pryde of the world and all that muste be leffte in that queste, for in thys
queste thou shalt have many felowis and thy bettirs, for thou arte so
feble of evyll truste and good beleve [...]. But anone thou turned to the
synners and that caused thy mysseaventure, that thou sholde know God
from vayneglory of the worlde; hit ys nat worth a peare. And for grete
pryde thou madist grete sorow that thou haddist nat overcom all the
whyght knyghtes. Therefore God was wrothe with you, for in thys
queste God lovith no such dedis [...]. Now have I warned the of thy
vayneglory and of thy pryde, that thou haste many tyme arred ayenste
thy Maker. (Malory 1948, 11:933 11. 30-32; 934, 11. 1-20)

“Vayneglory of the worlde” has been substituted for God in Launcelot’s life, and in his
pursuit of glory and in his pride, Launcelot has sinned against God. God’s ire against
Launcelot is not, however, roused by his engagement in the tournament, or even entirely by
his pride. Rather, God is angry because during this particular quest, which is the highest
quest possible, deeds done with a selfish motivation are unacceptable.

The tournament itself, of course, is no sin, and Malory’s frequent use of them in his
narrative reflects the fact that both the Church and the monarchy had not only accepted
tournaments but embraced them. As Larry Benson has pointed out, in the thirteenth
century, when Le Queste del Saint Graal, Malory’s source, and Parzival were being
written:

The Church itself remained opposed to chivalric activities such as
tournaments, and it had little sympathy with any form of knighthood that
was not clearly in its own service. By the fifteenth century, chivalry had
become respectable in the eyes of both Church and state, and the
chivalric code of Arthur’s knights had become the ideal of an important
segment of society, that to which Malory and his noble readers
belonged. (1976, 208)

That tournaments had been accepted both by the Church and society in the fifteenth century
is evidenced by Katharina Tucher, a fifteenth century mystic who described Christ holding
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a tournament (Rose-Lefmann 1999, 152).° Along a similar line, Launcelot’s participation
in the tournament, far from being sinful, in fact becomes symbolic of the struggle between
good and evil. Even Galahad, the figure of Christ, participates in a tournament. While
both Le Conte du Graal and Parzival included tournaments, neither Chrétien nor Wolfram
were so bold as to suggest that tournaments represented the conflict between good or evil,
nor were they so bold as to have a knight directly equated with Christ, as Galahad is,
participate in the tournaments. Chrétien and Wolfram included tournaments in spite of the
Church’s views, while Malory included and praised tournaments both because he knew that
the Church had accepted them and because of their resurgent popularity in his own country.
As Richard Barber points out Edward IV, whose reign quite probably corresponds with
Malory’s writing of the Grail story, loved the sport:

Between 1462 and 1467 tournaments were very much on the court

agenda. Edward regarded them as the ultimate knightly pastimef...].

the reappearance of tournaments as a regular court activity in the mid-

1460s corresponds very well with Malory’s attitude towards

tournaments when he came to select that material from which he created

Le Morte Darthur. (1993, 143, 146)
With the good will of the Church and the support of the monarchy, there was no reason for
Malory to condemn this immensely popular pastime even within the setting of the Grail
quest so long as the participants were shown to have the appropriate spiritual attitude."

Although Grail knights could participate in tournaments without violating their

spiritual quest, tournaments properly belonged to the court of Arthur. Several factors made
the tournament more appropriate as an expression of Arthurian chivalry. Simple logistics
required that a king or wealthy lord be present to fund the tournament, while an entire court
of servants, squires, knights, and ladies would be required to organize and facilitate a
tournament. Within the context of Arthurian civilization such a logistical feat was both
possible and desirable because it revealed the wealth, magnanimity, and power of the

hosting ruler and realm. The Grail quest took place primarily within the vast stretches of

uncharted forest untouched by Arthur’s civilizing forces. The locus of power in Arthur’s

? “Wol auf, der her let dich zu eim stech hof in ewig Gerussalem. Der ist aus gerust in ewig leben zu eim
stech hof]...]. Ez wirt ein stech hof und tantzzen und herlichkait got zu loben, dez su nie gesehen hast.”
“Come, the Lord invites you to a tournament in the eternal Jerusalem, which is outfitted in the eternal life for
a tournament[...]. There will be a tournament and dancing and splendor to praise God, Such as you have
never seen.” (Rose-Lefmann 1999, 152-153)

1% Le Queste del Saint Graal includes, of course, the same references to tournaments as the Grail account in
Le Morte Darthur. Written in the thirteenth century when the Church was adamantly opposed to
tournaments, it seems odd that the rather monastic author of Le Queste del Saint Graal would have included
tournaments, or permitted Galahad to participate in them. I have not come across any adequate explanations,
but perhaps two explanations may suffice: the author was writing for a knightly audience who would have
expected tournaments as part of the normal fare in romances, and the author may well have felt that the

tournaments were allegorized sufficiently as to warrant their inclusion.
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court, the Round Table, required the collective effort of its constituents to maintain it; the
locus of power in the Grail quest, the Grail, required each knight individually to go out
seeking it. Such an arrangement all but precluded chivalric sports. At the same time, a
tournament without a crowd of female admirers and the chance to accrue glory and renown
lacked purpose. Having already been instructed by the hermit Nacien to leave their ladies
behind, Arthur’s knights had much less reason for participating in tournaments.

With the beginning of the Grail quest, Arthurian civilization faced a serious threat,
both because the quest took away Arthur’s best men, and because the very virtues of the
quest seemed to run counter to the ideals of Arthur’s court. Arthur, faced with the
dissolution of his fellowship, decides that the appropriate ending is in a show of combat.
The Grail quest, he knows, has supplanted the Round Table as the measure of all things, so,
in memory of what was, he orders a final joust.

‘Now,’ seyde the kynge, ‘I am sure at this quest of the Sankegreall shall
all ye of the Rownde Table departe, and nevyr shall I se you agayne hole
togydirs, therefore ones shall I se you togydir in the medow, all hole
togydirs! Therefore I wol se you all hole togydir in the medow of
Camelot, to juste and to turney, that aftir your dethe men may speke of
hit that such good knyghtes were here, such a day, hole togydirs.’
(Malory 1948, 11:864, 11. 5-12)

Given one final opportunity, as Arthur sees it, to make a lasting statement about his realm
and the fellowship of the Round Table, he decides that combat will be the finest way to
ensure that the glory of his knights is not forgotten. This final tournament expresses the
gap between Arthur’s chivalry and spiritual chivalry. Arthur is concerned that his knights,
as a collective group “hole togydirs,” leave an impression so that “aftir your dethe men
may speke of hit”’; the new spiritual chivalry is for the most part an individual experience,
and the importance is placed not on being remembered by men, but in being remembered
by God. In this the purpose of knighthood has changed from bringing glory to the knight to
bringing glory to God. Yet, while Malory is aware of this change in knighthood, he
acknowledges both traditional Arthurian chivalry and the new spiritual chivalry by stating
that in the tournament only Perceval and Launcelot were not defeated. Perceval’s success
was based on the fact that he, like Galahad, was a virgin and destined to achieve the Grail.
Launcelot, on the other hand, was spared defeat presumably because he was the still the
best of ‘erthly’ knights, and also because, in Malory’s narrative, although Launcelot is not
the “hero” of the Grail quest, he is still its primary protagonist.

