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Fallen Fellowship

	 For centuries, politicians and philosophers have debated about what makes a government successful. Each proponent has had his or her own unique opinion about this, and each of these opinions had been largely influenced by the proposer's personal experience. In particular, it is clear that the emergent events within the historical time period of the thinker shaped his or her interpretation of government. For example, it is certain that the structure of the United States Government today was not drawn solely from the democracy in Rome that preceded it but also from the observed inadequacy of King George's rule in America. Since the beginning of the written word, people have been recording proposals for government, generally focusing on ways to fix the flaws they recognize within their own society. Sometimes, this is overt; such is the case with Machiavelli's On Principalities. In other instances, the confines of the social environment do not allow for such outright criticism. In these cases, many authors choose to disguise their criticism behind a narrative tale. One infamous example of this is Gulliver's Travels, Jonathan Swift's sharp, witty knock at the British treatment of the Irish. Instead of simply advocating his opinions, he camouflaged them with a children's tale so as to avoid persecution. Similarly, Malory's Le Morte D'Arthur is far more than just a compilation of Arthurian tales. Nellie Aurner, in her article “Sir Thomas Malory-Historian?”, claims, “it is an entire reorganization with many original passages and all the way through subtle shifts of tone and emphasis to an extent that makes the general effect not a translation but an original work” (365).  Malory, like any other author, was impacted by his personal life which was shaped by the social unrest of his day caused namely by the War of the Roses. This influence translates clearly into his interpretation of the Arthurian tales. Though his text stops short of clearly indicating political affiliations with either the House of York or the House of Lancaster, it does make a clear statement about the War of the Roses and the function of government. Malory's version of the legend of King Arthur, as set forth in Le Morte D'Arthur, makes an unambiguous claim about the components of an ideal kingdom, which are largely influenced by the social upheaval of the War of the Roses.

	To truly understand what makes Malory's interpretation of this piece unique, it is necessary to have a firm understanding of Malory and the social climate in which he was immersed. There is much intrigue surrounding Malory, and his identity is not entirely clear; however, the most widely accepted candidate is Sir Thomas Malory of Newbold Revel in Warwickshire who was born in 1416 to a gentile family. His father was a member of British Parliament, and he was the only son of four children. He married Elizabeth Walsh of Wanlip, and they had one son.  Little is know about Malory's youth except that he had a successful political career and was made a Knight. This suggests political and social ambition. There is evidence to support that he was well respected in the community: on his tombstone was written “A Valiant Knight”. This assertion, however, is at odds with his extensive criminal record. He was charged with a series of crimes including assault, rape, extortion, and robbery. He was sentenced to prison after which he was pardoned but only to later return to jail (Taylor). When reading Le Morte D'Arthur it may be difficult to consolidate the strong moral undertones of the piece with such an unscrupulous record, but a closer examination of British history may account for this discrepancy. 

	In 1399, King Richard II confiscated the lands of his cousin, Henry Bolingbroke, both of who were descendents of King Edward III. As a result, Henry retaliated by taking the throne from Richard and having him killed. Richard died without a biological heir; however, preceding his murder, he named his other cousin, Edmund Mortimer, his successor. Henry, now King Henry IV, ignored this request, and his son succeed him as king. Henry V was a well-loved king, and during his reign, which lasted until 1422, there was a period of relative internal peace; however, the foundation for the War of the Roses, a bloody civil war between two fractions of the royal linage, was already cemented. When Henry died, he left the throne to his then infant son. Until Henry VI reached a suitable age, the country was ruled by a royal council (Shepherd xix-xx). When Henry finally took over the throne, many were disappointed. He was weak and suffered from temporary bouts of insanity. He relied heavily on a close group of advisors, notably Somerset and Suffolk. Though Henry was the head of the government, the force behind him was really his council and his wife, Margret Anjou. This favoritism spurred jealousy in court, and it certainly did not help that the queen often was preoccupied by self-serving motives (Jokinen). The tension in court intensified when the queen gave birth to a child, which many scholars believe was actually Somerset's. 

