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ABSTRACT 

The cyclical and spiral structures which are typical of 

medieval romance inform Sir Thomas Malory's Morte Darthur. 

Despite the fact that his prose narrative includes native 

elements of realism and directness, Malory utilizes the 

cycle and the spiral as methods of arrangement. These 

patterns reflect a cohesive world view which dominated the 

Christian West during the Middle Ages. 

Both temporal and spatial designs in most medieval 

genres reflect the spirit of the quest which often begins 

and ends spatially at the same point but which leads the 

quester to a higher level of understanding about his or her 

role in the world or in the spiritual realm. Even when the 

narrative ends with the death of the quester, as in Morte 

Darthur, the promise of a renewal, or a second coming, often 
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closes the narrative by suggesting the restoration of the 

quest. 

The recursive nature of medieval structure is 

demonstrated in this study through an examination of 

medieval beliefs about the practice of rhetoric, the 

medieval concern with church litany and ritual, and the 

medieval view of women, both real and ideal, in romance. In 

each case, the cycle and the spiral emerge as predominant 

images or structuring devices. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE SPIRAL AND THE CYCLE: INTRODUCTION TO MEDIEVAL STRUCTURE 

HIC IACET ARTHURUS. REX QUONDAM REXOUE FUTURUS 

(Malory 1248: 29) 

More than time separates today's readers from the 

medieval texts they so often enjoy; a remarkably different 

world model provided a cohesiveness and structure for the 

medieval mind which modern and post-modern critics often 

misinterpret, ignore, or overestimate. C~ S. Lewis explains 

in The Discarded Image that the medieval model of the world 

is its central work of art. Lewis describes the medieval 

world view as one which harmonized diverse and even 

contradictory traditions: 

A Model must be built which will get everything in 
without a clash; and it can do this only by 
becoming intricate, by mediating its unity through 
a great, and finely ordered, multiplicity .. 
everything links up with everything else; at one, 
not in flat equality, but in a hierarchical 
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ladder .. ~ . this Model of the Universe is a 
supreme medieval work of art 9 •• it is in a 
sense the central work, that in which most 
particular works were embedded, to which they 
constantly refer, from which they drew a great 
deal of their strength. {12) 
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This study will argue that a distinctive cohesiveness 

inherent in the world model is revealed quite clearly in the 

structure of medieval literature. By reviewing Thomas 

Malory's Morte Darthur, I hope to demonstrate that both a 

cyclical arrangement and a spiral arrangement typical of 

medieval romance inform Malory's work and reflect the 

medieval world view. 

Significant studies have been done on medieval 

architecture with the Gothic cathedral providing evidence of 

the magnificence of the medieval view of arrangement as it 

took concrete form. Geoffrey of Vinsauf in the thirteenth 

century may have been the first to present an architectural 

analogy for medieval literary production. In Poetria Noya 

Geoffrey reminds the literary artist that "the mind's hand 

shapes t he entire how;-; e befor e the body's hand builds i t " 

{16) . In th.is famous rhetorical study Geoffrey continues to 

emphasize the necessity of planning and the importance of 
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the rhetorical steps by which a work of art is arranged. 

Sandra Ness Ihle carefully compares the structure of 

Malory's grail narrative and its French source to the 

structure of the Gothic cathedral in her study Malory's 

Grail Quest: Invention and Adaptation in Medieval Prose 

Romance. Ihle indicates that the world view which developed 

the great Gothic cathedral depended upon very similar 

principles of organization for composition. C. S. Lewis 

also uses the architectural analogy when discussing the 

structure of Malory's work: 

If some people find it distressing to have a 
work which cannot be assigned to any single 
author, let me remind them that in another art we 
are familiar with this sort of thing. I am 
thinking of a great cathedral, where Saxon, 
Norman, Gothic, Renaissance, and Georgian elements 
all co-exist .... Under Malory's work lies that 
of the French prose romancers; under theirs, that 
of Chretien, Wace, and other poets; under that, 
Geoffrey, and perhaps the Breton lais; deepest of 
all, who knows what fragments of Celtic myth or 
actual British history? Malory is only the last 
of many restorers, improvers, demolitionists; if 
you will, of misunderstanders. ("The English 
Prose Marte" 25) 

Lewis's analogy not only provides insight into the 

structure of medieval romance but also demonstrates quite 

graphically the medieval penchant for inclusiveness. Peter 



Elbow explains that the medieval mind functioned in a 

both/and f rame whereas the modern mind functions from an 

either/or frame. Elbow points out that 

... in the medieval period more than in most 
other periods, thinkers took it for granted that 
conflicting and even contradictory ideas might 
both be true. It was a time when, presented with 
an opposition, one might be instinctively more 
interested in showing how both sides were true 
than how one of them was false~ (Oppositions 15) 

When applied to structure, the medieval tendency to be 

inclusive validates various devi ces l ike arnplificatio and 

occupatio which provide a r i chness to the narrative but 

which seem to modern readers to be barriers to organic 

unity. Modern readers, for example, usually wonder about 

and are bothered by a story line which is repeated with 

variations many times in Malory's tale of Merlin. In the 

space of three pages in Eugene Vinaver's edition (28-30) at 

least thirteen separate episodes are reported in which a 
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kn i ght unhor ses a f oe in orde r to take the ho r s e t o a f ellow 

knight in need. Each knight's situat i on is briefly 

summarized, and t he rescue is reported. 'rhe obvious 

catalogue of knights and the repetition of the same action 

seems unnecessary and tedious to modern readers. The use of 



such repetitious narrative satisfied the medieval audience 

on a variety of levels: repetition served to reinforce key 

ideas, repetition conveyed the epic nature of what the 

medieval audience believed to be true history, and 

repetition added to the cadence and rhythm of oral style 

which the modern audience misses in its silent reading. 
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The inclusive-and-recursive nature of medieval 

structure permeates the literature, the architecture, and 

the visual arts of the period. Picture cycles like the 

HQ_lkharn Bible Picture Book present visual evidence of the 

cycle, both as a structural and a visual form. Cyclical 

shapes appear regularly around the shapes of the various 

sacred characters; Christ, Mary, and the saints are most 

often depicted within an oval or a circle. The artist who 

arranged the pictures in cycle books apparently employed 

criteria similar to those used in the ordering of the great 

Corpus Christi cycle plays. Medieval artists group the 

scenes in both the picture cycles and the cycl e plays around 

a tripartite structure: scenes from the Old Testament, 

scenes of the life of Christ, and finally scenes from the 

last judgment and the second corning. The pictures in the 



forty- two page HQ.lJr~m Bibl_e__F_i_cture Book follow t he same 

structural design as the Corpus Christi plays which, as 

v. A. Kolve demonstrates in The Play Called Corpus Christi, 

follows a proto-cyclical format which begins with creation 

and Old Testament stories, continues with the life of 

Christ, and concludes with the last judgment. 
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Despite the relative ignorance of most contemporary 

readers about medieval religious ritual and medieval 

understanding of the Bible , the arrangements utilized by the 

medieval artist seem strangely familiar to modern readers 

largely because the Bible provides what Northrop Frye called 

the Great Code for literature and art in the Western world 

until at least the last century. The present study 

recognizes the need for a clear understanding of the Bible 

and its influence on rhetorical arrangement and narrative 

themes. The authority of the text and of the medieval 

church's interpretation of that text influences writers in 

every field during the Middle Ages . 

Al thoug h the arrangement o f t he Bible may have 

influenced the structure of secular and sacred texts during 

the Middle Ages, many contemporary critics who have examined 

medieval arrangement still struggle with the concept of 
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unity; since the modern c oncept of unity simply does not 

appear in most medieval plots, other terms have been coined 

to account for the so-called lack of unity. John Leyerle 

has popularized the concept of the interlace design; Eugene 

Vinaver, the noted editor of the Winchester manuscript of 

Malory's work, has emphasized the episodic form so often 

noted in medieval romance as a basis for his argument that 

Malory's romance is really eight separate tales related only 

by subject matter and formal narrative links . In fact 

Vinaver takes pains to demonstrate that Malory eliminated or 

untangled the entrelacement of his French sources . Other 

critics like R. M. Lumiansky, D. S. Brewer, Charles 

Moorman, and Robert H. Wilson have argued against Vinaver's 

thesis but also with one another over the question of unity 

in Malory's work. Wilson and Brewer, for example, claim 

that the Morte Darthur has critical, but not historical, 

unity, and R. M. Lumiansky and Charles Moorman contend that 

the work contains both kinds of unity . 

The question abou t unity in Malory ' s Arthurian romance 

is, inc . s. Lewis ' opinion, a modern critical crisis which 

Malory would have great difficulty understanding. Since 

Malory was a medieval author, Lewis contends, he would not 



have comprehended the nature of "organic form '' or "artistic 

unity." He concludes his argurnent · as follows: 

Did any Middle English author conceive clearly 
that he was writing fiction, a single work of 
fiction, which should obey the laws of its own 
inner unity but need not cohere with anything 
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else in the world? I cannot believe it. They are 
all, even Chaucer, handing on, embellishing, 
expanding, or abridging a matter received from 
some source .... I do not for a minute believe 
that Malory had any intention either of writing a 
single "work" or of writing many "works" as we 
should understand the expressions. He was telling 
Ub about Arthur and the knights. Of course his 
matter was one-~the same king, the same court. 
Of course his matter was many~they had had many 
adventures . ( "English" 22) 

The scholarly controversy over the nature of unity, or 

the apparent lack thereof, in medieval works extends to many 

of the popularly studied texts. Chaucer's Canterbury Tales, 

for example, has received careful critical scrutiny on the 

matter of unity. Critics ranging from Charles A. Owen, Jr., 

in "The Design of The Canterbury Tales," to William E . 