Combat was as acceptable in the new spiritual chivalry as it was in the traditional

Arthurian chivalry. The very number of weapons divinely provided for Galahad, two
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swords and a shield, indicate that God is not an opponent of prowess. The various
weapons are not merely tools: they are also symbols of the new knighthood.” The sword
in the stone signifies both the excellence of Galahad as the new “BESTE KNYGHT OF
THE WORLDE”, but also the effective end of Arthur’s power as an earthly king and
Launcelot’s position as the best knight on earth. The passing of power from the old order
of things to the new order is represented by Launcelot’s and Gawain’s attitudes towards the
sword. Launcelot will not even attempt to draw it, for he knows he is not worthy, while
Gawain, in spite of Launcelot’s warning that harm will come to him if he makes the
attempt, rashly tries to pull forth the sword. The shield, which is the next armament
granted to Galahad, in particular signifies the nature of the new quest. White with a red
cross on it, the shield is the sign of a crusader. Such an emblem is appropriate because the
quest for the Grail is essentially a crusade, both in that the knights undertake to find this
relic of Christ’s passion and in the process wage war against demonic forces and evil
knights, and also in that the quest takes the knights to Sarras in the Middle East.'* The
second sword granted to Galahad near the end of his quest reiterates the change of power
between Arthur/Launcelot and Galahad. The sword originally belonged to David, but was
refurbished and set aside for the Grail knight by Solomon. The imagery reminds the reader
of the story of David and Solomon, and how David, because of his continual fighting, was
not permitted to build the temple, and instead that task was given by God to his son
Solomon. Similarly, Arthur and Launcelot are, because of their sins, not permitted to
achieve the Grail quest, and the task is instead handed over to Launcelot’s son, Galahad.
The granting of the sword on the ship also reminds the reader of how the young Arthur
rowed out in a boat to receive Excalibur from the hand of the Lady of the Lake, and the two
swords share similar properties of protection for their bearers.

While God apparently does not oppose combat, spiritual knights are expected to
refrain from gratuitous killing. This emphasis on avoiding killing is evidenced in a
narrative difference between Malory’s account of the story and the stories told by Chrétien
and Wolfram. Galahad, like Perceval and Parzival in the earlier narratives, is the knight of
the red armour, but a major change has been made: Galahad does not have to slay another
knight to obtain his armour. Malory and Le Queste del Saint Graal make no mention of

where the armour comes from, but presumably the armour is either provided by the nuns

""In Le Queste del Saint Graal and even to a certain extent in Le Morte Darthur Galahad’s armour also
corresponds with St. Paul’s concept of Spiritual armour.

21 have not found any references to the etymology of the name “Sarras”, but I can not help wondering if the
name might not be connected to the word “Saracen”. Certainly the conquest and conversion of Sarras would
be in line with what the Christians hoped would occur to the Muslims and Jews. In any event, the location of
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who have raised Galahad, or God has once more intervened to insure that His champion is
properly armed without having to shed blood. Yet, although God provides the arms for
Galahad so that Galahad does not have to shed blood to obtain them, all of the weapons,
with the exception of the red armour itself, have an appropriately violent past. The sword
in the stone is the sword Balyne used to skill his brother Balan; the sword of David wounds
both Nacien and King Pelles. As for the shield, it nearly causes the death of King
Bagdemagus. The weapons are real instruments of war, suitable for inflicting damage, just
as Galahad is a real knight, capable of prowess, but the function of both the Grail knight
and his weapons is different from the function of traditional Arthurian knights. The
weapons invariably inflict damage on knights who act out of hubris. Balyne, in spite of
dire warnings, insists on carrying the sword until it takes the life of his brother. Nacien
uses David’s sword in his time of need, even though he knows that he should not, while
King Pelles draws the sword in spite of the writing advising him not to. Sir Bagdemagus
knows that he is unworthy of the shield, yet takes it anyway before he is struck down by a
heavenly knight. Through repeatedly humiliating Arthur’s knights, Galahad and his arms
serve as a reminder that God has found them unworthy.

Dennis Green (1978) has argued that in Parzival Wolfram conscientiously avoids
having his great knights actually kill, so that Parzival’s slaying of Ither is exceptional.
Parzival and the other true knights are permitted to win their battles without committing
the sin of murder. Malory likewise attempts to maintain the innocence of his Grail knights
in contrast to the violence of the other Arthurian knights. As Beverly Kennedy comments:

The causal connection between sin and manslaughter is a major premise
of the Queste del Saint Graal. Time and again we are told that sinful
men will be killers. Malory accepts this premise, but he then goes
farther than his source to accept the corollary with equal seriousness: if
sinful knights are killers, then virtuous knights should be able to
conquer without killing (1985, 117).

The contrast between sinful knights and virtuous knights is evident in the rebuke one
hermit administers to Gawain after he, with the aid of two companions, has killed seven
evil knights:

For sertes, had ye nat bene so wycked as ye ar, never had the seven
brethirne be slayne by you and youre two felowys: for sir Galahad
hymself alone bete hem all seven the day toforne, but hys lyvyng ys such
that he shall sle no man lyghtly.

(Malory 1948, 11:892, 1. 2-6)

Sarras in the Middle East should remind the reader of the vast portions of Wolfram’s story which occur in the

Middle East.
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The rebuke may well confuse Gawain: he and his two companions were attacked, and thus
could justify the slayings as self-defence. Perhaps even more bewildering for Gawain, and
for Malory’s audience, is the inversion of knightly beliefs; it was commonly held that in
combat God aided the righteous, so that the killings, according to a traditional
understanding, should have vindicated Gawain and his companions. The hermit, however,
insists that sin is the cause of those deaths, and adds an important comment on Galahad:
“he shall sle no man lyghtly”. Galahad is not incapable of killing or even prohibited from
killing. His attitude is fundamentally different from the attitude of most Arthurian knights,
who take life lightly, yet even he is not entirely immune from the potential of killing an
opponent by accident. Galahad’s sinless life, however, seems to prevent accidental
killings. In the combat between Perceval and Galahad, God or Fortune prevents a great
disaster so that “had nat the swerde swarved sir Percyvale had be slayne” (Malory 1948,
11:893, 11.2-3). Galahad also comes very near to slaying Gawain when he “smote hym so
sore that he clave hys helme and coyff of iron unto the head” (Malory 1948, 11:981, 11. 25-
26), but once again God or Fortune prevents this unnecessary killing.

The tension between licit and illicit violence is evidenced after one crucial battle in
which Galahad, Perceval and Bors kill a multitude of people. Malory states, “Than whan
they behelde the grete multitude of the people that they had slayne, they helde themselves
grete synners” (Malory 1948, I1:997, 11. 3-4). This passage is one of the rare examples in
chivalric literature of regret for violence done, and it suggests that although violence is an
acceptable evil in a just war, the violence so frequently practised by Arthur’s knights can
no longer be condoned. Sir Bors, however, attempts to find an explanation for this
massacre by speculating, as do many victors as they gaze on the carnage they have caused,
that the slaughter actually reveals the approval of God:

“Sertes,” seyde sir Bors, “I wene, and God had loved them, that we
sholde nat have had power to have slayne hem thus. But they have done
so muche agayne oure Lorde that He wolde nat suffir hem to regne no
lenger.” (Malory 1948, 11:997, 11. 5-8)