During Henry's insanity, Richard, Duke of York was appointed Prosecutor of the Realm. When Henry recovered, York was removed as Prosecutor and largely shut out of the government in favor of Somerset. Richard, Duke of York, as the descendent of Edmund Mortimer had a legitimate claim to the throne. Many who were angered by Henry, or more accurately Somerset and Margret, rallied support for Richard. Richard's attempt to claim the throne marked the first battle of the War of the Roses and solidified the two houses: York and Lancaster. York would come to include Richard Duke of York, Edward IV, Edward V and Richard II—the descendents of the Edmund Mortimer. Lancaster was made up of the descendents of Henry Bolingbroke: Henry VI and Henry VII. For the next 30 years, the English throne would shift between York and Lancastrian control. The War of the Roses last until 1485 and marked some of the bloodiest year in English history (Jokinen). 

	It is believed that Malory was aligned with the house of Lancaster, and it is likely that this was the true cause behind his imprisonment: “It is possible that Malory's political activities earned him some enemies who engaged in a slander campaign against him” (Sir Thomas Malory). Malory was explicitly named one of the Lancastrian supporter's who could not receive royal pardon. It was while imprisoned that Malory wrote Le Morte D'Arthur (Taylor).  Surprisingly, however, his text is devoid of partisanship. He avoids rallying for either York or Lancaster: “The use of parataxis gives a semblance of objectivity” (McCarthy 859). There are several possible explications for this. The first is the most obvious. Malory is already imprisoned for his political ideas and does not wish to be further prosecuted. At the end of his story of Gareth he appeals to readers, “And I pray you all that redyth this tale to pray for hym that this wrote, that God send hym good delyveraunce sone, and hastely” (227). Malory wishes to escape imprisonment, not to further antagonize his captors. The second possibility is that Malory himself was largely conflicted over which side he supported: “By the mid-1450s the Wars of the Roses were in full force. Malory’s loyalty seems to have wavered between the two warring houses, and his fortunes rose and fell with the fortunes of each house” (Sir Thomas Malory). This theory is supported by textual evidence in the novel. No character appears to be perfect within his piece. Gawain, the supposed pinnacle of chivalry, beheads a woman when he refused to show mercy. Balin, the apparent best knight, ends up destroying twelve kingdoms when he refuses to listen to council. The all-knowing Merlin is imprisoned within a cave when he falls in love with Nimue. Even Arthur is presented in a more tyrannical light than in other versions. In Malory's version, he kills all of the babies born in the month of May, trying to wipe out Mordred who was prophesied to be his downfall. In other versions, Arthur decides not to have the children killed (Malory 39 n. 9). Arthur's desire to maintain power causes him to act in a very barbaric way that is unique to Malory's interpretation. Neither, however, are any of Malory's characters presented in an entirely villainous light. The character of Lancelot is treated with sympathy unprecedented in Arthurian literature. Such portrayals could indicate an inability to fully support either faction of the government. A third and most interesting justification for the lack of political preference is discussed in Carol Meale's essay “Manuscripts, Readers, and Patrons in Fifteen Century England: Sir Thomas Malory and Arthurian Romance”. Here she proposes the possibility that Le Morte D'Arthur was commissioned by Anthony Wydeville, the brother in law of Edward IV (865). This obviously created a conflict of interest between Wydewille's Yorkist relations and Malory's Lancastrian views. It is plausible that, for this reason, it was impossible for Malory to display rallying support for the Lancastrian cause; however, it did not stop him from expressing his persuasions about government as a whole. The discrepancies in the bloodline alone were not enough to cause this horrific tragedy; it instead evolved out of some very unique cultural circumstances, and it is these conditions that Malory comments upon. 