Rogers, in uoon the Ways: The Structure of The Canterbury 

Tales, posit various theories as to the structural patterns 

implied in Chaucer's unfinished masterpiece. From G. L. 

Kittredge's discussion of the Marriage Group to R. M. 



Lumiansky's dramatic reading, the modern concern wi th unity 

would be incomprehensible to both Chaucer and Malory. The 

frame of the pilgrimage which Chaucer envisioned provided 

the external structure within which many stories could be 

told. The unfinished nature of the work may well bother us 

much more than it did Chaucer or his peers: the work was 

well-received during the Middle Ages (as it is today) 

despite its fragmentary status. 
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Modern readers question medieval unity, and their 

questions are intimately connected to the modern confusion 

about the medieval world view which underlay the structure 

o f medieval art and society. For example , contemporary 

audiences often view the medieval respect for authority and 

reliance on faith as something primitive or perhaps a bit 

naive; yet standard analyses of the Western medieval mind 

recognize the centrality of such concepts to an 

understanding of medieval art. Consequently, contemporary 

readers fail to appreciate the medieval concern with 

trans la ti on , with the interpretation and transmission o f t he 

"received word." Modern audiences value originality and so 

misunderstand and devalue the invention necessary in 

translation. 
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Working within a fragmented and pluralistic society, 

the contemporary reader often confuses the~ and the 

matiere of medieval literature while ironically recognizing 

and revelling in the power of medieval narrative, drama, and 

poetry. Ralph Baldwin explains the problem when he writes: 

It is difficult if not impossible to recapture 
the attitudes of any era, but those of the Middle 
Ages especially elude us. The premises, the 
intellectual comfortables and furnishing of that 
theocentric epoch make on the whole no sense to 
the modern ... It was a world which was in 
rather disturbing contiguity to the supernatural 
world, actual and present to it by prayer, by 
penance, by the mystical corporeity of those 
fraternally one in Christ. ("The Unity of the 
Canterbury Tales" 19) 

The assumed connection between the supernatural world 

and the visible world naturally permeates the literature of 

the period since that connection is part of the embedded 

paradigm of the entire era. The actual structure of the 

works of the period both consciously and subconsciously 

illustrates that paradigm, which is predominantly recursive. 

Most students of the Middle Ages recognize the term 

cycle when it is applied to the romance cycles and to cycle 

plays. Most of the framework tales (dream visions and 
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pilgrimage stories} and the popular saints ' lives also 

employ an easily recognizable cyclical structure. Both 

temporal and spatial designs in most genres of the period 

reflect the spirit of the quest which begins and ends 

spatially at the same point but which leads the quester to a 

higher level of understanding about his or her role in the 

world or in the spiritual realm. Even when the narrative 

ends with the death of the quester, as in Morte Darthur, the 

promise of a renewal, or a second corning, often closes the 

narrative by suggesting the restoration of the quest, 

perhaps upon an even higher plain. Consequently, when 

Arthur's memorial is engraved with the famous lines !Li.Q 

Iacet Arthurus, Rex Quondam Rexque Futurus, the promise of 

the future return of Arthur suggests a new beginning which 

reveals that the cyclical structure is not strictly 

recursive: the structure spirals onto a new level which is 

most frequently suggested at the end of the narrative. Such 

a spiral structure creates an open-ended plot so that the 

unfinished nature of many medieval texts may not be 

exceptional; it may, instead, reflect the medieval 

understanding of the never-ending cycle, a cycle 

precipitated by the incarnation, ministry, death, 
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resurrection, and second coming of Christ and then recreated 

in both secular and sacred contexts . 

The suspense created by the anticipation of the second 

corning underscores, for the medieval consciousness, an 

understanding that the end is yet to be. The concern with 

reenacting redemption through ritual associated with the 

church litany, holy days, and communion empowers the 

connection between the supernatural and natural realms. 

Look ing f o r ward to the second corning, to the promise o f a 

n ew heaven and a new earth (along with new bodies), and to a 

d ay of judgment and doom further emphasizes the suspension 

of time between the temporal and the sacred. Malory's 

romance about Arthur pictures a king who once was and will 

be again~Rex Quondam Rexque Futurus. Arthur becomes the 

type for what each medieval Christian believed about the 

connection between the sacred and the secular and between 

the past and the future. 

To begin to see the connection between the medieval 

world view and the medieval literature we still enjoy today, 

we must understand that the world view is not explicitly 

shown in any narrative . William E. Rogers emphasizes a most 



important consideration about this type of i nquiry when he 

writes: 

What a story~ is not its world- view, even 
in cases such as Aesop's fables or a medieval 
allegory with a blatantly displayed 
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sentence. Instead, what a story shows is its 
world-view. What is shown cannot be~, because 
all that a story says is predicated upon its 
world-view. . . . I ask, "What must be the nature 
of the world for this kind of story to exist? 
What world must the mind inhabit in order to dwell 
in this story, either as its creator or as its 
reader?" (Upon the Ways: The Structure of The 
Canterbury Tales 26-27) 

In order to examine what medieval literature shows 

through its structure, this s tudy will examine three 

significant factors which are part of what is shown in 

medieval romance in general and in Sir Thomas Malory's Marte 

Darthur in particular. The three chosen areas are the 

medieval beliefs about and practice of rhetoric, the 

medieval concern with church litany and ritual, and the 

medieval view of woman, both real and ideal , in romance. In 

each ca s e, the cy c le a nd s p iraJ. wil l eme r ge as p r edomi n a n t 

images o r s tructur ing devi ces . 

Since one of the three major concerns of medieval 

rhetoric is arrangement and organization, or structure, the 
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second chapter of th.is study will review discussions of 

arrangement and organization in rhetorical manuals which 

greatly influenced all medieval literature. Medieval 

literary theorists like Geoffrey of Vinsauf and Matthew of 

Vendome were concerned that works covering great topics have 

a proper balance, or ratio, so that even methods of 

amplification like digression were accommodated within the 

cyclical or the spiral arrangement. Of particular concern 

to medieval rhetoricians was the need to utilize pagan 

principles which they found in the major rhetorical 

manuscripts but to convert the process and its use to the 

Christian church . Even examples of tropes and figures were 

converted; quotations from the Bible and other religious 

texts often replaced the classical examples. In a very 

practical way, the structure of sacred and secular texts 

written during the Middle Ages took its shape from the Bible 

itself. 

The conversion of rhetoric to Christian purposes 

preceded the conversion of the concepts of time and history 

to Christian ends. In Chapter III of this study the 

significance of the church calendar as it relates to the day 

and the year will be reviewed. The church calendar moves 
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cyclically through the events of the life of Christ and the 

early church as well as the natural order of the seasons. 

The purpose of such a review will be to establish the 

significance of the cycle as the prevalent pattern in 

worship and in the marking of time itself. However, the 

movement within the historical cycle is not always strictly 

recursive. Often progress within the church year moves in a 

spiral, a pattern which embodies the movement upward and 

outward towards God and redemption ~ Obviously the medieval 

church feasts and festivals celebrated throughout the 

li turgical year shaped patterns of medieval life and 

literature. 

Chapter IV will examine the feminine ideal as central 

to the entire structure of medieval thought. The 

glorification of the church, the cult surrounding Mary, and 

the rise of courtly romance during the Middle Ages all 

support the central themes of redemption and new life as 

they relate to the feminine spirit. Both seasonal and 

religious cycles and rituals are most frequently personified 

as women, which are most frequently presented through 

patterns of the cycle and the spiral. 
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Chapters V and VI will examine the structure of 

Malory's Morte Darthur and will trace the use of rhetoric 

and the use of church ritual and the church calendar as they 

influence the cyclical and spiral arrangement of the work. 

Women serve as signs of the unknown in Malory's Morte 

Darthur. Often female characters possess supernatural 

knowledge or skill which can aid or hinder the hero. The 

attitudes of the knights toward women give indications of 

their moral and spiritual progress~ For example, Sir Gawain 

seriously offends women at the beginning of his career but 

learns to honor and respect them through a series of trials. 

After his death he appears to Arthur the night before 

Arthur's battle with Modred. In the vision Gawain is 

accompanied by a host of women for whom he has fought. 

Women often provide access into Otherworld, with which they 

are often associated. The significance of the idealized 

lady, especially in the courtly love tradition, plays an 

important role in Malory ' s romance; fu r thermore, the role of 

the idealized woman in romance illustrates the significance 

of the cycle and the spiral as schemes of arrangement. The 
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spi ral and the cycle are structures :most corrun.on l y associated 

with women . 

The search for the unknown, often on a quest or 

adventure initiated by the request of a women, plays an 

important role in medieval plot spirals; the quests~in 

romance, in dream vision, and in frame tales~follow 

strikingly similar formats. The quester goes out and comes 

back, but the trip leads to new knowledge so that with the 

return (coming full circle) the quester is no longer the 

same person; he or she has made progress. Consequently, the 

structure of the narrative is not strictly recursive; the 

progress implies a spiral. Even when the quest fails in 

medieval tales, the protagonist usually gains a self

knowledge which implies progress. In the church calendar 

with its repetitive annual feats, the stability of the 

repetition contrasts with the instability of the search for 

redemption. The mystical second coming of Christ and the 

promised judgment day provide the promise of closure; 

however, those events are in the future . The memorial to 

King Arthur in Malory's final section reads Hie Iacet 

Arthurus, Rex Quondam Rexque Futurus. For Malory and most 
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of his contemporaries, the concept of life as ~once" and 

also "future"~-simultaneously cyclical and spiral~provided 

structure and meaning for life and, consequently, for 

literature. 



CHAPTER II 

"AS THE BOOKE SEYTH": RHETORIC AND AUTHORITY 

BLUEPRINT FOR MEDIEVAL STRUCTURE 

So aftir the quest of the Sankgreall was fulfylled 
and all knyghtes that were leffte on lyve were com 
home agayne unto the Table Rownde~as the BOOKE OF 
THE SANKGREALL makith mencion~than was there 
grete joy in the courte .... Than, as the booke 
seyth . . . 

