
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
Disce Mori: Valor and Tragedy in The 


Alliterative Morte Arthure 


The growth of the Arthurian legends owes much to Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae, written early in the twelfth century.  Forty years later came Wace’s Roman de Brut, which in turn was a source for the subsequent Brut, an alliterative Middle English chronicle by Laymon (c.1200).  By the early thirteenth century then there existed within the medieval imagination an historical Arthur, who is ruler of the court of the Round Table, the embodiment of the ideals of chivalry, and a conqueror “fit to rival Alexander.”
   


Scholars concur that the anonymous poet of the late fourteenth century Alliterative Morte Arthure drew heavily upon these three sources in recounting the story of Arthur’s defeat of Lucius, Emperor of Rome, his heroic battle with the giant of Mont Saint Michel, and his own defeat and death at the hands of the traitorous Mordred.   What scholars do not agree upon, however, is the poem’s normative posture.  For those steeped in literary criticism, such as William Matthews and Karl Goller, the poem is said to be a polemic against the ravages of war in general
 as well as a not too thinly disguised criticism of Edward III and his campaign against France during the Hundred Years War.
  Countering this interpretation, others, such as Elisabeth 

Porter, insist that the “portrait of Arthur [is] indeed celebratory.”
  She offers a reading of the poem that presents Arthur as the embodiment of the chivalric code. He is a king of valor and generosity whose prowess in battle is unmatched and whose wisdom is to be lauded. 


While a majority of modern scholars embrace Matthews’ analysis of the poem, either in whole or in part, this essay argues that the more careful and richer reading of the poem belongs to those who insist upon its heroic and celebratory character.  This essay, however, does not enter the debate about whether the poet sought to present the problems of his own age or instead sought to affirm, through allegory, Edward III’s campaign against France.  Instead, this essay argues that Morte Arthure is not a political statement at all.  Rather  it is – and was intended to be for its audience – a meditation upon the possibility of the heroic life in face of the truth that all 

humans are fallible no matter how ardently they may pledge themselves to the idea of the good and the true.
 

I.  The Scholarly Debate 

Dominating the scholarly commentary on Morte Arthure is the question of whether Arthur’s  decision to go to war against Lucius was justified and whether during that war Arthur acted in accord with the prevalent norms of warfare.
  In regard to Arthur’s second campaign into Lorraine, Lombardy, and Tuscany, however, a vast majority of scholars concur that the poem is “a death knell, a lament on the ideal of the knightly ethos” which is unmasked as a “fiction incompatible with the reality of war and with Christian ethics.”
 


Goller concedes that Arthur’s reasons for combat with Lucius comported with the ius ad bellum.  Arthur declares Lucius demand to be “tyrannical.”  So too, he tells his counsel that he possesses an inherited right to the throne of the Roman Empire (271-74, 275-87).  As Porter observes, Aquinas, repeating Augustine, declared what was the prevailing belief in the fourteenth century: to go to war either in defense of a kingdom’s sovereignty or to “restore” what another has “unjustly seized” was just.
  Moreover, Arthur does not come to his decision alone, but takes his men’s counsel, again in accord with the governing norm of wise governance.  Nonetheless, Matthews argues that a violent mood prevails during the war council and that vengeance rather than justice drive the decision to declare war upon Lucius.
  


The strongest criticism of Arthur is reserved for his second campaign into Lorraine and Italy.  Arthur, it is said, possesses a vaulting ambition and engages in an imperialistic adventure that the poem’s audience would have considered unjust.  More importantly, the brutality of the imagery, particularly in regard to what, we moderns would term, “non-combatants” is thought to evidence Arthur’s breach of the chivalric rules of war.  To support this reading of the text, scholars turn both to the language of the text and to contemporary external authority.  