Such an interpretation of the events fits, as we have already seen, the popular medieval
belief that God sides with the righteous. This belief legitimized violence in the minds of
knights as God’s means of enacting divine retribution on a sinful people. If God did not
desire the righteous knights (and the victors were always righteous) to slay so many people,
then why did He not intervene? Yet Galahad is quick to point out the presumption behind
this argument: “‘Yee say nat so,” seyde Galahad. ‘First, if they mysseded ayenst God, the
vengeanunce ys nat owris, but to Hym which hath power thereoff’” (Malory 1948, 11:997,
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11. 9-11)."® The dialogue between the two knights is representative of the dialogue that
occurred during the Middle Ages between the Church and chivalry. Bors presents the
chivalric position which argues that knightly violence is not only acceptable to God, but is
even a means of implementing God’s will, while Galahad presents a position more in line
with the Church’s attitude, that an omnipotent God does not need men to implement his
will and further, that killing may be an act of presumption on the part of knights, who are
acting both as judges and as executioners. The fact that the earlier killing of the seven
knights by Gawain and his companions is denounced as sin, suggests initially that Bors’
position is untenable. The argument, however, is eventually settled by a priest who
informs the knights that no sin has been incurred, and that indeed the killings could be
considered an act of alms because the slain were not Christians. Thus, in the only combat
where Galahad actually kills people, he is conveniently fighting against non-Christians.
Faced with the clerical support of the slaughter, the fact that the slain are not Christians,
and the sheer number of the slain, Galahad finally concedes to Bors’ point of view:
“Sertes,[...] and hit had nat pleased oure Lorde, never sholde we have slayne so many men
in so litill a whyle” (Malory 1948, 11:998, 11. 10-12).

Sir Bors’s argument, and then the priest’s rationalization of the massacre both have
credible support from no less an authority than St Bernard of Clairvaux, who states:

The knight of Christ, I say, may strike with confidence and die yet more

confidently, for he serves Christ when he strikes and serves himself

when he falls. Neither does he bear the sword in vain, for he is God’s

minister, for the punishment of evildoers and for the praise of the good.

If he kills an evildoer, he is not a mankiller, but if I may so put it, a killer

of evil. (Kaeuper, 1999, 70)
Galahad and his companions are vindicated because they have killed evil in the guise of
men. The rationale provided by the priest, however, leaves three factors which must be
considered. The first point is the questionable reliability of priests as interpreters of God’s
will. Sir Bors’ earlier encounter with the false priest has proved that the appearance of a
clergyman does not necessarily signify an accurate or unbiased explanation of events. The
priest who rationalizes the slayings could, like the false priest, be a demon in disguise,
trying to tempt the knights into sin, and it is only the confirmation by a voice on high that
assures the knights that their actions are in accordance with God’s plans. The second point

to consider is that while killing non-Christians is apparently permissible, and even pleasing

to God, killing Christians presumably is not. The majority of the combat mentioned earlier

1 Galahad’s sentiment is similarly expressed by Christine de Pizan in The Book of Deeds of Arms and of
Chivalry: “Likewise, vengeance is reserved for God alone, and in no way does any man have the right to
carry it out” (1999, 17).
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in Le Morte Darthur is between Christians, and any killing that occurred in that combat
would have been sinful. It is small wonder then that the hermits continually denounce
Arthur’s knights as sinful men. Also, as Galahad’s concern about the massacre has
emphasized, it is impossible to tell the Christian from the non-Christian, and so there is
always the risk of inadvertently murdering fellow believers. The third point worthy of
consideration is the additional stress placed on the knights: unless a cleric conveniently
happens by to tell them how God views their violence, or God speaks for Himself, knights
can never know whether they are acting to the glory of God, or whether they have in fact
sinned. The difference between Malory’s portrayal of the battle between Gawain and the
seven knights at the Maiden’s Castle, and his portrayal of the battle between the Grail
knights and these sinful knights is non-existent. Within a battle a knight cannot safely
judge the righteousness of the cause for which he fights. Even the assurance given by Bors
and the priest that this slaying is God’s punishment upon the people is, as Galahad points
out, questionable, for it is God’s prerogative alone to dispense punishment for sins. Bors,
the priest, and a voice from heaven all confirm the goodness of the deed; and yet a few
pages later God personally intervenes with a storm to destroy a castle for the sin of
murdering maidens. God evidently does not always need His knights to fight His battles,
and His attitude towards violence seems highly variable. When Gawain kills the seven
knights God condemns the act through the words of a hermit. By contrast, the massacre
inflicted by Galahad, Bors, and Perceval is repeatedly affirmed as a good and righteous
deed. Eventually, however, God Himself intervenes to punish the wickedness of a castle,
but only after Galahad, Bors, and Perceval had proved their own prowess and Perceval’s
sister had willingly given up her life.'* The knights of Malory’s day had participated in the
Wars of the Roses, and must have appreciated the dilemma faced by Arthur’s knights as
they tried to differentiate between justifiable and unjustifiable violence. The psychological
stress induced by the tension of not knowing whether fighting was right or wrong must
have been a cause for angst among real knights.

The priest, along with revealing the fact that the slain men were not Christians,
reveals something of their sins:

Here was a lorde erle whos name was Hernox, nat but one yere. And he
had three sonnys, good knyghtes of armys, and a doughter, the fayrist
jantillwoman that men knew. So tho three knyghtes loved their syster
so sore that they brente in love. And so they lay by her, magré her hede.
And for she cryed to hir fadir they slew her, and toke their fadir and put

'* The entire episode where Perceval’s sister gives up her life for the sick maiden is particularly troubling.
One cannot help but wonder why God permits Perceval’s sister to make such a sacrifice, only to turn around
and strike the inhabitants (including presumably the recently healed maiden) dead for the sin of murder. The
story only makes sense if the emphasis is placed on the sacrifice of Perceval’s sister.
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hym in preson and wounded hym nye to the deth[....] And than ded
they grete untrouthe, for they slew clerkis and prestis, and made bete
down chapellis that our Lordys servyse myght nat be seyde. (Malory
1948, 11:997, 11. 28-36; 998, 11. 1-2)

The sins these knights are accused of, lust, incest, rape, murder of kinsmen and priests, and
sacrilege, must possess a particular abhorrence for the Grail knights, who revere virginity
and chastity, do not kill lightly, and honour the clergy and the sacraments. The sins of
these knights are serious sins, but medieval readers must have noted that Arthur and his
knights were guilty of similar sins, which Malory had not condemned. Arthur was guilty of
incest and of murdering infants. Mordred would plot against his king and father and
eventually kill him on the battlefield. Balyn killed his brother Balen, and Lyonell killed
both a defenseless priest and an innocent knight in attempting to kill his brother, Bors. The
imagery, with fathers against sons and brothers killing brothers, is apocalyptic, and
suggests that for Arthur’s court judgment day is coming. The three sinful brothers killed
by the Grail knights serve only as a reminder of the hypocrisy in Arthurian chivalry.
Charles Moorman has argued that “much of the Morte Darthur is thus concermed with
revealing the corrupt reality beneath the fair chivalric surfacef...] the book reveals the
failure of chivalry to provide in fact the standards it in theory advocates” (1965, 73).
Moorman’s argument may, in fact, not be entirely valid for most of Le Morte Darthur, but
it certainly has a ring of truth to it within the context of the Grail quest. At the same time,
the criticism of chivalry is leveled not only at Arthur’s fictitious knights, but at chivalry as
a whole, for real knights, particularly during the fratricidal Wars of the Roses, were no less
guilty of rape, murder, and the destruction of churches.