	The preceding 100 Years War, as well as the feudal system in England during this time, allowed for the development of the War of the Roses. The rule of Edward III marked the development of the professional solider and led to a breakdown of ethics in British society.  The people of England “had been demoralized by the prolonged and dismal Hundred Years War, at the close of which many thousands of ruffians...had been let loose in England” (Jokinen). These immoral men, numb to violence and treachery, had essentially devolved to uncivil savages. The orderly principles that had previously governed England digressed to a more archaic society. It was in this climate that the War of the Roses could thrive. Kin could kill kin, claiming the throne by force, without a second thought. Radulescu, in his article “John Bale's book and Sir Thomas Malory's Le Morte D'Arthur: A Political Agenda”, details a second cause, “Another political problem of fifteenth-century governance...is that of maintaining stability by controlling over-mighty subjects. This was closely linked with the idea of the counselors who, through their control of the king, could rise above the level of common subjects and acquire special privileges” (75). The original basis of a feudal system was that a landowner shared their land with a subject in exchange for a vow of loyalty; however, in Malory's time loyalty was no longer the main principal of barter. Instead, currency had become almighty. This change granted ambitious and wealthy nobles the power to interfere with the monarchy (Malory 9-10 n. 6). Richard Neville of Warwick was one of these barons. He was the driving force behind Richard's attempts at the throne. Neville had a strong rivalry with Somerset and wished to be closer to the king. Thus, he attempted to put his own preference on the throne. He gained such authority that he was dubbed “The Kingmaker”. Whichever side he supported quickly claimed domain over England. He frequently switched loyalties, siding with whomever could benefit him most at the time (Jokinen). Both the underlying causes and the physical conflict of the War of the Roses gave way to a “less known, but still influential, war of ideas that took the form of a re-assessment of the duties of both rulers and subjects” (Radulescu 69). It is these exact ideas that Malory addresses in his version of the rise and fall of Arthur. Le Morte D’Arthur directly comments upon the role of subjects, the right to rule, the relationship between a king and his kingdom, the morals that hold a kingdom together, and how the violation of those ethics leads to the destruction of order—all which were hotly debated topics at the time.

	There is a multitude of evidence to support a reading of Malory's Le Morte D'Arthur as a piece addressed to the nobility, or more accurately the “subjects” of the British court. His tale is not written in poetry but, instead, in prose. This suggests that it was meant to be read as a history and “the fifteenth century witnessed a preoccupation with history, due to people’s need to interpret contemporary events” (Radulescu 70). He sets up direct parallels between his time and the world of Arthur. First, he comments that after the death of Uther, “Thenne stood the reame in grete jeaopardy long whyle for eveu lord that was myghty of men maade hym stronge, and many wende to have ben kyng” (Malory 7). This is the first time that there is such a reference to this period of unrest in Arthurian literature (Malory 7 n. 8). He evokes the foundation for the War of the Roses in this passage. Also, he aligns Camelot with Winchester for the first time (Malory 61 n. 5). He makes it impossible for his readers not to relate to the events of the story.  He even makes a direct comment to readers.  Placing his own personal voice into the story he ask, “Lo, ye all Englysshemen, se ye nat what a myschyff here was?” (Malory 680).  By involving them with the action, he is able to better spread his communicate about the role of subjects. Malory proposes an oath for knights, which is unmatched in any of his sources (Malory 77 n. 6). Arthur commands his knights, “never to do outerage nothir mouthir, and allwayes to fle treson, and to gyff mercy unto hym that askith mercy... Also, that no man take no batayles in a wrongfull quarell for not love ne for no worldis goodis” (Maloy 77).  Malory sets out here, through the character of Arthur, his basic tenants for good citizenship: morality, loyalty, and selflessness. This pledge evokes nostalgia for an extinct futile system based on an oath of fidelity. 