Commentators put much weight on the savagery of the detail.  Goller argues, for example, that the poet’s use of such words as “wastys” (3156), “vnsparely” (3160), and “dispetously” (3159) in describing Arthur’s war in Tuscany indicates that the poem openly condemns the waste and horror of war.
  In Tuscany Arthur welts down walls, tumultuously tormenting the people. The narrator tells the listener, laying waste wherever he went, Arthur worked misery and spared few (3150-57).  At Metz, he embarks on a siege of the town whereby fair churches and lovely chapels are smashed to earth.(3038-43). Such devastation is taken to indicate Arthur’s black heartedness and wrongful indifference to the welfare of the innocent civilian.


Scholars rely upon the philosopher’s interpretation of Arthur’s dream of the goddess Fortuna to reinforce their judgments.   The dream, it is said, is suggestive of Arthur’s moral responsibility. A symbol of the inconstancy of life and the temporality of earthly things, in Morte Arthure, Fortuna also sternly reminds Arthur that “Kyng, thow karpes for noghte, be Criste that me made!” (3385).  Thus in some way the goddess is constrained by Divine Providence.  This fact has led scholars to conclude that Arthur’s defeat is the Deity’s retribution for his sins.  


The appearance of the Eight Worthies seems to support this interpretation.  In Arthur’s dream Fortuna has flung six of the kings under her wheel.  They cry out that “was neuer roye so riche that regnede in erthe / When I rode in my rowte, roughte I noghte ells, / Bot reuaye and reuell and rawnson the pople / And thus I drife forthe my dayes, whills I dreghe myghte” and thus they are “dampnede for euer.” (3271-77).  Anke Janssen draws from the dream a condemnation of war writing “the Dream . . .discloses that there are no righteous and worthy conqueror-kings and warlords. . .the Worthies are damned for all eternity because during their lives on earth they had relied on a very specific kind of fortune viz fortune-in-war.”
  


Finally, in an effort to place Arthur’s military tactics within an historical context, scholars  turn to treatises on chivalry such as Honore Bonet’s Tree of Battles written toward the end of the fourteenth century and Christine de Pizan’s Les Faits d’armes written in 1409.  Matthews, in particular, relies heavily upon Bonet for the proposition that it is “evil when knights in the course of warfare rob, pillage or imprison laborers, women and clergy” or otherwise torment innocent non-combatants.
  The argument is made that in his description of the battles at Metz and Como, the poet “envisages some of the principle criticisms” of Bonet and other moralists of the period.

II. The Problem of Reading the Text as a Polemic


The modern readings of Morte Arthure are problematic.  At the outset, it is doubtful that the poet knew Bonet’s text and it is certain that he was not acquainted with de Pizan’s.  Bonet, a Benedictine monk, wrote the Tree of Battles during the last quarter of the fourteenth century and it achieved immense popularity by the fifteenth century in both France and England.
  De Pizan’s work written early in the fifteenth century became available in English through William Caxton’s translation in 1489.  It is generally thought, however, that Morte Arthure was written in the last quarter of the fourteenth century.
    More importantly, Neil Wright makes the argument that the Tree of Battles did not represent the ancient and customary law of arms.
  Rather it was a didactic text meant to supplant  custom.
  Thus, arguably, modern scholars blunder in assuming that Bonet’s work represents the normative standard by which either the poet or a fourteenth century audience would have measured Arthur’s character. 


Moreover as Porter points out, Arthur’s second campaign into Lorraine, Lombardy, and Tuscany  “is no sudden decision on [his] part, born of overweening ambition.”
   He had announced his intention from the start declaring “in Lorrayne ne in Lumberdye lefe schall I nowthire/ Nookyn lede appon liffe that thare his lawes 3emes” (429-430).  Arthur’s thinking is clear.  He will war in those places that are part of the Roman Empire and thus subject to Lucius.  Arthur’s  war against these provinces then is not an act of unjust aggression but a legitimate means of restoring his claim to be Emperor of Rome.