{Malory 1046: 1-10)1 

Often referred to as "The Age of Faith" or "The Age of 

Authority," the Middle Ages represents qualities of 

inflexibility a nd dogmatism to many o f its detrac tors . 

Although the terms may {with careful explanation) be well 

applied, the debates, the councils, the commentaries, and 

the literature of the period bear testimony to how fiercely 

the medieval leaders and writers struggled with those very 

lThroughout this study, Eugene Vinaver's 1967 2nd edition 
of The Works of sir Thomas Malory will be the primary 
sou rce. Si nce the t hree-volume se t utilizes continuous 
pag ination , a ll quotat ions wi.LL be acknowledged by p age and 
line number only. 
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concepts of faith and authority. That struggle provides 

structure, content, tension, and texture in medieval texts; 

the struggle finally erupts, towards the end of the period, 

in a vast restructuring and fragmentation of the acceptance 

of central and known authority. Scholars today call that 

splintering by many titles~hurnanism, reformation, 

renaissance, nationalism~but the debate about the basis and 

nature of authority did not begin at the end of the Middle 

Ages; instead, it was at the very heart of the dynamics of 

medieval thought throughout the entire period. 

One primary battlefield in the long struggle about 

faith and authority is that of rhetoric. The struggle over 

rhetoric began during that transitional period between the 

classical world and the medieval world, the period during 

which the Christian world view replaced the classical. The 

early church fathers who helped bridge the two world views 

had most often been trained to use rhetorical principles 

important to the Roman world since rhetoric provided the 

base upon which education rested. Early church fathers like 

Jerome and Augustine quite understandably faced a conflict 

of loyalties between the two world views. For example, 

Jerome translated scripture into Latin which provided the 



textual authority for the Christian West until the later 

Middle Ages when new controversies arose over vernacular 

translations of the Bible. Without doubt Jerome was a 
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learned man; his attitude toward rhetoric, nevertheless, was 

ambivalent. James Murphy describes St. Jerome's famous 

dream about rhetoric. In the dream a Judge in heaven 

demands a profession of Jerome's allegiance and faith. 

Jerome confesses: 

On being asked r-:1y profession, I replied , 11 I am a 
Christian. 11 Whereupon He who presided, thundered: 
"Thou dost lie~thou art not a Christian, but a 
Ciceronian. Where thy treasure is, the r e is thy heart 
also. 11 

( Rhetoric in the Middle _Ag_§~ 53) 

Such a vision led Jerome to a zealous study of 

scripture and a mixed attitude toward the value of his 

"pagan" studies. He scrupulously avoided using classical 

quotations for more than fifteen years after experiencing 

the vision (Murphy 54); however, he tacitly approved his 

rhetorical training by his very application of the 

principles he had learned, and, despite his convictions, 

Cicero's influence did not vanish . 

Another famous church father, Augustine, taught 

rhetoric before his conversion; that training ultimately 
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gave the famous Bishop of Hippo the tools he needed to 

defeat the various heresies of the period and to establish 

the ideological underpinnings of the institutional church. 

Augustine nconverted" and redirected rhetorical principles 

for Christian purposes . His grafting of classical rhetoric 

to Christian content helped establish the foundations for 

what would later develop into two new fields of rhetorical 

application of great importance to the Middle Ages: .aLS. 

dictaminis and ars praedicandi. 

In his De Doctrina Chris~ianq Augustine defends the 

Cicero that Jerome's vision condemns . His fourth book 

provides a masterful argument in the debate over rhetoric 

and faith. Murphy points out that 

the De doctrina is doubly important. First of 
all, it rebuts those who would deprive the Church of a 
useful tool in the work of winning souls, and thereby 
establishes a clearly prescriptive tradition for the 
Christian community. And second, it lays down certain 
principles of discourse which are important in their 
own right. ( 61) 

One of those important principles was his proposal to 

find examples of style in the scriptures themselves and to 

substitute those examples in the education of the Christian 

rhetor. The proven model of rhetorical training would then 
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be infused with the substance of Christian thought . 

Furthermore, his emphasis on the nature of scripture and of 

the establishment of doctrine based on careful study of the 

Bible gave added educational emphasis to scripture, not only 

for its content but also for its structure and style. 

Generations later the Venerable Bede (673-735) in his 

De Schematibus et Tropis carefully followed Augustine's 

advice; he used scriptural examples as suggested by 

Augustine to demonstrate the various tropes and schemes 

available to the Christian rhetor (whether preacher or 

writer); Bede's work represents only one of many writings 

during the early Middle Ages which combined the authority of 

the scripture and of Augustine to aid the rhetorical 

training of students and scholars of the period. Bede's~ 

Schematibus et Tropis supplemented his larger text De Arte 

Metrica, which Calvin Kendall describes as "deliberately 

limited in scope, a textbook designed for the needs of 

monastic education" ("Bede's Historia Ecclesiastica: The 

Rhetoric of Faith 150). 

Not all the influential compilers and commentators of 

rhetorical material avoided inclusion of Cicero, Virgil, 

Livy, Horace, Lucan, Ovid, Terence, and Juvenal even for 



monastic education. Each of these classical authorities 

provides materials, for example, for Matthew of Vendome's 

thirteenth-century text Ars Versificatoria. Matthew also 

included scripture references from the Gospel of Matthew, 

Corinthians, Proverbs, and Psalms as well as contemporary 

sources such as John of Garland, Isidore of Seville, and 

Geoffrey of Vinsauf. 
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The medieval penchant for inclusiveness undergirded the 

entire educational process; however, the tension resulting 

from such a wide variety of sources was subsumed by the 

medieval desire to include all knowledge within the 

Christian world view. The continuing popularity, however, 

of the debate format, of the dialectic of church letters, 

and of scholastic argumentation demonstrates the 

acknowledgment of the apparent incongruities of such a wide 

variety of apparently opposing points of view. 

One technique for assimilation widely practiced by 

medieval scholars was the art of classification or 

categorization. Peter Elbow recognizes that the medieval 

concern with oppositions found organization within the realm 

of rhetoric itself. Elbow points out that 



Among rhetorical "figures of thoughttl t aught to help 
one find and organize material, there were those that 
involved antithesis and reconciliation of opposites~ 
¢ontentio and concordia discors. {Qppositions 15) 
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To discover truth, then, medieval scholarship demanded a 

knowledge and a scheme for arranging that knowledge so that 

it could be argued and then somehow reconciled to the 

Christian world view. 

As early as the eleventh century, the rhetorical 

curriculum in medieval schools divi ded the study of rhetoric 

into three major parts: ars pa_e_triae (which included both 

poetry and grammar), ars dictaminis, and ars praedicandi. 

These parts were further subdivided into three major areas 

of concern: arrangement or organization, amplification and 

abbreviation, and style and ornamentation {John Matthews 

Manly, "Chaucer and the Rhetoricians" 274). These 

apparently neatly divided categories do, of course, overlap 

both in theory and in practice; for example, Geoffrey of 

Vins au f wr ote h i s popular thi r teenth--c e ntin y .EQ.e.t..r .. L a.__NQYQ a s 

a poem, a treatise on writing verse, and an epistle 

addressed to Pope Innocent III . The combination of letter, 

poem, and instruction illustrates both the inclusive nature 



of the work and the difficu l ty in separating genre and 

technique from the actua l application of the same. 
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Sections on amplification and abbreviation received 

full and separate treatment in Poetria Nova; such attention 

to these two principles was fairly typical of the other 

handbooks of the period. John Matthews Manly asserts that 

the principles are actually derived from the category of 

style ("Chaucer and the Rhetoricians" 277). One could as 

easily argue that the principles of amplification and 

abbreviation were closely associated with arrangement and 

organization. An author ' s decision to amplify or abbreviate 

any section from an authoritative source should influence 

not only the style but also the structure of the piece. In 

fact, the concern with amplification and abbreviation in 

Geoffrey's Poetria Nova demonstrates to the discerning 

contemporary reader the connection between authority and 

invention which concerned most medieval writers. That 

connection involved a careful balance between the text from 

whi c h a n e w a u tho r worked and the t e x t wh i c h he c reated. 

Almost always the st r ucture of a wor k took its form 

from the source from which it sprang; for example, when 

Chaucer uses Boccaccio as a source for his romance Troilus 
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and Criseyde, he accepts the basic structure of t he s ource 

and adapts the narrative within that basic structure through 

the application of amplification and abbreviation. Chaucer 

said it best when he explained: 

For out of olde feldes, as men seyth, 
Cometh al this newe corn from yer to yere, 
And out of olde hokes, in good feyth, 
Cometh al this newe science that men lere. 

(The Parliament of Fowls, 22-25) 

So it should be no surprise to us, and was surely no 

surprise to the medieval student, that the handbooks 

developed such a careful and full explanation of the 

principles of amplification and abbreviation even as they 

routinely covered the basics of beginnings and endings. The 

structure may have been determined in its broad outline by 

the genre design of the authoritative source the writer 

chose to translate or to explain; however, the interior 

design of the new composition would be the invention, the 

discovery, the "newe science" that the writer could create. 

That surprisingly new structure took its shape by the 

skillful application of the principles of amplification and 

abbreviation. 
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At least six principles of amplification appear in 

medieval rhetorical manuals; these include description, 

digression, apostrophe, prosopopeia or effictio, 

circumlocutio, and, finally, expolitio (Manly, ·chaucer and 

the Rhetoricians" 282), Abbreviation receives less 

attention in medieval handbooks; nevertheless, works like 

Malory's Morte D'arthur of necessity practice abbreviation. 