	Malory regards violation of these tenants in a very detailed way. For each of the values he proposes, he gives a counter example. Morality during Malory's time was largely depleted by the Hundred Years War, as mentioned before. This led to an influx of needless, senseless violence. The character of Gawain exemplifies the negatives effects of this sort of behavior. When Gawain is angered over the murder of his hounds, he denies his opponent mercy which the basic moral code of knights calls for. As a result, he chops off the head of an innocent lady, forever putting a stain on his career. Refusal to obey moralistic custom can lead to the breakdown of society and destroy actor. Malory also warns against jealously, which was such a strong political influence in his day. The jealousy of Neville of Somerset was one of the main causes behind the war. Malory’s example is that of King Damus who is jealous of his brother, and thus, he tries to destroy him; however, this immoral act leads him to his own downfall when Arthur strips him of his lands. Also, in the time of Malory, there was the problematic overgrown subject, born as a result of the transformed feudal system. “The Kingmaker” wielded this unhealthy influence which, in Le Morte D'Arthur, is represented through magic. The influence of magic in the story makes or breaks kings. It is because of Merlin, the most magical character, that Arthur becomes king. It is due to magical influence again, that Arthur is able to defeat Accolon. When this magic is wielded treasonous way, however, it destroys those who use it. For example, Accolon dies, and Morgen Le Fey, as a result, loses her lover. It becomes clear that Malory believes that this political power should be used only to support of the king, instead of as a force against him. 

His treatment of his other two tenants, treason and selfishness, are interwoven. Either treason is committed for some self-serving motive, such is the case of Mordred, or treason is wroth in the process of pursuing a desirable benefit, such is the case of Lancelot. Mordred, though he is being truthful to King Arthur about the infidelity of Guenevere, is doing so for his own selfish motive. He does succeed in destroying Arthur in the long run, however, he too is destroyed in the process. Lancelot, on the other hand, does not willfully commit treason; however, in his selfish and consuming love for Guenevere, he loses sight of the good of the kingdom. He believes himself to be more important than the other subjects, “for in thys realme I had worhyp, and be me and myne all the hole Round Table hath been encrecend more in worshyp-- be me and myne-- than ever hit was by ony of you all” (Mallory 669). He prioritizes his own happiness above the well being of the Round Table, and this mistake destroys an entire society. The function of a subject is to yield undying and selfless support to their leader so as to preserve the order of the society in which they live in.

	The hotly debated issue of the right to rule is also addressed. Malory seems to support the idea that it takes the correct bloodline to rule a kingdom; however, blood alone is not enough. In the beginning of the tale, Arthur pulls the sword from the stone, revealing himself as king of England. Many others come, some of whom Arthur is actually related, to try and take the throne for him. They claim he is not of high blood and Merlin explains, “he is Kynge Uther Pendragon's sone, borne in wedlok, goton on Igrayne the Dukes wyf of Iyntigail” (Malory 12). There is an emphasis on bloodline here; however, linage is not enough. Arthur must prove himself in the prowess of battle. Two later examples show, however, that prowess or chivalry alone is not grounds for ruling either. When Torre wants to be made a knight, Arthur seems nervous because he is from a lowly family. Arthur question Merlin about this who responds, “he ought to be a good man, for he ys com of good kynrede as ony lyve-- and of kynges bloode” (Malory 46). There is an insistence that blood, at least in part, determines the worth of a knight. Malory's most interesting comment on this comes in the form of the character of Sir Gareth, a personality of his own making (Malory 177 n. 7). Gareth appears to be a simply kitchen boy with extreme prowess. He completes as many chivalrous deeds as nearly any other knight that readers encounter. He even nearly defeats Lancelot who, previously to this point, has been unmatched. Regardless of his accomplishments, the lady who he is with will not respect him: “Fy, fy, foule kycheyn knave! Thou shalt se knyghtes that shall abate thy boste” (Malory 184). The contempt he suffers over being of low birth is almost comical. This low birth does not stop him from besting the greatest knights of the land, and for a moment, it seems if Malory might be making a statement that true prowess comes not from blood, but from skill and character; however, this assertion is destroyed when it is revealed that Garth is indeed of high birth. It is far more likely that the claim Malory is making is that both blood and accomplishment are necessary to claim the right to rule.