The argument that Arthur wrongly attacked non-combatants is equally weak.  Even assuming that Bonet’s work is relevant insofar as it partially embodies (and not only seeks to reform) the unwritten customary law of arms, it is suggestive that, for the most part, Arthur comported himself with honor during and after battle.  For example, in Bonet soldiers are counseled that they may “take possessions and lands and all that can seize” from subjects of their enemy when that subject has given him “aid and countenance.”
  Co-citizenship with the enemy, writes Neil Wright, appears to have been sufficient to imply “aid and countenance.
  As a corollary, Bonet notes in his treatise that if the king “lacks means to carry on war. . . to defend. . . his rights . . .his subjects” are “obliged to aid him.”
  Indeed, approval of taxation to support the English war given by assemblies local and national was regarded as a sign that the whole community was giving agreement to the war effort.
  So too, the law of marque which recognized the right of one to forcibly recover his own property from “a foreigner or a fellow-citizen of that foreigner” on the grounds of collective responsibility contributed to the belief in the period that the enemy of a sovereign, such as the king of England, was not only the King of France, but the entire “body politic.”
  In some sense then it is anachronistic to speak of the fate of the non-combatant.  Able bodied men, soldier or not, held the status of ally or enemy and were treated accordingly. Note too that from the perspective of contemporaries, there was a vast difference between victory by battle on the field and by siege of a town, such as Metz, where the town refused the summons of a prince who lay claim to it as a right.  The latter act was an insult to his majesty and treated accordingly.
  


Women, the aged, children, clerics, and the infirm were excluded from combat.
  To these categories of persons the poet is explicit about Arthur’s magnanimity.  At his victory at Metz Arthur is merciful.  In response to the duchess’ plea, Arthur promises the women’s safety as well that of the children, “chaste men” and the knights (3058).  When he overtakes Como, Arthur again forbids ravishment and unjustified killing by his men. Quickly he brings order and calm to the towns. His restraint, from the standpoint of fourteenth century warfare, is admirable.  Indeed,  from the standpoint of lived practice, the poem’s detailing of the “filth” and “foulness” of a dying man’s guts or “dying knights lay[ing] open wide” are not extraordinarily horrific.  As Malcolm Hebron points out, the images of destruction in the poem may simply reflect the poet’s intent to describe the realities of war which was often messy and anarchic.
  Abundant descriptive accounts exist of  brutality against one’s enemy (including the non-combatant) that are openly praised.  Representative is John Gowers Vox Clamantis (1378-81) where he advises young Richard II to imitate his father the Black Prince:

France felt the effects of him . . .  Throwing his foes into disorder, he hurled his troops into the midst of his enemies . . . Just as the wild boar tears the swift hounds to pieces with its deadly jaws . . .so did he crush the bolder enemies near him . . . .  He attacked strongholds annihilating the people.  In order to seize booty, he boldly penetrated deep among his antagonists and the enemies’ necks were subjugated by his hand.

A similar tone is struck in Chandos Herald’s Life of the Black Prince where Prince Edward is praised for “burning everything and laying waste” in his raid across Cotentin.
 


Finally, the scholarly treatment of Arthur’s dream of fortune seems flawed.  The poet does not indict the Worthies’ status as men of war.  Rather, the six fallen Worthies lament that it was their lack of concentration upon higher things than earthly pleasure that brought them ruin.  When alive, they had no thought but “hunting, having pleasure, and holding folks to ransom” (3275).  It is their lack of concern for anything but the transitory delights of life which damns them.  As the anonymous Ordene de chevalerie (c. 1220) teaches, the man of arms must hasten to “action with love of God in his heart. . . and he must be ready to return his soul to God” avoiding pride by thinking often on his death.
  While a thirteenth century text, the Ordene de chevalerie functioned as a source for Fourteenth century theorists such as the much admired Geoffroi de Charny.  Such exhorting reflected the ingrained belief within chivalric culture that the man-at-arms should avoid pride.
  The fallen Worthies lacked both the humility and a devotion to non-transitory matters that bespeaks the purity of heart to which the man of arms was to aspire.
 

III. An Alternative Reading 


Rather than a condemnation or celebration of the chivalric spirit, Morte Arthure is better seen as a mediation upon its very possibility in the face of the inevitability of human failing.