Arthur’s knights repeatedly reveal that both licit and illicit violence are the bedrock
of chivalry. Gawain is repeatedly accused of murder, and indeed, along with killing the
seven knights, is also guilty of killing a fellow knight Uwayne. The dying Sir Uwayne
sums up the disaster that has befallen them: “And now forgyff the God, for hit shall be
ever rehersed that the tone sworne brother hath slayne the other” (Malory 1948, 11:945, 11.
3-4). Gawain’s response to this statement is to bewail the fact “that ever this mysadventure
befelle me” (Malory 1948, 11:945, 11. 5-6). The medieval meaning of the term
“misadventure” somewhat extricates Gawain from the guilt of murder. As Kennedy has
pointed out, “the term ‘misadventure’ is still the term used in English law for killing
unintentionally while in the performance of a legitimate action” (1985, 273). However
badly Gawain may feel about this killing, the actual combat which resulted in the slaying

is, in his mind, a legitimate action. Bernard of Clairvaux, however, indicates that this type
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of senseless combat is, far from being a legitimate action, a serious sin. Bernard implicates
not just Gawain, but also Uwayne and nearly every other knight of the Round Table when
he states:

If you happen to be killed while you are seeking only to kill another, you

die a murderer. If you succeed, and by your will to overcome and to

conquer you perchance kill a man, you live a murderer{....] What an

unhappy victory—to have conquered a man while yielding to vice and to

indulge in an empty glory at his fall when wrath and pride have gotten

the better of you. (Kaeuper, 1999, 76)
This strict definition of murder explains why Nacien says to Gawain, “ye bene an untrew
knyght and a grete murtherar” (Malory 1948, 11:948, 11. 17-18). The fact that Gawain’s
murdering is indeed killing in combat is testified to by the extra information the hermit
gives regarding Launcelot:

For I dare sey, as synfull as ever sir Launcelot hath byn, sith that he
wente into the quest of the Sankgreal he slew never man nother nought
shall, &yll that he com to Camelot agayne; for he hath taykn upon hym to
forsake synne. (Malory 1948, 11:948, 11. 19-23. Emphasis mine)

Nacien’s statement reveals two important points: killing is sin, even if it is done by a
knight in combat, and Launcelot will not kill anyone until he returns to Camelot. In
Camelot, the centre of chivalry, avoiding the sin of killing will be nearly impossible,
particularly for Launcelot, who as the hermit observes, lacks spiritual stability.

Although Gawain is sharply criticized for his sins, other knights behave much
worse than he does. The aggressive attitude of Lyonell towards Bors for choosing to save
the maiden rather than saving him is particularly astounding given the strong emphasis
placed by Arthurian knights on protecting women. Lyonell’s anger, however, reveals how
limited the ‘restraining virtues’ of chivalry actually are, for not only is he outraged that a
woman should be valued over him, he also attempts to kill his brother, and in the process
kills first a priest, and then a fellow knight. In each case the victim has the opportunity to
reason with Lyonell and point out the sin he is going to commit, and each time Lyonell
makes a conscious decision to kill the man. Finally, when it appears that Bors must defend
himself against Lyonell or die, God directly intervenes with a clap of thunder and a voice
saying “Fle, sir Bors, and towche hym nat, othir ellis thou shalt sle hym” (Malory 1948,
I1:974, 11. 1-2). In spite of the evident sins of Lyonell, it is not God’s intent that a brother
should slay a brother. The scene is reminiscent of the less spectacular divine intervention
between Parzival and his brother Feirfiz in Parzival.

Although Arthur and the fellowship of the Round Table survived the crisis of the

Grail quest, the powerful pull of the chivalric ideal was effectively broken, and whatever
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enchantment had surrounded Arthur and his knights had been destroyed by the soul
searching of the Grail quest. Yet in spite of the lost honour, as many critics have pointed
out, Malory’s sympathies lie almost entirely with Launcelot, the best knight of Arthurian
chivalry. Sandra Ihle argues that:

Galahad does not draw Malory’s interest; perfect and distinct, Galahad

soars above earthly men. However, through Lancelot, earthly sinner but

the best that human chivalry has to offer, Malory can present the

possibilities for worthiness within ideal—yet secular—knightly conduct.

Lancelot has faults—he has fought the wrong battles and has forgotten

to thank God—but his sincere attempts to repent and overcome these

faults occupy Malory more than do the knight’s failings. (1983, 151)
In a similar argument Jeffrey Helterman has suggest that “as usual, Launcelot has the most
interesting story of all of the knights in the book. He is the only one of the worldly knights
who is capable of achieving the Grail, but he does not” (1994, 265). Given this general
agreement among critics that Launcelot is still the favourite knight, it is imperative to
consider the possibility that Launcelot, in spite of his failure to achieve the Grail, is the real
protagonist of the Grail quest. Malory makes it clear all along that Launcelot can be the
Grail knight if he resists sin, or at least puts sin behind him, as does Sir Bors. Beverly
Kennedy has convincingly argued that Merlin’s prophecy about Galahad’s sword shows
that Launcelot is not predestined for failure. Merlin’s prophecy that “there shall never man
handyll thys swerde but the beste knyght of the worlde, and that shall be sir Launcelot other
ellis Galahad” is conditional (Malory 1948, 1:91, 1. 28-31). As Kennedy explains, Merlin’s

prophecy means:

[that] either Lancelot will be the successful Grail knight, or Galahad
will be, and thereby implies that the choice is up to Lancelot. If he will
avoid loving Guinevere ‘out of mesure’ (that is more than he loves
God), then he may be worthy to achieve the Grail. If he will not, then
he must beget a worthier successor. (1985, 9)

Launcelot’s ultimate moral failure, however, makes him unsuitable for such a high calling.
Like King David, whose adulterous affair with Basheeba, and warlike nature have made
him unsuitable for building the temple, Launcelot is forced to concede this highest honour
to his son. However much Malory may favour Launcelot to Galahad, he is obliged to
remain faithful to his sources: Galahad will achieve the Grail, and Launcelot will sin with
Guinevere thus precipitating the downfall of Arthurian civilization. Launcelot may be the
more interesting knight, but Malory was aware that Launcelot did not provide the role

model that chivalry needed.
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Spiritual chivalry, as Arthur clearly saw, was antithetical to his own concept of
chivalry. Ideally, of course, the Grail and the Round Table should have been
complementary. The Round Table, we are told in Le Queste del Saint Graal, was built as a
successor to the Grail Table, and the perilous seat, the seat claimed by Galahad, was
intended from the Round Table’s founding as the seat for the perfect knight, who would
complete the fellowship, find the Grail, and bring to an end the adventures of Arthur’s
realm. By sitting in that seat Galahad completed the circle and the preordained purpose of
the Round Table was achieved. Paradoxically at the very moment of its completion, the
fellowship of the Round Table was doomed to disintegrate. The paradox of the
simultaneous completion and disintegration of the Round Table is mirrored by the presence
of the two most perfect knights in the world: Galahad and Launcelot. Galahad, if the old
man who introduced him to the court is to be believed, superseded Launcelot. Yet, in what
way did Galahad supersede Launcelot? Certainly not through military prowess, for
Galahad had had no military experience prior to his investiture at the Round Table,
whereas Launcelot was already a seasoned veteran. Nor could Galahad, a virgin raised in
isolation by nuns, claim to be a better lover than Launcelot, who had the love of Guinevere,
not to mention the adoration of all of the other women in the realm. Instead, Galahad’s
claim to superiority rested in his rejection of traditional chivalric virtues and in his spiritual
saperiority, just as the Grail’s claim to superiority over the Round Table rested in its
heavenly establishment and spiritual superiority. In an ideal world, the Grail and the
Round Table would have been one; Galahad and Launcelot would have been one.
Somewhere along the way King Arthur and the chivalric virtues which he and his knights
s:.ood for had failed. The image of the divine rejection of Arthur’s chivalry would have
made an impression with medieval readers, who would certainly have found a parallel in
the medieval concept of God’s rejection of the “hypocritical” Jews and Old Law in favour
of Christians and the New Law.