One favorite device of abbreviation is the occupatio: •the 

refusal to describe or narrate" (Manly, "Chaucer and the 

Rhetoricians " 282). Other stylistic methods for 

abbreviation include absolute constructions, asyndeton, and 

predication (Manly, "Chaucer and the Rhetoricians" 282). 

Connected to medieval rhetorical practice were 

techniques of hermeneutics developed for study and 

commentary of the Bible; principles of hermeneutics also 

infused the secular writing process. In an article about 

vernacular translation and its connection to rhetoric, R. A. 

Shoaf points out: 

Vernacular translation had developed historically out 
of the hermeneutical enterprise of textual commentary 
and out of the rhetorical prescription of exercitatio. 

When vernacular translation comes to be an artistic 
rather than simply instructive enterprise, it is 
governed by a rhetorical model of invention which has 
itself been redefined in terms of textual 



interpretation. This interpretative act of invention 
is realized through elocuti,Q and dispositio which 
assume the function of glossing and cornmentative 
interpolation, that of enabling the translator to 
interpret and rework his materia verbally and 
structurally. ("Notes" 66) 
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Rita Copeland's recent work on the relationship between 

rhetoric and hermeneutics within the field of medieval 

translation provides new insight into the process of 

composition practiced by most medieval writers. She argues 

that the transmission of culture through vernacular texts 

(most often the offspring of translation durin~ the Middle 

Ages) can be understood only when the practices behind the 

t exts a r e placed in the context of culture. She argues : 

in the Middle Ages, the dominant discourse has 
become hermeneutics which ... gives rhetoric new 
life, that restores the power of rhetoric by 
redefining inyentio as hermeneutical inquiry, as the 
discovery of the meaning of inherited textual matter. 
Rhetorical production represents the elucidation of 
that discovered meaning. The tradition of vernacular 
translation that emerges from academic herrneneutical 
practice . .. achieves these aims under ... a 
strong exegetical directive. (Rhetoric 222) 

The majority of writers in the medieval West trained 

and studied under the auspices of the church. Quite 

naturally the ongoing struggle with authority and faith in 

the church and society carried over into the secular writing 
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processes, also . Writers of the many commentaries on both 

secular and sacred topics as well as the writers of 

encyclopedic volumes of knowledge, like Isidore of Seville, 

utilized the tropes of contentio and concordia discours as a 

means of discovering truth. Copeland emphasizes the 

significance of the textual authority of older texts when 

she writes: 

. in the medieval context of rhetorical poetic, 
invention can often assume the existence of a textual 
legacy, an inherited tradition of written authority 
which will provide a topical reserve. In this 
literary- rhetorical context, invention . . has taken 
on the added meaning of ... the interpretation of 
antecedent textual authority. ("Rhetoric and 
Vernacular Translation" 63) 

Unfortunately, many of the commentaries of the period 

remain inaccessible for widespread modern review since so 

many contemporary scholars are unable or unwilling to review 

materials which have not been translated into their 

respective vernaculars. Such reliance on relatively few 

translations coupled with a limited knowledge of the 

principles and problems of translation makes it difficult 

for the contemporary student to comprehend the interplay 

which occurs between the original text and the text produced 
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by the translator during the process of translation. The 

concern of medieval writers to convey the spirit, the 

letter, and the structure of orginal text influenced writing 

traditions throughout the period. 

The techniques taught in the classroom for composition 

appear in the popular handbooks of the period. Since so 

much of the writing done in the medieval period involved 

translation, exegesis, and hermeneutics, the rhetorical 

handbooks most widely used spent more space on the concepts 

of style and ornamentation than on arrangement and 

organization . Matthew of Vendome ' s ALa. Versificandi and 

Geoffrey of Vinsauf's Poetria Noya, for example, treat 

arrangement first but summarily. They discuss the order of 

arrangement as being either natural or artificial, by which 

they mean chronologically ordered (natural) or interlaced 

(artificial). The term "interlaced" is not a term used in 

the handbooks, but the descriptions of the artificial 

arrangement suggest what develops into a rather elaborate 

arrangement scheme common to medieval narratives, whether 

secular or sacred . In his Poetria Noya, Geoffrey of Vinsauf 

describes two basic ways to begin an artificially ordered 
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work~ First he reconunends i nversion of the order by either 

placing the middle or the ending first, and then he suggests 

the use of proverbs or examples: 

Expert art inverts matters so as not to pervert them; 
it displaces material so as to place it better 
thereby. This order, though reversed, is more pleasant 
and by far better than the straight-forward order. 
The latter is sterile, but the former fertile, from 
its marvelous source sending out more branches from 
the parent trunk, changing one branch into many, a 
single into several, one into eight. (Gallo 21) 

Geoffrey's metaphor compares the various ways of 

starting and arranging a work to the intricate branching 

system o f a tree limb; such a metaphor remind s his students 

and today's reader of the myriad creative possibilities 

involved with the beginning of a work. Geoffrey continues: 

The high point of the work does not radiate only from 
the very end, but has a double glory: the end of the 
work and the middle. Art can draw a pleasant 
beginning out of either . It plays about almost like a 
magician, and brings it about that the last becomes 
first, the future the present, the oblique direct, the 
remote near, the rustic matters become polished, old 
becomes new, public private, black white, and vile 
precious. (Gallo 22) 

The image of the writer as a magi c ian who reorders his 

materials into something new suggests Geoffrey ' s 

enthusiastic assessment of the art of composition. Finally, 



he carefully outlines the various techniques for opening a 

work of art and connects those techniques to style. He 

writes: 
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by careful investigation, three branches of the 
opening are discovered: by the end, by the middle, and 
by proverbs. The fourth is by example, which, like 
the opening by proverbs, grows into three branches. 
And style takes pride in these eight branches. (Gallo 
23) 

As important and popular as the treatise by Geoffrey of 

Vinsauf may have been, several important Latin sources (or 

authorities) used by Geoffrey also greatly influenced the 

medieval view of rhetoric . Although Aristotle's treatise on 

rhetoric was virtually unknown in the West before the 

fifteenth century, the Roman rhetorical tradition as 

represented by Cicero in his early De Inventione and the 

pseudo-Ciceronian Rhetorica ad Herennium greatly influenced 

medieval curriculum; Quintilian's Institutio Oratoria also 

exerted notable influence during the twelfth century and 

before (Murphy, Rhetoric 123); Horace's Ars Poetica also 

survived into the Middle Ages and exerted influence on 

medieval education. James J. Murphy notes that "the history 

of the arts of discourse in the middle ages is at least in 
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part the history of the survival of classical works" 

(Rhetoric 132), and the significance of the influential 

survivors--Cicero, Quintilian, and Horace~must be taken 

into account by contemporary studies. O. B. Hardison, Jr., 

makes an emphatic point in his investigation into the 

history of medieval literary criticsm: 

The history of medieval criticism in the West must be 
a history of Latin criticism .... The authors who 
created medieval criticism were part of an 
international cultural elite. Their ultimate sources 
were Greek and Roman on one hand, and Palestinian on 
the other, and their proximate sources were mostly 
fourth-century and Latin .... ("Toward a History of 
Medieval Literary Critic i sm" 4-5) 

Robe.rt O. Payne's influentia l study on Chaucer's 

poetics, The Key of Remembrance, provides a clear 

perspective on the significance of the rhetorical manuals 

used during the Middle Ages; he recognizes, like Hardison, 

that the manuals were indeed Latin criticism, and that the 

purpose for the works was predominantly pedagogical. He 

argues that the handbooks themselves do not exert direct 

influence on vernacular poetry : 

More important .. . is the fact that generations of 
medieval university students were taught from these 
manuals, and by the men who wrote them; the teachers 
themselves were products of the same culture, the same 
educational system. That is, if we are to come near 



to understanding the importance of such writings, we 
must see them whole, not only as formulative, but as 
representative of a way of thinking about poetry. 
{18) 
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That way of thinking about poetry expects interaction 

of poet with authoritative material. Medieval invention 

springs from the authority of the ancient texts. In the 

medieval West, no text is more revered than the Bible 

itself; consequently, scripture provides the authority for a 

significant amount of medieval invention. 

Biblical exegesis and hermeneutics provide both subject 

matter and literary methodology for the medieval writer. 

The inspiration of the scripture and interpretation of that 

scripture provided by the church provide interesting sources 

and parallels for medieval composition. For example, 

tradition tells that an angel commanded the first English 

poet to sing; the theme the angel suggested was creation. 

Northrop Frye says of the untutored Caedmon: 

Once started ... there was no stopping Caedmon until 
he had sung his way through the entire mythological 
corpus .... Creation, Israel/Egypt/promised land, 
Lord's incarnation, passion, resurrection and 
ascension

1 
coming of Holy Spirit, acts of apostles, 

hello ... Caedmon was thus doing what the medieval 
miracle plays were later to do in huge cyclical 
sequences. {Secular 11) 
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The Bible, then, provided both subject matter and structure 

for Caedmon's song sequence; throughout the medieval period 

the Bible continued to provide inspiration, subject matter, 

and structure. 

When the Bible provides both subject matter and 

structure for medieval narrative, the cycle form as 

arrangement is obvious. The Corpus Christi mystery plays 

follow just such a structure and are, indeed, labeled as 

cycle plays. V. A. Kolve in his seminal study The Play 

Called Corpus Christi suggests that a core of biblical 

narratives, which he called the protocycle, forms the 

structure for the extant Corpus Christi cycles. He outlines 

the essential structure of the cycle plays as containing at 

least the following episodes: 

The Fall of Lucifer 
The Creation and Fall of Man 
Cain and Abel 
Noah and the Flood 
Abraham and Isaac 
The Nativity (Annunciation to Jesus and the Doctors) 
The Raising of Lazarus (the only Ministry play staged 

by all cycles) 
The Passion (Conspiracy to Harrowing of Hell) 
The Resurrection (Setting of the Watch to the 

Ascension) 
Doomsday. (51) 
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Kolve notes that the episodes mentioned above occur in 

each of the five known cycle sequences (Chester, York, 

Wakefield or Towneley, and N-Town). Of secondary importance 

are the following episodes: the story of Moses including 

either the Exodus story or the giving of the law (or both), 

the Prophets who foretell the corning of Christ, the baptism 

and the temptation of Christ, and the assumption and 

coronation of Mary (51). Kolve examines the principles of 

selection f0r the protocycle and develops the thesis that 

the medieval categorization of time into the seven ages of 

man provided one criterion for selection as well as the 

inclusion of what he calls "figures of Christ," i.e., Isaac, 

Moses, and Lazarus. 