The dream suggests that Arthur failed to consistently shun those vices that corrupt the chivalrous warrior: pride and rancor.  The philosopher who interprets Arthur’s dream states flatly that Arthur has“destroyed sinless men” and spilled blood in vainglory (3398).  If not in his present campaigns, he has at some other time committed wrong.  That Arthur is prideful we know.  Hence we see him prancing outside Metz without his armor.  When rebuked by Sir Ferrer, Arthur arrogantly replies that a king may never be killed by a “harlotte” (2446).  So too, he speaks acrimoniously and  in breach of the chivalric law, when he cries “no quarter” until the death of Sir Cayous is avenged (2262).  At times anger overtakes his reason as when he threatens to hang hostages: a threat he does not carry out (3589).


Arthur, however, is also a man not wanting in virtue as his battle with the giant of St. Michel’s Mount shows.  The giant of Morte Arthure is Grendel-like, an embodiment of radical evil.
  The giant torments Arthur’s people and  feasts upon baptized children.  The Templar tells Arthur that the giant dragged off and ravished the Duchess of Brittany.  Arthur “roar[s] in grief for his people” and sets off to battle the fiend. Significantly, Arthur succeeds in killing the monster only after he makes prayer. 


Arthur emerges from this episode a hero of Olympian proportion.  He is a monarch protective of his “dere pople” (1216).  Indeed, he is the champion of Christendom itself.  Arthur’s first challenge to the giant is not that he has murdered Helen, but that “thoew killide has thise cresmede childyre / Thow has marters made and mekede oute of lyfe” (1065).  He is generous commanding that “all the myche tresour that traytour had wonnen, / To comouns of the contre, clergy and other”be given (1214-15).  He is humble in thanking the Deity for his  victory (1209).   Arthur’s humility is reinforced by his use of a dagger to deal the giant his death blow. In Ramon Lull’s thirteenth century Le Libre del Ordre de Cavayleria, this weapon symbolizes the warrior’s entrusting himself to the Deity’s judgment of the righteousness of his cause.
  So too, he is a king of unbounded bravery who has, in this battle, demonstrated prowess and skill.  These are the qualities which the noble and knightly class of the Fourteenth century would have recognized and held up as ideals to which the chivalric knight should aspire.
  


What the listener confronts in Arthur then is a king neither of  perfect virtue nor of vice.  This realization leaves the listener in a conundrum.  The prologue vows “And I sall tell yow a tale, that trewe es and nobyll.”    The poem is a tale of the “wondrous” and “strange” (awke) deeds of ancestors who were “lele in theire lawe” and conducted themselves in a way that manifested their “lovede God” (13-14).
  If one takes the narrator’s words seriously, there must be more to Morte Arthure than a story of glory followed by  Divine retribution for Arthur’s sins.
  Yet, the dream indicates that Arthur is also a wrongdoer.  Thus the poem also cannot be read as simply a celebration of chivalric heroism.
  Rather, the ambiguity of Arthur’s character invites the listener to ponder a question: How may a wrongdoer achieve nobility in the midst of moral defeat?


 Scholars overlook that the image of Fortuna functioned in the fourteenth and fifteenth century as a warning to all men of their inability to escape their fall.
  All will sin: Hence the necessity of divine grace.  The import of grace and of the warrior’s dependence upon it is remarked upon by Arthur again and again in the text. The lesson was familiar to the man-at-arms finding prominent place in treatises such as de Charny’s Book of Chivalry written in the mid-fourteenth century.
  