Arthur was right to see that the ideal of moral perfection would subvert the pursuits
of the Round Table. Arthur’s realm could not be maintained by mystics, penitents and
virgins. Yet Arthur’s concerns that the spiritual chivalry represented by Galahad would
destroy the Fellowship of the Round Table in his realm were unfounded. The majority of
his knights found that they simply could not live up to the higher expectations, and, while
half of the knights died in the Grail quest (primarily from killing one another) those who
sirvived quickly resumed their former roles in Arthur’s court. The rivalry with the
spiritual chivalry which Arthur so feared failed to destroy the Round Table, and instead it

was the two chivalric values of love, as represented by Lancelot and Guinevere, and
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violence, as represented by Gawain’s insistence on vengeance, which destroyed the
kingdom. In spite of the failings of traditional chivalry, Malory’s sympathies lie with
Arthur’s knights, and not with the spiritually perfect Galahad. Malory is two things beyond
question: an author and a knight. As an author he realizes the limited narrative potential in
perfect knights. As a knight he knows that the lofty spiritual heights achieved by Galahad
and his companions are unobtainable, and perhaps even undesirable, in his world. Indeed,
Galahad’s spiritual chivalry essentially requires a renunciation of chivalry as Malory and
his readers understood it. The roads to Sarras and Avalon were parting, and while the
monkish author of Le Queste del Saint Graal may have been quite satisfied pursuing the
perfection he had envisioned in Galahad, Malory, the knightly author, chose instead to
follow the road to Avalon. As Mahoney states:

For the French author the ‘chevalerie cestiel’ was to replace the
‘terriene,’ to invalidate and supersede it. For Malory it is a separate
pursuit, of equal validity, in which success is fully achievable only by
withdrawal from the world , either into the reclusive life, like Perceval
and the hermits at the end of the Morte, or into death, like Galahad.
(2000, 391)

Chivalry’s enduring vitality was dependent on its participation in the world, where acts of
prowess and love could be seen and praised. It is not surprising then, as Kaeuper states,
that “the perfection of Galahad, much though it must be admired, is not for most men, and
so is not really a practical model for knights trying to live in the world. It is to encourage
and steer these noble knights living in the very real world that Malory wrote” (1999, 296-
297). Christopher Dean presents an even clearer explanation of why the ideals of the Grail
quest and those of chivalry were opposed:

Under chivalry, a knight is directed to an active life of deeds of prowess,
aimed at the protection and betterment of society; under the Grail code,
he is required to turn aside from society and its concerns, to cease being
a man of action and follow a mystic vision, to obey dreams, and to heed
strange commands. In the last resort, the Grail code is not even a
knightly one for there is nothing to prevent anyone from undertaking the
quest. The search for the Grail ultimately declares the knightly vocation
to be unimportant. Inevitably, therefore, knights must reject the vision
of the Grail, as Lancelot in the end consciously does. Galahad’s success
in the Grail quest does not contradict this, for he never was a knight of
this earth, subject to its pull and its attractions. As a divinely sent
figure, he merely emphasizes how alien the code is to the chivalric life
practiced by the knights of the Round Table. (1987, 96-97)

Dean’s analysis, however, is only half right—he idealistically believes that chivalry
directed knights to an active life for the benefit of society, while Malory has repeatedly

shown that chivalry more often than not directed knights to an active life that served and
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protected their own interests in the guise serving and protecting society. At the crossroads
of chivalry, where “every knyght toke the way that hym lyked beste” Malory recognized
that while the chivalric concerns of conflict and love were frequently abused and could, as
happened in his own fifteenth-century English society as well as in the fictional society of
Arthur’s court, lead to self destruction, a chivalry without these traits would not long

endure.
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CHAPTER YV
The Roads Leading to the Grail

O ye knyghtes of Englond where is the custome and vsage
of noble chyualry that was vsed in tho dayes / what do ye now /
but go to the baynes & playe att dyse And some not wel aduysed
vse not honest and good rule ageyn alle ordre of knyghthode /
leue this / leue it and rede the noble volumes of saynt graal of lancelot /
of galaad / of Trystram / of perse forest / of percyual / of gawayn /
& many mo / Ther shalle ye see manhode / curtosye & gentylnesse.
(Caxton’s epilogue to The Book of the Ordre of Chyualry. Lull,
1926, 122)

Identity can be defined in opposition to other identities. As I explained in my first chapter,
this was certainly true for knighthood, which contrasted itself against the clergy on the one
hand and the commoners on the other. The distinguishing traits that differentiated knights,
as we saw in the introduction, from the two other estates were the legitimization of force
and of romantic love. Both the clergy and the peasantry were, at least in theory if not
always in practice, denied recourse to violence, and romantic and erotic love were also,
again in theory, proscribed for the clergy, who were totally given over to divine love. By
contrast, it was accepted that the peasantry could experience lust and carnal love, and even
marital affection, but the highest form of earthly love remained reserved for knighthood.

These attributes of knighthood brought their own complications and ambiguities.
Having a social caste whose main function was to provide warriors only tended to promote
further conflict. Certainly the actual importance of violence within society seems to have
not been questioned.! The vast majority of intellectuals in the Middle Ages accepted

without hesitation Honouré Bonet’s surprising dictum:

Thus we must understand that war comes from God, and not merely that
He permits war, but that He has ordained it[...]. Further, we say that our
Lord God Himself is lord and governor of battles. And for this reason
we must accept and grant that war comes from divine law, that is, the
law of God. (1949, 125)

Warfare was, according to the medieval mindset, divinely instituted, and yet even the most
staunch supporters of chivalry recognized that not all of the violence perpetrated by knights
could be considered legitimate. For society to function, for farmers to be able to cultivate
their lands, housewives to weave cloth, merchants to sell their goods and priests to preach
and pfay, there had to be a certain amount of peace and order. As Kaeuper has pointed out,

all of this raises questions about violence:

! See Barber 1974, 202.
108



Working to create and sustain the order, the regularity, the acceptable

degree of peacefulness that makes civilized life possible is, of course, a

fundamental need of all societies. The effort will always raise

significant questions. What violence is licit or even sanctified? What

violence is considered destructive of necessary order? Who has the

power to decide these questions and how are such decisions actually

secured? (1999, 12)

That medieval intellectuals and authorities were seriously concerned with these issues is
evidenced by the number of papal bulls, royal edicts and manuals on warfare and chivalry
written to answer these questions. The questions addressed in these various documents
included: When was warfare justified? Who had the right to wage war? Could a vassal
wage war on his lord? If a knight were a vassal to two lords at war with each other, with
whom should he side? How should a knight treat his defeated opponents? Could a knight
engage in trial by combat, and if so, under what circumstances? And, most importantly,
what happened to the souls of knights killed in combat?