If, on the other hand, we examine the episodes 

carefully using the criteria of the cycle form itself, an 

alternating pattern of falling and rising presents itself 

for our consideration. Lucifer's fall initiates the 

structure of the cycle plays; God's creation of man 

introduces a pattern of rising, but then man falls because 

of Lucifer's temptation. Man continues his fall when Cain 

kills Abel; however, within that fall, the sacrifice of the 
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good man (Abel) prefigures the pattern of sacrifice to atone 

for the fall; the flood episode with Noah and the ark 

represents both an upward pattern and a downward pattern. 

Since man had become so utterly evil, God destroys evil 

while preserving Noah and his family to begin a new world (a 

type of New Eden). The cycle drama continues with rising 

patterns of new beginnings with the story of Abraham and 

Isaac. God tests Abraham by asking him to sacrifice his 

beloved son; Abraham's willingness to sacrifice heralds a 

new redemption. Not only is Isaac saved from sacrifice when 

God reveals the substitute ram but the sacrifice of the ram 

also marks the beginning of a new race, a new nation through 

which God promised He would redeem all the world. Following 

the Abraham and Isaac episode in Kolve's protocycle listing 

is the Nativity. God descends and condescends to come down 

to man (a type of fall); when Christ raises Lazarus from the 

dead, He demonstrates the power He possesses to reverse that 

fall~the fall of man and the descent of God to earth. 

During the passion section Jesus demonstrates the final 

"fall" of God. He dies and descends to Hell before 

reversing the pattern of fall. With the harrowing of Hell 
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and the resurrection, Jesus beg ins the upward movement of 

the redemption cycle, which is climaxed by his ascension to 

heaven. The pattern of the cycle does not stop with the 

ascension . The forthcoming doomsday episode promises to 

repeat the cycle with two separate conclusions o Jesus 

descends again to the earth at the second corning; he raises 

his followers up with him to heaven where the judgment 

sequence occurs. The true followers ascend to final bliss 

in the New Jersulern while thL nonbelievers fall to an 

eternity in hell. 

Each of the sce nes chosen for t he essential core of the 

cycle plays demonstrates the medieval understanding of the 

Bible and perhaps, too, the patristic tradition of the Ages 

of Man. But the prime movement in the cycle is the descent 

of God to His creation and the resultant ascent or descent 

of mortals depending of their individual responses to the 

Advent. Kolve comments on the centrality of Advent: 

In an age of religious faith, it is not surprising 
that the moments judged to be most important in human 
history are those in which God openly and decisively 
interven es . The central Advent is never celebrated 
without re f erence both ways in time, to the first 
corning and the last . (59) 
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The cyclical structure of the drama sequence echoes the 

cycle of redemption implicit in the Feast of Corpus Christi 

itself since the plays depicted the salvation symbolized in 

the communion sacrament. To celebrate the Eucharist was to 

celebrate in the here and now the continual rebirth of 

Christ in man and woman and to receive the salvation figured 

in the human participation in the communion ritual. 

Medieval writers, steeped in biblical exegesis and the 

principles of composition provided in ~he rhetorical 

curriculum of the period, would naturally imitate on both 

conscious and subconscious levels the structure found in the 

scripture and the artificial structure recommended as the 

most "fertile" by the rhetorical tradition. The cycle 

structure as a form of arrangement is most frequently 

studied in relation to the cycle drama and to the romance 

cycles. The connection between the arrangement of the Bible 

and the arrangement of material in the cycle drama is 

relatively easy to demonstrate. Perhaps not so easily 

recognized is a similar connection between the patterns of 

arrangement used in the Bible and those applied to the 

romance cycles. 
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In The Secular Scripture: A StlliJY of Romanc_e, Northrop 

Frye discusses patterns of ascent and descent as being the 

prime structural dynamic in romance. He suggests that the 

connection between the cyclical patterns of sin and 

redemption in the Bible provides a mythic archetype for 

romance. He explains: 

Explicitly for the first eighteen centuries of the 
Christian era, and implicitly after and long before 
that, these patterns of ascent and descent have been 
spread over a mythological universe consisting of four 
main levels, two above our own, one below it. The 
highes t level is heaven, the place of the presence of 
God: this world is strictly beyond space .... The 
world above the moon is traditionally thought of as 
the world tha t escaped the fall, and is consequently 
what is left of the order of nature as God originally 
made it . ( 9 7 ) 

Frye explains that levels two and three are the levels 

associated with people. Level two is associated with the 

Garden of Eden, the perfectly created paradise made for Adam 

and Eve before their disobedience; level three is the world 

in which mortals now live, the fallen world. Frye points 

out that man is unhappy in level three: 

Level three is the world of ordinary experience we now 
live i n . Animals and plants seem to be well adjusted 
to this world, but man, though born in it, is not of 
it: his natural home is level two, where God intended 
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him to live. Level four is the demonic world or hell, 
in Christianity not part of the order of nature but an 
autonomous growth, usually placed below ground. (98) 

The protagonist of a romancei whether male or female, 

will experience the same patterns of rise and fall and rise 

suggested in the structure of the biblical narratives. 

Secular romance flourished during the Middle Ages partially 

in response, perhaps, to the Bible's familiar structure and 

themes of trials, temptations, falls, and redemptiono 

Critics acknowledge the significance of the narratives ~1d 

the themes developed in the Bible, especially for an 

i nterpre t ation of medieval text s i n t he We.st . During the 

Middle Ages, even illiterate and semi-literate populations 

celebrated the biblical themes and stories in holidays, 

feasts, art, and worship. The literate man or woman, most 

often educated by the church for church service, recognized 

in the narratives and themes of the Bible a cohesive and 

conscious structure not only for life and worship but also 

for writing and art, whether sacred or secular. 

How then should we identify and analyze the structure 

of the Bible, as it was understood i n the Middle Ag-es? For 

most medieval readers St. Jerome 1 s Vulgate edition of the 
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Bible provided the basis for serious study. How did this 

text become authoritative? A mixture of scholarship, church 

authority, and tradition served to help establish the canon 

which Jerome translated for ease of study in the Roman 

period. Nonetheless, initial acceptance of an authoritative 

canon as well as the later Vulgate translation did not occur 

without debate. Conflict over religious texts occurs 

regularly throughout the history of the church. The recent 

furor over the Dead Sea Scrolls and the decision of the 

Huntington Library to release microform copies of the 

scrolls demonstrate that the concern over interpretation and 

pos sible misinterpretation stil l troubles religious minds. 

Controversies over canon formation occurred throughout the 

early Christian era and the Middle Ages, but major church 

debate about the biblical canon dominated the early church 

(third to sixth century) and erupted again in the thirteenth 

century with the debate over new vernacular versions of 

scripture like John Wyclif's version in the late 1300's. 

The sometimes violent debates over the canon involved 

medieval educational and administrative leaders as well as 

medieval church authorities. The issue at stake was 

a uthority, a uthor ity to transmi t a world vi ew, a culture, 

but most of all a message of redemption and salvation. Both 



secular and sacred leaders of the Middle Ages understood 

that their debates involved eternal consequences. 
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If such controversies once seemed foreign to us, 

contemporary concerns over the literary canon provide an 

intriguing analogy. Should American literature texts, for 

example, begin with the literature of European colonization 

as they have traditionally done? Many theorists argue that 

American literature should begin with Native American myth. 

Who decides which works are included? What criteria are 

used to decide the literary quality of a work? Who develops 

those cr i teria'? When contemporary scholars puzzle over the 

political ramifications and the practical considerations of 

anthology-building, the problem sometimes appears too 

complicated for resolution. Even if the present-day furor 

limits itself to this world, the amount of controversy 

convinces most participants in the debate that the stakes 

are indeed high. The current controversy over canon 

formation strikes at the heart of our definition of 

literature and its role in society; in a similar fashion, 

the medieval debates about the biblical canon and its 

interpretation involved the medieval v i ew o f culture , 

religion, and society . 
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The accepted biblical text dur i ng the Middle Ages 

divided into two sections-the Old and New •restaments. The 

story of the Bible, from creat i on to doomsday, appears to 

follow a very linear timeline; nevertheless, the narratives 

contained within that historical frame repeated the rise and 

fall cycle pattern of ascent and descent. Interpretation of 

the multiplicity of episodes contained in the separate books 

of the canon depended upon an understanding of the 

centrality of an episode which occur red near the end of the 

tale. D. S. Brewer explains this principle as follows: 

.. medieval writer s ... t olerated a degree 
of ... multiplicity of points of view within one 
piece of writing that the artistic totalitarianism of 
the twentieth century finds hard to bear. This does 
not mean that there is no general cohesion in the 
subject matter .... In such literature it will be 
found that one principal event, usually near the end 
of the work, effectively dominates the heterogeneous 
material. In the Bible it is the Crucifixion and 
Resurrection ... with Malory, it is the death of 
Arthur . ("Introduction" 22-23) 