Moreover, The dream does not signal Arthur’s soul is lost, but that it is in jeopardy.   He must prepares himself  for his “fortune es passede” (3394).  Hence he must “schape for [his] ende” (3400).  The philosopher advises Arthur to save his soul by “promptly . . .repenting [his] pitiless acts. . . before misfortune strikes” (3434, 3455).  Meaningfully, the philosopher also tells Arthur that the wolves in his dream represent “wicked men who wage war in [his] realm” (3447).  These aliens plague his people.  The philosopher unwittingly gives Arthur a heavy choice.   His own soul is in danger.  Yet at the same time he has been told of his people’s distress.  Sir Craddock  tells Arthur that Mordred is a “pitiless” man who “oppresses” Arthur’s people. Traitors and pagans “rob your religious folk and rape your nuns, and he rides with his route ready to rob the poor” (3539-40).  Arthur gives not a moment’s thought to his own soul’s jeopardy.  Rather, enraged, he prepares swiftly for his return to England. 


Arthur’s decision to battle his traitorous son and to forego the figurative pilgrim’s road to Rome proclaims his heroism.  He commits himself to battle in knowledge that Fortune has abandoned him.  This is not arrogance.  Throughout the tale, Arthur evinces his utter awareness that the Deity gives victory as it pleases His will, and none are so “skathlye” as to be able to escape his will (1561-4).  Rather, he seeks to act rightly irrespective of the cost.  He pledges to “ever persew the paganes that my pople destroyed,” knowing that death may await him and that his chance at penitential salvation may be lost (4045). By so doing, he engages in an act of self immolation.  That he does so heroically seems without question.  Arthur’s attack of  Mordred’s 60,000 men with Arthur’s 1,800 is often cited by scholars as evidence of his recklessness.  Yet, there is a boldness and spirit to Arthur’s act that the fourteenth century man-at-arms would likely applaud.  What Arthur evinces is fortitude.
    


That man is tested by the world, in what Lee Patterson calls, the “whirlgig of time” was a medieval commonplace.
  Peril in its Latin form connoted not only danger but trial.  The Fourteenth century man-at-arms who heard this tale knew that Arthur’s heroism lay not only in his military boldness, but in his willingness to put off the matter of his own salvation in service of the just cause of combating a traitor who oppressed his people.  Lee Patterson suggests that, at its heart, the “poem’s deepest concern” is the pattern of “expansion and collapse” that is definitive of the human condition.
  The poem ponders:

the rhythm of striving and disappointment, of aspiration towards transcendence followed by a tragic submission to the iron will of historical recurrence.  This is the pattern that is enacted in . . . the image of the Wheel of Fortune [where it[ is given philosophical embodiment.
 

Arthur’s nobility rests with the fact that notwithstanding Divine Providence’s decree, he persists to do all a man can do to realize his character heroically. 


That Arthur dies as both as a fallible man in need of grace, and as a heroic warrior is given emphasis by the poet.  The medieval audience surely could not miss that Arthur orders Mordred’s children to “bee sleyghely slayne and slongen in watyrs” (4321).  In so doing he ensures the continuing cycle of Striving and Fall that is the human lot.  One can imagine a medieval audience’s discomfort with the faint, but present, similarity between the Giant’s feasting upon Christian child and Arthur’s command of murder.  Yet though he dies a sinner, so too he dies heroically and as a penitent Christian monarch.  In the tradition of the magnanimous knight “all offences [he] forgive[s] for heavenly Christ’s love” (4324).  He goes so far as to forgive his wife’s treason wishing for Gaynor to “prosper” (4325).  Only after placing all in order as a good king should, does he turn to the business of death:  “He saide ‘In manus’ with mayne one molde whare he ligges, / And thus passes his speryt, and spekes he no more” (4326).  


What is at stake in the Morte Arthure goes beyond its quality as a commemoration.  The poem is best seen – and would have been seen by a fourteenth century audience – not as a celebration of the chivalric ethos, but as a tragic meditation upon its very nature.  England in the late fourteenth century is war weary.
  The poem does not skirt war’s ravages and waste.  Yet it is the poet’s recognition of human failing that lends the work its poignancy.  The poem resonates the gens d’ armes as interpreted by the old knights, heralds and theoreticians of the era.  As de Charny cautioned, the fighting man must never lose sight of his need for divine grace.  He must pray  “with all his heart to the glorious Virgin Mary.”
  Then he must go about doing “great deeds.”
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