Similar questions were also raised about the role of love and sexuality in
knighthood. In wealthy and powerful families in the Middle Ages marriages were arranged
political and economical unions first and foremost, with romantic love being only an
incidental consideration. These arranged unions frequently occurred when the couple were
still children, and it was common for a betrothed couple not to meet until shortly before the
actual ceremony. While most of the firstborn sons of nobility could expect to marry,
younger brothers from poorer nobility could not necessarily expect such a fortuitous match
and might be expected either to enter the clergy, or if they were unsuited for that, to go
seeking their fortunes as bachelor knights. Sexual tension for these young unmarried
knights could be satisfied either through bedding a prostitute, as is implied by the number
of prostitutes mentioned in Wolfram’s description of an army, or by raping a peasant
woman, as mentioned again by Wolfram and facetiously recommended by Andreas
Capellanus. While the knights might be free to seek sexual release in relationships outside
of marriage, sexual promiscuity among aristocratic ladies could not be tolerated in a society
grounded on hereditary rights and patrimony. At the same time, human nature cannot be
forced to conform entirely to relationships dictated by practical matters. Thus an ideal
began to develop around the concept of non-sexual love relationships. These idealized
relationships grew into a serious social game which permitted knights, particularly poor
unmarried knights, to enter into relationships with women while still in theory upholding
the sexual purity necessary for maintaining social order. Chaste love relationships,
however, were no more the rule of the day then than they are now, and knights, beyond the

idealism of this play love, were expected to prove their virility. At the same time, however,
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the Church both tended to denigrate women and uplift the spiritual virtues of celibacy and
chastity. The complex and frequently conflicting ideologies and needs of social order,
knighthood, the Church and individual people were a potent brew that raised many
troublesome questions. Should a knight be sexually active and thus prove his masculinity,
or should he prove his holiness by remaining celibate? Did love and marriage, as some
romances suggest, hamper a knight’s prowess in conflict, or did love, as other romances
maintained, merely whet the knight’s appetite for violence as he looked for more ways to
win the favour of his love? If a knight married, what should be the nature of his
relationship to his lady, and did marital obligations supersede knightly obligations? If
extramarital love affairs were permitted what was socially permissible behaviour within
these affairs, and what was simply uncondonable? Furthermore, what should be the
attitude of society and of other knights to socially unacceptable sexual behaviour?

Such questions about love, sexual relationships, and violence raised then, as now, a
great deal of controversy. Corinne Saunders has pointed out that certainly in questions
regarding sexuality, for example, there was no consensus:

Medieval thought and writing, then, are by no means monolithic:

systems of thought, and particularly approaches to sex and gender, differ

widely. From discourse to discourse, writer to writer, attitudes vary

between abstract and concrete, sympathetic and condemning, objective

and subjective. (2001, 318)
The same statement could unquestionably be applied to conflict: the medieval mentality
towards combat varied depending on who was doing the talking. Yet at the same time
people in the Middle Ages were, as Barber (1974) has suggested, obsessed with codifying
and ordering the universe, so it comes as no surprise that medieval writers attempted to
articulate the laws that governed love, sex and violence. Some of these ideas were
expressed explicitly, as in books of chivalry like Geoffroi de Charni’s The Book of
Chivalry and Ramén Lull’s The Book of the Ordre of Chyualry. Other models for
behaviour were presented through the examples of historical personalities, such as Richard
the Lionheart and the Black Prince or through the fictitious characters of the romances.
The didactic role romances were to play in the development of knighthood is explicitly
pronounced by Caxton who tells his readers to “rede the noble volumes of saynt graal of
lancelot / of galaad / of Trystram / of perse forest / of percyual / of gawayn / & many mo /
Ther shalle ye see manhode / curtosye & gentylnesse (Lull 1926, 122). As Caxton’s

command shows, stories about the Grail and the Grail heroes were a significant part of this

didactic literature.
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As I have shown in Chapter 1, in addition to being entertainment, Le Conte du
Graal, Parzival, and Le Morte Darthur were intended for the edification of their audiences.
In spite of the fact, however, that these three narratives all claimed to tell the true story of
the Grail, the moral lessons and ethical virtues presented in each narrative, and the
emphasis placed on aspects of chivalry, differed. The differences in each narrative were
dependent on a variety of factors including the social position of the author, the source
materials from which the tales were constructed, and the historical, social and cultural
milieu within which each account was told. The impact of the social status of each author
clearly influences the shaping of the various Grail stories. Chrétien, writing as a cleric
viewing knighthood from the outside, creates a story that on the one hand flatters his
knightly audience while on the other hand is subtly ironic and disparaging of knighthood.
His narrative swings between being a traditional romance with plenty of combat and love
scenes, a mythic narrative of the emergence of knights as a class, to being nearly a fabliau,
mocking and questioning the very elements that constitute chivalry. Wolfram, by contrast,
is a knight, and thus writes about chivalry with considerably more sympathy and
understanding than Chrétien while still being honest about the problems that beset chivalry.
In Wolfram’s hands the narrative gains an ultimate purpose — to exemplify how ordinary
knights can gain honour on earth and salvation in Heaven by living a balanced life.
Malory, also a knight, clearly appreciates the predicament of chivalry in his own age as
knighthood gives way under the pressure of social change and gradually becomes obsolete.
The Grail quest in his telling has almost ceased to be relevant to knighthood in the same
way that knighthood has almost ceased to be relevant to society.

It is evident that social status influenced each author’s treatment of the Grail
narrative, but social, historical and cultural factors also played a major role in altering the
presentation of the story. Considerable changes occurred to knighthood between the
creation of Le Conte du Graal and Le Morte Darthur, and these changes are evident in the
texts. One example of how these social, historical and cultural factors are reflected in the
narratives is revealed by how each author deals with the process of becoming a knight.
Chrétien’s and Wolfram’s protagonists do not go through the traditional initiation of
knighthood, though that is their stated purpose for going to Arthur’s court: to see the king
who makes knights. Instead Perceval and Parzival, through a show of prowess, violently
lay claim to the title of knight; a claim acknowledged by Arthur even though the knighting
ceremony itself does not occur until later in the texts. Notably, these two heroes have
usurped their knightly status without proving their aristocratic lineage, and the actual

determination of knighthood seems to rest on two very practical considerations: has the
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candidate in question managed to kill another knight in combat, and is the candidate
wearing the armour of a knight. These two simple requirements suggest an affinity with an
earlier warrior society that would have indeed judged warriors competent by their ability to
kill and their possession of arms. In contrast Malory’s Galahad is initiated into knighthood
prior to his arrival at Arthur’s court, and this without having proved himself either as a
lover or a warrior. The sparsely described initiation ceremony is formulaic: the knighting
ceremony is performed by Launcelot, witnessed by two other knights and occurs on a
religious feast day. The reasons for the differences in how the initiations are portrayed in
the narratives are relatively simple: both Perceval and Parzival are manifestations of
earlier knighthood, where the identities of knights were wound up in their abilities as
warriors and lovers. The knighting ceremony had still not received the full development it
would in the later Middle Ages and was consequently less significant for Chrétien and
Wolfram than it was for Malory, who places a heavier emphasis on knighting stories.
Knighthood for Chrétien and Wolfram is an active position where physical proof of the
candidates’ eligibility for the status of knighthood is more important than a ceremony.
Galahad, unlike his predecessors, could not prove his knightly status through combat or
love making, both of which would have been viewed as inappropriate for a knight so
expressly drawn as a Christ-figure. Instead, legitimacy has to be lent to his status by
having a proper knighting by a knight who had already proved himself as a warrior and
lover: Launcelot. Launcelot’s recognition of Galahad as a knight spares Galahad the
necessity of proving his worth through deeds. The later pulling the sword out of the stone
and sitting in the perilous seat do not prove Galahad’s knightly status; but rather prove his
elect status as the Grail knight, the best knight in the world.