To clearly demonstrate the influence of the Bible and 

its narratives on the structure of medieval narrative 

r equires carefu l at tent ion to the open-·e nded nature of 

b i blical accounts. Christ's second coming, predicted by the 



New Testament, and the judgment foretold by book of 

Revelation are yet to be. The anticipation of the second 

corning underscores the mythic structure of regeneration. 
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The new heavens and the new earth are predicted, but not 

realized. The structure of the Bible, then, is not 

complete; the story of the corning of Christ remains an 

ever-present hope. The church continually recreates itself 

during the interim as it celebrates the life, death, and 

resurrection of Christ as a constant reminder of the cycle 

of redemption. Thematically, though, the cycle takes on a 

spiral form. The upward spiral moves closer to the final and 

future ascent. The structure of the Bible (and also of 

romance) brings together the past and the future in the 

present. Northrop Frye elaborates: 

We are perhaps beginning to see ... that to recreate 
the past and bring it into the present is only half 
the operation. The other half consists of bringing 
something into the present which is potential or 
possible, and in that sense belongs to the future. 
This recreation of the possible or future or 
ideal constitutes the wise-fulfillment element in 
romance .... Thus the recreation of romance brings 
us into a present where past and future are gathered, 
in Eliot's phrase. (~~ul§.,r Scripture 179) 

Such an understanding about time permeates medieval 

writing. The medieval church celebrated the past and the 
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future in the present; that celebration influenced the forms 

of worship and service ~ The liturgy and practices of the 

medieval religious community demonstrate the historical and 

episodic nature of the biblical text in annual festivals 

which mark the cycle of the church year. Certain themes~ 

such as devotion, redemption, salvation, sin, pride~ 

provided a cohesive force within the text as well as for the 

society which reflected the basic structure of that 

authoritative text, the Bible. So the structure of the 

medieval world was first a product of interpretation of 

sacred text and later a product of the interpretation of the 

t ext by the church. 

Consequently, a study of the structure of the Bible 

will lead to additional study of the religious practices of 

the church and its leadership, for these practices 

demonstrate how the clergy and the laity translated the 

precepts into practice. A review of that practice will 

demonstrate the pervasive nature of the cycle and/or spiral 

as structuring devices for medieval worship, work, writing, 

and l i ving . 



CHAPTER III 

PATTERNS OF TIME .AND RITUAL 

Soo at Candalmasse many moo grete lordes came 
thyder for to have wonne the swerde, but there 
myghte none prevaille. And right as Arthur dyd at 
Cyristmasse he dyd at Candelmasse, and pulled oute 
the swerde easely, wherof the barons were sore 
agreved and put it of in delay till the hyghe 
feste of Eester. 

(Malory 15: 31-36) 

When did Arthur first pull the sword from the stone? A 

Cri1:-istmas tournament provided the setting for the first 

public revelation of Arthur's identity. In order to prove 

himself to be the new ruler of England, Arthur repeated the 

feat three additional times: at Candlemas, at Easter, and 

finally at Pentecost. The setting utilized in the narrative 

followed the church feast calendar, which infuses the 

recognition of Arthur with sacred symbolism. How a society 

views time and patterns time reveals important clues to its 

values and its culture; throughout the Middle Ages, time and 

the patterns of time reveal the interaction of the sacred 

with the secular. Even without extensive training in the 

4 8 
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church calendar of the Middle Ages, the Malory reader today 

can easily recognize the relationship between the sacred and 

the secular in the sword-in-the-stone narrative. Arthur 

established his kingdom following a time cycle which 

mirrored Christ's establishment of his kingdom: Christmas, 

birth; Candlemas, presentation; Easter, death and 

resurrection; and Pentecost, establishment of the kingdom 

with the arrival of the Holy Spirit. 

Throug:iout the Morte Darthur Pentecost serves as the 

central focus for the year. On that day Arthur's knights 

return to the Round Table and Arthur to renew their pledge 

and begin new service; knightings (by Arthur and Guinevere) 

most frequently occur during a Pentecost or Whitsunday 

feast. During the Middle Ages, most adult communicants 

received baptism at Easter or Whitsunday; in fact, 

Whitsunday received its name from the white garments worn by 

the converts after baptism. To be ushered into the 

fellowship of the Round Table and to become a part of the 

kingdom of Arthur took on the sacred associations of the 

initiation of Christian converts into the kingdom of God. 

Malory's romance richly demonstrates the interrelationship 
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between the sacred and the secular in medieval culture. When 

Robert Merrill examines Malory's awareness of the cultural 

crisis of his day, he points out: 

Malory is consummately aware that he is writing 
the history of the Round Table, and he coordinates 
the events in the rise of the Round Table with the 
feast days which comprise the history of the 
Church and thus account for its rise. It is not 
merely that such coordination was a common or 
conventional method of dating used in the Middle 
Ages; rather Malory's romance is a response to the 
kind of objective culture Christianity has become. 
(108) 

In a study of the Christian liturgy, Marion Hatchett 

notes the close connection be t ween the structure of time and 

the structure of liturgy: 

To be a Christian was to remember and to expect. 
The pattern of the Christian life was the pattern 
of the liturgical week, a rhythm of preparation 
and fulfillment, of Word and Sacrament, of chronos 
and kairos. (48-49) 

Christian worship and the sacred dimension which 

infused the social patterns of the medieval period provided 

meaning and form for medieval society in a way only dimly 

imagined by modern students of medieval li terature .. In a 

study of the Corpus Christi plays, V. A. Kolve argues that 
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The Christian story, a l one among the histories and 
myths important to our cultur e, has imposed its 
rhythms upon the Western year, and we cannot play 
fragments of that story without respecting their 
place in the year's anniversary sequence (35). 

Contemporary readers do not always recognize the 

rhythms of the anniversary sequence of the church calendar 

simply because they are unfamiliar with its cycle. However, 

they can study the patterns and rhythms of medieval 

Christian worship and the Christian calendar; such a study 

will help the reader appreci~~e both the form and the 

meaning of medieval writings. A study of the church's 

wor s hip and c a l endar sequence s hou l d s uf fic ient ly 

demonstrate the predominance of the cycle and the spiral as 

patterns for means of arrangement for literary expression; 

because these patterns structure medieval consciousness and 

medieval culture, they structure most medieval writing. 

As early as the second century A.D. private times of 

prayer marked the cycle of the day. Such prayer times 

mirrored Jewish traditions which were adapted to Christian 

purposes . 1rhe prayer t i mes were midnight (Vigilia or night 

wat ch) , sunrise (Mat u . .tinuro. or morning prayer), n i ne o'clock 

(Tertia or prayer of t he third hour ), noon (Sexta or prayer 
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of the sixth hour ), three o' clock (N.Qng or prayer of the 

ninth hour), and evening (Lucernarium or the prayers at the 

time the lamps were lit) (Weiser 19). Such a prayer cycle 

followed the natural solar day, but each segment of that day 

became the focus for spiritual renewal. For example, events 

in the Passion of Christ were associated with the third, 

sixth, and ninth hours (Hatchett 44). The third hour marked 

the beginning of the crucifixion; from the sixth hour to the 

ninth hour darkness had covered the face of the earth while 

Christ hung on the cross . At the sixth hour darkness fell, 

and a t the ninth hour Chris t ca l led out to God and died. 

Upon Hi s dea t h, the vei l which separ a t ed the Ho l y of Holies 

in the Temple in Jerselurn was rent from top to bottom, 

earthquakes shook the earth, and even the graves were 

disturbed (Matthew 27: 45-51) . 

Cockcrow or dawn is associated with Peter's denial of 

Christ. It was at dawn that Peter recognized his last 

denial had fulfilled the prediction of Jesus that Peter 

would deny Hi m three times before the cock crowed (Matthew 

26:75) . Consequently Peter's three denia l s during the 

t r ials of Jesus befo re the Sa nhedr in and be fore Pilate 

provide signification for the morning prayer sequence . 
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Midnight also carried traditional meaning . According to 

Marion Hatchett, "Midnight was associated with the praise of 

God by all creation and with the expectation of Christ's 

return" (44). 

By the high Middle Ages, the prayer cycle marked the 

passage of the day not only in the church and the monastery 

but also in the marketplace. Throughout the day the tolling 

of the church bells would remind the hearers of the passing 

of time and the need for devotion. Guides for private 

devotion were developed; literate people all during the 

Mi ddle Ages used med i tati on books, which were called hour 

books . Such books guided the reader through a prayer cycle 

which followed the official prayer hours, and each time 

period was devoted to appropriate readings in the psalms, in 

the gospels, and in liturgical texts such as prayers and 

creeds (Weiser 21). 

The daily prayer cycle celebrated Christ's life each 

day; in similar fashion, that cycle expanded into weeks and 

seasons in the liturgical calendars which were developed 

during the transitional era between the classical and the 

Chr i s t ian eras . The liturgica l week demonst r ates mos t 

clearly the interplay between the cycle and the spiral as 



structural forms for worship, ritual, and culture. While 

most calendars are based upon a seven-day week , the 

liturgical week also includes an unseen, but understood, 

eighth day. Hatchett explains as follows: 
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Eight is the number which transcends seven, which 
represents the breaking of the closed cycle 
symbolized by seven; the number which symbolizes 
redemption, baptism; which symbolizes the New Age, 
the kairos, the fulfillment of time, the Eschaton. 
The structure of the liturgical week was based 
upon looking back to the First day {Creation, 
Light, Resurrection, Pentecost) and looking 
forward to the Eighth Day {kairos, redemption, and 
Eschaton). (44) 

The significance of the eighth day, consequently, is in 

fulfillment of the second coming; in medieval manuscripts an 

emphasis on an event occurring on the eighth day might 

signify a special fulfillment or even a symbolic association 

with doomsday or the final judgment day. 

In the same way that cockcrow represented a new 

beginning of the day, Sunday~the first day of the week--was 

associated with the creation of light, the resurrection of 

Christ, and the descent of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. 