	A king’s responsibility to his kingdom is also discussed in Malory. There is an underlying tone about the importance of good council and listening to that council. From the very start of the tale, Arthur is advised by Merlin, and when he ignores these suggestions, he faces negative consequences. For example, Arthur ignores Merlin's warning and begets Mordred, who will eventually be his downfall. He again defies Merlin and marries Guenevere, which certainly contributes to the fall of his order. One of his fatal mistakes is not heeding the warning of Gawain who tells him not to burn Guenevere. The effects of bad council played such an enormous role in the start of the War of the Roses, especially Henry VI unwise relationship with Somerset, and this clearly had an impact on Malory’s work. Right from the formation of the Round Table, Merlin warns Arthur that he must pick the right people to sit at his table, for some seats will destroy those who sit there. The effect of listening to bad council is clearly demonstrated in the decision to burn Guenevere at the stake. Lancelot out rightly comments, “My lorde Kynge Arthure, by evyll counceile, woll tomoron in hys hete put my lady the Quene unto the fyre” (Malory 653).  It is this bad advising which leads Lancelot to rally forces against King Arthur. Besides just choosing and heeding advisors wisely, a good king, as proposed by Malory, must put his interests aside to do what is good for the kingdom. The kings during the War of the Roses were so preoccupied with fighting one another they paid little attention to their kingdom. Malory criticizes this. When Guenevere is accused of treason for the first time, Arthur puts aside his personal feelings and put her on trial. In this passage, Malory once again intercedes with one of his rare personal insights, “for favour, love, noth affinité there should be none other but ryghtuous judgement” (Malory 595).  When Arthur is unable to put his personal feelings aside and rashly decides to burn Guenevere at the stake, his realm is destroyed.  It is also clear that along with having the interest of his subjects at heart, he must reward them for their service. The moment Arthur becomes king this is addressed: “Woll ye be my good and gracious lord when ye are Kyng?” (Malory 8). Lancelot invokes this idea when Arthur chooses to have Guenevere killed: “The knights make allusion to the dependence of the king upon his fellowship, and also to the ingratitude of kings towards the deserving, as Lancelot’s many knightly exploits done for the king are now forgotten and rewarded with war instead of benevolence” (Radulescu 77).  Malory, who was betrayed by the side he fought for, probably felt some kinship with Lancelot. He treats him with sympathy whereas, in this passage he treats Arthur, with scorn. A king is entirely reliant on his subjects for his power, and thus, he should reward those who serve him. Without the loyalty of his knights he has nothing. Arthur realizes this at the dissolution of the Round Table “als, that ever I bar crown uppon my hede, for now have I loste the fayryst felyshyp of noble knygtes that ever hylde Crystyn kynge togydirs” (Malory 657). A king is not a king without his kingdom, and he must remember to put his subjects interests first and reward loyalty. 

	The role of the queen in Malory is a more complicated mater. In the War of the Roses, there were two prominent female figures: Margret Anjou and Elizabeth Woodsville. Margret Anjou was one of the primary causes of the distaste for Henry VI. Her alleged affair and well-documented affection for Somerset caused many problems for her husband. Nevertheless, she was a strong power in organizing the Lancastrian fraction, playing a bigger role in the government than her husband. Elizabeth Woodville played an equally important part in the War of the Roses. Edward married her in secret and against the will of his advisors, in particularly, Neville. This angered Neville and led him to change sides in the war. It is because of these two women that Guenevere is characterized in such a unique way. Merlin, Arthur's magical advisor, warned Arthur against his marriage to Guenevere, and his marriage to Guenevere was the eventual cause of the splitting the Round Table. This is similar to the historical role of Woodsville. Guenevere is given a large power in Arthur’s government. In fact, readers more frequently see her doling out verdicts than Arthur.  Such is the case when she sentences Gawain after his accidental murder of the innocent maiden. This power would coordinate her with Anjou. Margret Anjou's love for Somerset, whether physical or not, mirrors Guinevere’s relationship with Lancelot. It is this affection, which supersedes that for their husbands, which leads to the downfall of both maidens. With the infidelity of Guenevere comes the downfall of Arthur's court. It seems, then, the statement that Malory makes about the role of the queen is that she is entirely necessary in maintaining order in the kingdom, but certainly should be treated with caution. 