The fact that Perceval and Parzival aggressively claimed their status as knights
through combat while Galahad was appointed to the position by Launcelot suggests a
changing attitude towards knighthood. Malory’s Grail narrative reveals knighthood in its
decline. The changing world had usurped the power of knights: the clergy had
consolidated their authority over spiritual matters, bureaucracies were taking over the
responsibility of government, and, perhaps most damaging of all, salaried infantry now
predominated on the battle field. Nowhere is this final blow clearer than in Christine de
Pizan’s The Book of Deeds of Arms and of Chivalry. This book, written in the late Middle
Ages, is a practical guide to warfare, and yet nothing in the book, unlike Geoffroi de
Charni’s The Book of Chivalry, suggests that knights play an essential role as combatants.
The advice is geared strictly for managing a professional army, and no thought is given to

glorious charges or single combat. Christine does not even bother referring to romances or
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the world of Charlemaigne or Arthur, and instead takes her wisdom from accounts of the
Roman wars.” This loss of military prestige, along with the monastic nature of his sources,
explains why Malory was willing partially to concede both violence and love in his
description of the Grail knights: his Grail knights are celibate and they even question their
own authority to use violence. Such attitudes are not demonstrated by either Chrétien or
Wolfram, who saw that love and violence were indispensable aspects of chivalry, even if
they caused a certain amount of ethical concern. In Malory’s defence, he certainly prefers
Launcelot, who upheld the traditional values of warfare and love, over Galahad, but when
Malory created his image of Launcelot, he was, particularly in his portrayal of Launcelot’s
prowess, creating an anachronism. Galahad, of course, was even worse than an
anachronism; he was a fantasy who had never existed and never would. Malory, in other
words, was writing a story that came dangerously close to being mere escapist fiction, a
nostalgic remembering of chivalric glories that were, and a hope for a revival of those
glories. Malory in that aspect was writing less of Arthur, once and future king, and more
about once and future knighthood. The stories created by Wolfram and Chrétien, by
contrast, were grounded in the real world, and there is certainly something more human in
the behaviour of Perceval and Parzival than that of Galahad.

As the Grail narratives shifted to fit variable social realities and changing attitudes
towards knighthood, depictions of love, sex and violence also changed in each story. The
emphasis placed on love and sex within each of the Grail legends is particularly significant.
Of the three authors Wolfram explores gender relations the most, while the relationship
between the sexes is given much less consideration in Le Conte du Graal and the Grail
story in Le Morte Darthur. Malory’s account in particular differs entirely from the two
earlier works in its approach to sexuality. The knights in both Chrétien’s and Wolfram’s
accounts are almost always portrayed as the active agents, while the women are the passive
recipients of their attention regardless of how little it is desired. In Malory’s account this
order has been inverted, making the women the predators and the men the hapless prey.
Saunders quite accurately describes the twofold manner in which woman affect knights in
the Morte:

Throughout the Morte, men judge each other through their success or
failure in upholding the ideal of the protection of women; women
provide the measure of male achievement not only as objects and
instigators of quests, but also through their sexual menace. (2001, 263).

? Earlier writers would also not have used romances as models for conducting warfare, but they would have
probably paid lip service to the glory of romance knights, as do both Geoffroi de Charny and the Herald of

Chandos.
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The women who victimize the men in Le Morte Darthur are of the latter category;
powerful creatures who threaten knights with their sexuality. These are not ordinary
women either, for frequently they are demons in disguise. The closest parallel to this literal
demonization of women in the two earlier stories of the Grail is the statement of the
boatman in Le Conte du Graal who compares the Evil Maiden with Satan (Troyes 1991,
472).

Chrétien does not demonize his female characters the way Malory does, but his
portrayal of women and love relationships is, at best, a shallow one. None of the characters
appear to establish lasting relationships and the temporary alliances that do develop
between the sexes are virtually all created out of self-interest, whether it is to gain defense,
revenge or honour on the part of the ladies, or to gain either honour or access to, and
control over, women on the part of the knights. Although having love relationships is
essential to being a knight, even in the case of Perceval, love interests frequently hinder
knights in the performance of their duties. Women may inspire the knights to greater acts
of prowess, but Chrétien never suggests that they contribute in any significant way to the
achievement of the Grail.

Women in Parzival receive a more balanced treatment and are portrayed as a vital
element in the success or failure of each knight. Wolfram creates his balanced depiction of
women in the same way that he creates his balanced portrayal of knights. Just as there are
knights who are varyingly good or bad, so too there are women who are varyingly good or
bad, and just as the knights are provided motives for their behaviour, so too are the women
provided with authentic motives for their behaviour. On the one hand, for example,
Orgeluse is portrayed as evil. She manipulates Gawain, causes the deaths of knights, and,
most importantly, causes the wounding of Anfortas. Her evilness, however, is forgivable
because it is a direct result of the abuses of knightly power. Condwiramurs, on the other
hand, is an example of Wolfram’s ideal of a woman who is “modest and given over to
womanly virtues” (Eschenbach 1980, 172), even though she uses feminine wiles to
convince Parzival to save her kingdom. She, of course, contributes to Parzival’s ultimate
success and shares the honour with him by becoming the Grail Queen. From these
examples we can see that Wolfram places a premium on appropriate relationships between
the genders, and he spares no pain showing the disastrous results of inappropriate
relationships. Anfortas, like Launcelot in Le Morte Darthur, proves unworthy of the Grail
because of an unbalanced love affair that makes him rebel against God. Anfortas’s failure
illustrates a new ethical standard for knights which is entirely absent in Le Conte du Graal

and only present in a perverted form in Le Morte Darthur. The ethical ideal of love

114



articulated by Wolfram through the tales of Anfortas and Parzival is that love should be
marital love and that the authority of love is always superseded by the authority of God as
vested in the Grail. Hugh Sacher describes the implications of this new ideal:

The implication of Anfortas’s disastrous attachment to Oregeluse is that

the best and highest goal of a knight of the Round Table is yet sin and

shame for a Grail King. Arthurian chivalry is not hereby disparaged, but

the vocation of the Grail is higher, and for a Grail King to prefer a lower

way of life is sinful. (1963, 150).
Sacher is wrong, however, in assuming that Wolfram is not criticizing Arthurian chivalry
and in assuming that Wolfram intended his audience to see the Grail as a higher vocation.
On the contrary, Wolfram was explicitly showing that a knight like Parzival, who was
happily married, would succeed where a knight following courtly ideals about love would
fail. Parzival’s triumph at the Grail is the triumph of the ordinary "common sense" knight
who has a wife and a family, not the triumph of a knight errant always seeking battle to
prove his unrequited love.