~ho wors ' · ~ associ'ated, ·.~i t h the f i rs t day· o f t he we ek marked ~ ~ Dl~ • 

Christianity from its beginning. Sunday marked the 



corrunemoration of the resurrection of Christ and quickly 

replaced the Sabbath as the high holy day of the week. 

Francis Weiser explains the connection between the weekly 

celebration of Christ's resurrection and the annual Easter 

ritual: 
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Sunday is a solemn memorial of Christ's 
resurrection, a "little Easter" occurring every 
week. As such it commemorates the Lord's 
resurrection as well as all other mysteries of His 
life and redemption, and becomes in the fullest 
sense a "Day of the Lord." (12) 

Different days of the week took on special symbolism 

during the early Middle Ages. Just as Genesis 1 established 

the creation week as a liturgical format for both the Jewish 

and Christian calendars, the Christian week especially 

celebrated Christ's life, death, resurrection, and return. 

During the Middle Ages Monday became associated with 

Christ's birth, and Tuesday marked a celebration of his 

baptism (Hatchett 94). According to medieval tradition, 

Judas betrayed Christ to the Jews on Wednesday, so that day 

on the liturgical calendar was marked by fasting and sorrow. 

Thursday became especially honored as the day of the 

institution of conununion since Christ celebrated the Last 
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Supper with his disciples on that day. Other events of 

Thursday night in Christ ' s Passion included his prayer vigil 

in Gethsemane, where he wa.s finally betrayed by Judas• kiss 

and was arrested by the authorities. On Friday, Christ died 

and was buried. Both Wednesday and Friday are called 

station days, a military term for keeping watch (Hatchett 

47); medieval Christians often fasted on these days. A 

similar period of fasting is also practiced during the 

annual celebration of Lent, the forty days before Easter. 

During the second and third centuries after Christ's 

death, those who wished to become full members of the Church 

underwent a significant ritual during the Thursday, Friday, 

and Saturday before Easter. Saturday was a formal night 

spent in vigil. At sunrise (or cockcrow) on Easter morning, 

a priest or bishop said special prayers over the water which 

would be used for baptism. The initiate would be annointed 

with oil and then undergo the rite of baptism. Immersion 

three times accompanied a verbal affirmation of the 

individual's belief in God the Father, the Son, and the Holy 

Spirit (Hatchett 35 -36) . This three-fold affirmation at 

cockcrow represented a symbol ic counterpoint to St.. Peter's 

three-fold rejection of Christ before the Crucifixion. It 
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also represented a symbol of personal resurrection since the 

baptism at daybreak would parallel the time of Christ's 

resurrection . By the ninth century .the Saturday-night vigil 

became especially associated with Mary. Saturday of each 

week became associated with Mary because writers of that 

time believed that only she held a vigil of hope, that she 

d id not grieve or doubt. Her vigil was one of belief and 

expectation, not of despair (Weiser 29) . Saturday, too, 

marks the traditional day of Christ's harrowing of hell. 

His final descent to the lowest part of the cycle reverses 

when Chr is t r edeems souls from hell and begins the upward 

movement toward His resurrection. The upward movement of 

the cycle will climax with Christ's ascension, which 

prefigures the spiritual cycle of His followers. 

A new weekly cycle began each Sunday; the Lord's Day 

ritually bound the church and the communicant in a cycle of 

renewal. Early Christians celebrated communion each week on 

Sunday, so that Sunday became a sacred feast day, a time of 

great rejoicing . Each Sunday celebration brought together 

the past, the present, and the future as the celebrant 

remembered Christ's death and resurrec tion, took the 
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eucharist, and anticipated the eighth day, the return of 

Christ. Such anticipation of the mythic eternal, or pure 

time, which resides outside temporal reality interrupts the 

weekly cycle by suggesting a spiraling movement upward and 

outward toward Jesus• return as the hope of the future. 

When the Fourth Lateran Council authorized the doctrine 

of transubstantiation in 1215, the mystery surrounding the 

eucharist and the ceremony attendant to the ritual 

profoundly affected the way communicants participated in the 

ceremony. The rite eventually became so mysterious that by 

the end of the Middle Ages the altar was hidden behind a 

screen and the priest executed the rite behind the screen 

with his back to the congregation. The eucharist became a 

mystery reserved almost exclusively for the priesthood; 

participation by the ordinary church-goer became an annual 

event reserved for Easter. In fact, many church members 

stopped receiving communion after their initial communion 

until the time of death, when the last rites would be 

administered. Since legislation requiring annual communion 

often appears in the records of the later Middle Ages, the 

practice of communion by the laity obviously had declined 

(Hatchett 92-93). 
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The cycle of the Christian year can be observed, 

studied, or celebrated by following the chronology of the 

Christian calendar. During the Middle Ages holy days and 

holidays, the sacred and secular, were holistically 

celebrated. The arrangement of the year provided not only a 

way to record time but also a way to imbue certain days and 

seasons with special significance. The liturgical seasons 

included celebrations of the life of Christ, commemorations 

of the lives of saints, and devotion to divine mysteries. 

Even during the later Middle Ages, the celebrations were not 

all formally fixed; for example, the celebration of Corpus 

Christi was not fixed until the thirteenth century by Pope 

Urban IV. This celebration of the mystery of the eucharist 

quickly became an important holiday for the later Middle 

Ages. The great Corpus Christi play cycles pay literary 

homage to the popularity of the day. 

How were new feasts such as Corpus Christi instituted 

by the Church? Each new feast has its own history; for 

Corpus Christi the narrative begins with a lowly nun from 

Belgium. saint Juliana was a prioress of Mount Cornillon 

who believed that God spoke to her, through a vision, about 

the establishment of a special day to honor communion, a day 



separate from Maundy Thursday of the Easter week. Shortly 

after Juliana's death, Pope Urban IV fixed the festival on 

the calendar to be celebrated on the Thursday after 

Pentecost. Furthermore, he commissioned Thomas Aquinas to 

write the service for the new holy day {Weiser 259-60). 
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Often newly celebrated feasts were informally added to 

honor local martyrs or saints; consequently, any study of 

the church calendar will vary from locale to locale. These 

dirferences in the calendars can still be observed in the 

Catholic Church today. A day in honor of St -. Mary Seton, 

f or example, may be binding on American CathoJ. ics since she 

was an American, but her celebration would be optional in 

other countries. However confusing the various calendars 

may appear when compared, some celebrations were {and are) 

universally recognized on the church calendar. 

Early church calendars demonstrate the proliferation of 

saint's day celebrations; to understand any symbolic meaning 

which was attached to a saint's day, the modern reader must 

become aware of the saint's legend. For example, Saint 

Valentine's Day is still connected on today's calendar with 

love. The love celebrated extends beyond romantic love to 
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include love for friends and family. If the legend about 

Saint Valentine's sacrificial love fo r the early Christian 

community is known, that knowledge enriches the celebration 

with the spiritual associations it possessed during the 

Middle Ages when Saint Valentine's story was a part of the 

cultural consciousness. The oldest extant ecclesiastical 

calendar lists over eighty annual observances important to 

church celebrations. (See Appendix, Figure 1.) The 

Englishman St . Willibrod, who was an apostle to the 

Frisians, organized the calendar sometime from 702 to 706 

A.D . The orginal Latin manuscript is located in the 

Bibliotheque Nationale i n Paris, Lat i n MS ~ 10837 . Only a 

few of the church festivals recorded on this ancient 

calendar are still connected with specific calendar days by 

secular readers of today. For example, Sto Patrick's Day 

appears on Willibrod's calendar on the traditional March 17 

and Christ's birth is listed on December 25. Other listings 

have become obscure for the modern reader. If, for example, 

Arthur pulled the sword from the stone on January 6, which 

is the feast of Epiphany, many contemporary readers miss the 

religious connotation which would have been obvious to the 

medieval reader. If a medieval work uses Saints' Days or 
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church festivals as part of its setting (and almost all do), 

readers today need to research the significance of the 

festival to evaluate the meaning of the setting ~ 

Recently, the Second Vatican Council defined the 

purpose of the church calendar. In the Constitution on the 

Sacred Liturgy (nos. 102-105), the Council defined the 

calendar as a means of celebrating the lives of Christ, 

Mary, and the martyrs and saints. From St. Willibrod's 

annual calendar in the eighth century to the 1991 Catholic 

Almanac the purpose of the calendar has been consistent: 

The calendar of the Roman Church consists of an 
arrangement throughout the year of a series of 
liturgical seasons, corrunemorations of divine 
mysteries and corrunemorations of saints for 
purposes of worship. (Catholic Almanac 1991 235) 

The cycle of the calendar follows the cycle of the seasons. 

Within that cycle the church 

unfolds the whole mystery of Christ, not only from 
His incarnation and birth until His ascension, but 
also as reflected in the day of Pentecost, and the 
expectaion of a blessed, hoped-for return of the 
Lord. (Catholic Almanac~ 235) 

The season of Advent marks both the end and the 

beginning of the liturgical year. This season begins four 



63 

weeks before Christmas " Consis t ent with the cyclical 

pattern of anticipation and f ulfillment c Advent anticipates 

the incarnation. However, the first two weeks emphasize the 

Christians' preparation for Christ'i second coming as Judge. 

Ralph Baldwin reminds medieval readers that "The life of the 

mediaeval Christian ... was framed by Creation and 

Doomsday, the covers for the liber vitae of mediaeval man" 

("Unity" 20). Appropriately, the first two weeks of the 

Advent period which look forward to the second coming of 

Christ were solemnized with a season of penance and fasting. 

During the next two weeks the emphasis shifts to a 

celebration of the first coming, so the pattern of 

remembrance begins. Within the four weeks of Advent, the 

juxtaposition of the past and the future in the present is 

clearly practiced. The annual cycle is renewed immediately 

after a period of anticipation of the open-ended spiraling 

into the new age. 