	Malory makes a large, overarching statement about what truly creates a successful kingdom. It is clear from his moralistic tone that he esteems the ethical tenants of chivalry which were so degraded during the time in which he lived, but how does he suggest to protect those values?  Elizabeth Archibald claims in her article “Malory's Ideal Fellowship” that it is the idea of fellowship, both between individual knights, as well as the round table as a whole that accomplishes this. It, in fact, appears as if Malory invented the word. In Le Morte D'Arthur, knights are rarely on their own, and in the cases where they are, the audience is aware that there are other knights nearby. This is starkly different from most of the other interpenetration of Arthurian tales which focus so heavily on the individual quest. Here prowess seems to be a unified experience (311-318). It appears as if this fellowship allows Knights to act more morally than they alone. When Lancelot kills members of Gawain’s family, Gawain does not immediately swear revenge upon him. His love, or feelings or brotherhood, allow him to contain his archaic urge; however, when this fellowship no longer exists, he swears revenge on Lancelot.  Another lens through which to examine this idea is through the symbols of the sword and the sheath. The sword, of course, is a masculine emblem for prowess. The sheath, on the other hand, is a more feminine symbol linked to the home, or in this case, the kingdom and order. It is interesting how in Malory's tale, while it is the sword that wins the victories, but it is the sheath that protects against blood loss and thus, affectively, destruction. While military prowess and archaic values may be an effective way of claiming power, it is through fellowship and order that power is maintained. Any knight or man or king can win temporary victory by force, but true longevity requires fellowship. 

	This fellowship, then, is the vase on which the kingdom lays: when the fellowship is put in jeopardy so is the kingdom. Malory has created a formula here which has powerful and almost sacred implication for him, as for his knights; loss of fellowship is always a crisis for a knight...Malory is pointing at a increasingly imminent clash of loyalties which will bring to an end...the fellowship of the round table” (Archibald 323).  No outside force can penetrate Arthur’s kingdom. It is only internal forces that can cause his destruction. For example, it is when Morgan, his own sister, instruments a battle against her lover that Arthur nearly falls. When he does meet his defeat, it is inadvertently at the hand of his closest confidants, his wife and Lancelot. It is after the destruction of the fellowship that Arthur his death is delivered, not by a foreign enemy, but by his own son. Malory is not ambiguous in his opinion: the lack of brotherhood and camaraderie within the British nobility posed the greatest threat to the future of country. No outside war had such a widespread or detrimental impact as the civil War of the Roses. Malory's underlying message is an appeal for fellowship, and through this fellowship, moral revitalization. 

	Malory died in 1471, 14 years before the end of the War of the Roses; however, interestingly enough, his assertions about the necessity of solidarity and loyalty as the foundation of government were exactly what brought the war to a close. In 1485, Henry VII of the House of Lancaster married Princess Elizabeth of York, daughter of Edward IV (Shepherd xxiv). This matrimony united the two houses. Though Henry VII had claimed his throne through prowess in battle, it was this strategic political move that effectively secured, not only his throne, but the loyalty of both factions. He eliminated the internal threat by annihilating other claims to his kingdom through the consolidation of the bloodline. All other monarchs of England can be traced from this union. It is possible that Malory’s Le Morte D’Arthur, which had already gained acclaim by the time he was made king, affected Edward IV. When his heir was born in 1486, he had him christened at Winchester. The boy's name was Arthur “to commemorate the unification of England that the child embodies” (Shepherd xxiv). 
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