Along with the socially condoned forms of love presented, each author also deals,
however briefly, with the concerns of sexual violence. The concern these authors show in
dealing with this topic is not entirely unexpected if, as Saunders and Gravdale maintain,
sexual violence, either through abduction and the implied threat of rape, or less frequently
through rape itself, functions in romances as a raison d’étre for knighthood:

The threat of rape in romance, however, and the repeated emphasis on

ravishment, allows for the proof of chivalric structures — the order of the

land, the knight as chivalric individual, and the need to uphold and

protect women. (Saunders 2001, 317-318)
This is undeniably true, but it must also be pointed out, as the Grail stories of Chétien,
Wolfram and Malory show, that while the protection of women creates the necessity for
knights, knights are also the primary threat to women. Chivalry becomes a cycle in which
“good” knights defend ladies against “bad” knights. Women are passed between these
“good” and “bad” knights as goods proving the knights’ prowess; the goal of both the
“good” and the “bad” knights being to demonstrate their masculinity, both as warriors (as
defenders or predators of women) and as virile males (as either lovers or rapists). In Le
Conte du Graal little consideration is given to the ethics of gender relations: women are a
commodity upon which all knights, even Perceval, act out their masculinity. Parzival, by
contrast, makes the virtuous relationship of Parzival with his wife an essential element in
achieving the Grail quest: women, depending on the knights they are paired with, become
to a greater extent partners with the men in chivalric society. In Le Morte Darthur women

are either removed from the equation, marginalized by being portrayed either as demonic
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seductresses or insignificant objects to be saved, or, in the rare case of Perceval’s sister,
“neutered” so as to be fitting company for the unworldly Grail knights.

Although attempted rapes are described and past rapes are alluded to, none of the
three authors ever portrays the act of rape. Chrétien’s references to rape are so slight that a
reader could almost fail to notice them. Rape seems not to be a major concern in
Chrétien’s world. Likewise, rape is only mentioned once in Malory’s Grail narrative, and
then quite briefly. Malory’s narration of the events, however, reveals two rather surprising
details. First, Bors’ decision to rescue a maiden in distress instead of saving his brother’s
life suggests that rape might have been considered a more serious crime than even murder.
Repeatedly he is reassured that the decision he made was the best decision, and that he
would have made a major blunder had he instead tried to save his brother. Secondly, the
potential price of that blunder is revealed when the maiden tells Bors that not only would
five hundred knights have been killed because of it, but both her soul and the soul of her
would-be rapist would have been lost had Sir Bors not intervened (Saunders 2001, 258).
Although no explanation is provided about why the maiden’s soul would have been
damned, it is tempting to speculate that she is held partially responsible for the attempted
rape because she has acted as the seductress. Certainly the vast majority of women in
Malory’s narration of the Grail legend are seductresses who endanger knights’ souls. This
attempted rape in Malory’s Grail narrative is, however, unique. Rescuing maidens is,
surprisingly given Malory’s earlier Arthurian stories, not a major element in the Grail
account, perhaps because the monkish Grail knights cannot be bothered with such
explicitly sexual concerns. Finally, of the three authors studied, only Wolfram condemns
rape in no uncertain terms. This comes as no surprise, because Wolfram is also the author
most dedicated to the principles of social restraint and order. Unlike Malory, however,
Wolfram makes no assumptions regarding the final destination of the souls of either the
victims or their rapists. His concern is first and foremost social, and instead of worrying
about damnation he deals with the social consequences of rape.

Chrétien, Wolfram and Malory are in far more accord about their attitudes towards
violence than they are about love and sex, however. All three agree that warfare and
combat are essential to knights, even those knights pursuing the spiritual goal of the Grail.
Each of the authors, however, also reveals certain reservations about the violence that
inevitably accompanies chivalry. Chrétien’s qualms about knightly violence are evident in
his unwillingness to linger on actual combat while still always revealing the consequences
of that combat. Chrétien, in his earlier romances, has shown himself to be apt at describing

detailed battle scenes, but in Le Conte du Graal he can not seem to be bothered with battle
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scenes, except in the shameful slaying of the Red Knight. Instead of using fight scenes to
keep the interest of his knightly audience, Chrétien glosses over them, usually saying that it
would be a waste of time to describe them in detail. Wolfram, by contrast, describes
battles with the loving detail of a knight, and yet at the same time he almost always
interjects a note of concern for both combatants, hoping that God will see fit to spare both
knights, which is almost inevitably what happens in his fictitious world. Thus, although
there is plenty of combat, actual killings are far and few between. Like his character
Gawan, Wolfram probably does not much care for fighting, but accepts it as a necessary
part of knighthood (Eschenbach 1980, 168). The fact that Wolfram’s Templars consider
combat a form of penance further suggests the weight that Wolfram attaches to fighting. In
the right cause, under the direction of God, fighting can be a sacramental act. But, just as
any religious act can be profaned in the wrong hands and become sacrilege and sin, so also
can fighting be a sin when done for inappropriate reasons. Wolfram provides several
examples of knightly violence becoming sin: the slaying of Ither for his armour, and the
wounding of Anfortas as he fought for the love of Orgeluse both exemplify the serious
consequences of the misuse of violence. Malory’s approach to the issue of combat in his
Grail narrative is similar to Wolfram’s: fighting is unquestionably a necessary element of
knighthood, but there are good and evil causes for which a knight may fight. This truth is
acknowledged repeatedly. Launcelot states, for example, that he has fought in both good
and evil causes for love of the queen. Likewise, Gawain’s slaying of the seven wicked
knights is a direct result of sin, while the massacre inflicted by Galahad, Bors and Perceval
on the sinful inhabitants of a castle is direct proof of God’s approval. For Malory the crux
of the issue seems to revolve around the point that combat undertaken for the sake of God
is good, while combat done for selfish reasons is evil. Given this general view of combat,
it is not surprising that most of Arthur’s knights lack the proper motives for fighting.

This thesis has argued that chivalry and its attendant concerns of love, sex and
conflict were the source of serious debate during the Middle Ages. The Grail stories, as I
have attempted to show, provide us with a glimpse into the inner-workings of that debate,
and certainly suggest the tension that must have troubled knights who found themselves
pulled between the frequently conflicting values of Christianity, secular society and
chivalry. Repeated attempts were made to find an answer which, to paraphrase Wolfram,
would permit knights to gain honour on earth while not robbing God of their souls.
Honour, and the very existence of this warrior caste, required the knights to prove their
masculinity through military prowess and through their virility, but in doing so they ran the

serious risk of losing their souls. This perplexing dilemma created a great deal of
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discussion and compromise between the Church, courtly society and the knights as they
attempted to define socially acceptable behaviour. Some behaviour, as we have seen in our
three Grail narratives, was approved of by Church and state, while other behaviour was
entirely beyond the pale, and was roundly condemned, but much more behaviour remained
morally ambiguous. Each of the Grail authors dealt with these problems and offered his
own unique vision of knighthood. Not surprisingly, none of these visions harmonizes
exactly. Chrétien’s vision of knighthood is sharp and cynical. He sets forth the problems
of chivalry without suggesting solutions. Wolfram’s view is more optimistic in that while
he acknowledges problems with knighthood, he believes that knighthood can be reformed
and he sets forth a fairly realistic programme for implementing the necessary changes. His
ideal knights, in essence, must separate themselves from the superfluous elements that had
accumulated around chivalry and weighed it down. Knights might love, but in moderation,
as God directs, and preferably under the sanction of the Church through the rite of
matrimony. Combat could and should be practised, but again, in moderation, and for the
glory of God instead of vainglory. The final vision of knighthood provided by Malory is,
of the three perspectives, the most tragic. Ordinary knights, for the most part, cannot
achieve the Grail. Only by renouncing the very things that have made them Knights of the
Round Table, may a select few approach that mystical union with God, and then most of
these disappear forever from the world of Arthur. Wolfram’s vision of an enlightened
knighthood existing in the world is lost in Malory’s account, and instead knights are faced
with the parting roads to Sarras and Avalon. They may either follow the Grail and leave
the world behind or return to Arthur’s court for the final destruction of the golden age of

chivalry.
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