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Malory's Morte Darthur: A Critique of Courtly Chivalry 

 
This paper will argue that Thomas Malory’s Le Morte Darthur is a structural critique of 
courtly literature that demonstrates the dangers of utilizing courtly conceptions as the 
basis for real world cultural and political governance. 
 
Malory offers an implicit critique of the systems supported by chivalry and chivalric 
culture, presenting a literary conceptualization of a chivalric monarchy, and then 
demonstrating that the contradictions and insufficiencies of that system necessarily 
undermine and eventually destroy it. These include, but are not limited to, the conflicts 
between loyalty to family, feudal lord, and love object; the justice and necessity of 
chivalric military conflict itself; and, the vexed intersections between pious religious 
devotion and impious-but-chivalrous action. For Malory, and England, these were not 
merely abstract concerns, as the mid-fifteenth century Wars of the Roses amply 
illustrate. 
 
For the Morte, Malory’s sources were in the courtly literature of French verse and prose 
romances, along with the Middle English Alliterative Morte Arthur and the Stanzaic 
Morte Arthur. Malory’s understanding of literary chivalry is derived primarily from the 
French sources, rather than the English sources, so that Malory’s examination of 
chivalry is predominantly an examination of courtly French literary chivalry. In 
addition, Malory may have considered the use of chivalric literary concepts as 
generative tools of political power in the reigns of kings such as Edward III of England, 
whose governance seemed to offer a beguilingly stable alternative to the civil strife of 
Malory’s own time. 
 
Although it has traditionally been argued that Malory Morte can be read as advocating 
kingly, chivalrous conduct, this paper will demonstrate the value of reading against 
that tradition for the purpose of opening up new avenues of discourse in the study of 
Malory’s Morte and the connections between chivalry and the creation, maintenance, 
and cultural deployment of the monarchical state. 