Christians in Rome as early as 354 A.D. celebrated 

Christ's birth on December 25 (Catholic Encyclopedia 

"Calendar 11 160). However suspect that date may be 

historically , it initiates the Christian year as well as the 

nativity cycle; the eighth day after Christ's birth is 
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Janua1y 1: the traditional date for His circwncision. 

Epiphany, popularly known as Twelfth Night, occurs on 

January 6; the visit of the Magi to the infant Christ is 

commemorated by this calendar feast. The early church also 

celebrated Christ's baptism at Ephiphany (Catholic 

Encyclopedia "Calendar" 160). 

A cycle celebrating the infancy of Christ follows the 

traditional forty-day pattern. Forty days appears 

throughout scripture as a time period for a cycle: the rain 

which caused the flood, for example, lasted forty days. 

Forty days after Christ's birth, following Jewish tradition, 

Mary presented herself at the Temple for purification. The 

Feast of Purification celebrated on February 2 also marks 

the presentation of Jesus in the Temple where he was 

recognized publicly as the Messiah by Simeon and Anna (Luke 

2:22-37). In 701 A.D. Pope Sergius I ordered processions of 

candles to accompany the worship which marked the Feast of 

Purification. Thereafter, celebrants most frequently called 

the feast candlemas. Frequent reference to this feast 

occurs throughout medieval literature. 
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On a significant number of calendars during the Middle 

Ages, the date of March 25 held special cyclical 

significance. Popular tradition assigned the following to 

March 25: the creation of the world, the fall of Adam and 

Eve, the sacrifice of Isaac by Abraham, the exodus of the 

Jewish nation from Egypt, the Annunciation of the 

incarnation of Christ to Mary, the crucifixion and death of 

Christ, and finally the last judgment (Weiser 302). 

Although this tradition fell out of favor after the 

Reformation, the widespread belief in the significnce of 

March 25 during the Middle Ages may be connected to the 

logical extension of the belief in the cycle of the week to 

a cycle for all time. Augustine wrote of the eight ages of 

man. The Venerable Bede furthered the idea in his~ 

Temporum Ratione as did many of the popular histories of the 

era (Kolve 90). In the important medieval work the Golden 

Legend, the eight days following Christ's birth are 

explained as figures of the eight ages of man. The author 

lines out the ages as follows: 

The first is from Adam to Noah; the second from 
Noah to Abraham; the third from Abraham to Moses; 
the fourth from Moses unto David; the fifth from 
David to Jesus Christ. The sixth from Jesu Christ 



unto the end of the world. The seventh of the 
dying on earth. And the eighth of the general 
resurrection to heaven. (Kolve 92} 
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The macrocosm of the ages takes its definition from the 

microcosm of the week following Christ's birth. Typically, 

the religious mind of the era utilized such symbolism and 

structure. 

Despite the fact that the seasons of Lent and Easter 

follow the Jewish lunar calendar, many medieval Christians 

celebrated March 25 as the anniversary of Christ's death. 

They also ritually followed the calendar to celebrate Lent, 

Easter, Ascension, and Pentecost. Interestingly, a serious 

debate about the appropriate time to celebrate Easter 

created problems for the early church. Since Christ was 

believed to have arisen on Sunday, many leaders wished to 

retain the Passover connection so that Easter would always 

fall upon a Sunday. If March 25 had been accepted (as was 

December 25), the resurrection could not have been 

celebrated annually on Sunday_ Since Easter is a moveable 

feast, the celebrations of the Ascension and Pentecost (or 

Whitsunday) depend on the date for Easter each year as does 
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Lent, the season of fasting prescribed for the forty days 

before Easter. 

Kolve traces the rest of the church calendar year when 

he points out: 

After Easter, Ascension day and Pentecost have 
passed and the narrative sequence of Christ's life 
as celebrated in the liturgy has been concluded, 
there follows a sort of limbo in the Church year, 
between Pentecost and Advent, in which the 
readings draw on the lesser books of the Old 
Testament and saints' days furnish the only 
anniversary occasions. The feast of Corpus 
Christi was fixed within this period. (46) 

The sense of waiting, of being in a ~•sort of limbo, 11 

underscores the period between Pentecost and Advent and 

represents the church's anticipation of the second coming of 

Christ. 

Alan Watts discusses the connection between the history 

of the church and the year's cycle in his study Myth and 

Ritual in Christianity: 

The Church sees the portion of the year composed 
of Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, Crucifixion, 
and Resurrection as representing the actions "ab 
origine"-the defining mythic actions which. 
describe a cycle of birth, death, and rebirth into 
a new realm. (186) 
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Watts argues that the cycle which begins with Easter, 

continues through Pentecost and the Assumption, and extends 

through "a great array of Saints' feasts defines the present 

institution as responsible for carrying on the acts done 

originally by Christ" (189). 

The mission of "carrying on the acts done originally by 

Christ" finds expression on the Church calendar throughout 

the year in the celebration of Christ's life, in a 

recognition of days associated with the Apostles, in the 

cycle of Mary's history which is traced from her birth 

c elebrated on September 8 to her assumption into heaven 

formally celebrated since the Middle Ages on August 15, and 

in the variety of saints and martyrs remembered throughout 

the year. The mission of the church through daily, weekly, 

and annual worship centered on redemption and salvation. 

Saints' lives and martyrologies furnished the Middle 

Ages with a wealth of narrative. A full study of the 

influence of these popular narratives is outside the scope 

of the present study; however, the modern student of the 

Middle Ages should always be ready to examine the stories of 

the saints if he or she wants to understand the narrative 
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and spiritual connotations informing a re f erence t o a 

certain saint . For example, D.S. Brewer points out that 

"one must not forget the importance of saints' lives in the 

development of romance" ("Introduction" 5). Each saint's 

and martyr's story reminded the medieval audience of Christ 

himself since the miracles, the suffering, and the sacrifice 

of each saint imitated the life, the death and even the 

resurrection of Christ. In a study of the early saints' 

lives, Alison Goddard Elliot identifies the narratives as 

Christan romance. She notes that the same ascent and 

descent patterns which Northrop Frye i den t i f i ed with romance 

structure all hagiographic tales. They all, she notes, "are 

ultimately tales of ascent" (Roads to Paradise 103). The 

symbolism of the tales surrounding the desert fathers is 

repeated in the Perceval section of the grail quest in 

Malory's Morte Darthur . Elliot argues that 

... the symbolism surrounding this journey is 
one of darkness and descent. Then , after the hero 
goes out into t he unknown , an encounter occurs, 
generally accompanied by a mi racle, and the he r o 
returns or reascends . (103) 

The lives of the saints imitate the life of Christ; the 

church celebrates the lives of saints as a celebration of 
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human redemption and salvation. The litany of the medieval 

church service focused on a reenactment of the process of 

redemption and salvation as it followed the church 

calendar's movement through the life of Christ and the lives 

of the saints; consequently, even the structure of the mass 

follows the cycle and spiral patterns suggested by the 

calendar . Sarah Appleton Weber points out that the mass, 

the center of the Church ' s liturgy, unites "the sacrifice of 

Christ to each soul" (8). Weber discusses the three parts 

of the liturgy as follows: 

Besides the central sacrifice and communion of the 
Mass which never vary, the liturgy of the Church 
is composed of parts which vary, yet which bear a 
fixed relationship to each other and to the Canon. 
The liturgy reformulates sacred history according 
to three main proportions. Around the sacrifice 
and communion of the Mass gather the parts of the 
Mass. { 8) 

Weber describes a seasonal cycle which the liturgy 

recognizes; the service organized readings of the Psalms, 

Old Testament, epi st l es , and New Testment to vary according 

co the seasona l cyc l e whi ch, according t o Weber, uthe 

liturgy adapts ... so that through each year the Christian 

soul relives Christ's coming, His passion and death, His 

resurrection, and the founding of the Church
11 

(8). 
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The medieval church divided the seasonal cycle to 

reflect the story of salvation .. Each season in turn was 

associated with the cycle of the life of Christ and the 

early church. Weber lists the seasons and their parallels: 

... in autumn, Advent, the season preparing for 
the coming of Christ, His birth in the world and 
also for His second coming at the end of time; in 
late winter and early spring, Lent, the long 
season of penance preparing for the passion and 
death of Christ, which culminates in the spring in 
Easter, the glorious season of Christ's 
resurrection, His forty days on earth before His 
ascension to the Father, the nine days of waiting 
for the Holy Spirit; and finally, in summer, the 
season of Pentecost, which celebrates the 
mysteries of the Church, such as the Holy Trinity 
(the first Sunday after Pentecost) and Corpus 
Christi (Thursday after Trinity Sunday), and which 
foreshadows in its liturgy the heavenly Jersalem. 
(Weber 9) 

Even though the readings, lessons, and sermon of any 

one medieval service of worship would vary according to the 

season and calendar, the focus of every service was the 

c elebration of the Mass itself: the mysteries of the 

eucharist provided a symboli c picture of Christ 1 s redemption 

of humankind . By partaking of the bread and wine, the 

communicants literally took into themselves a representation 



of God's sacrifice and salvation. Prior to the solemn 

celebration of the eucharisti the service included the 

Proper, which was 
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... the Gospel reading, the first focus, in the 
light of which the Lesson, the psalms and verses 
are defined and expressed, and around which the 
Office is built .... The feast of the occasion 
and the desires of the people at present are, in a 
third focus, united to the present sacrifice 
through the Collects and other prayers. In the 
medieval liturgy the Mass stands in direct 
relationship to God, being Christ's offering to 
the Father, and the means by which the past, 
assimilated to the present, points to the future 
union in ultimate focus of the beatific vision. 
(Weber 25) 

Each service of worship, then, duplicates the cycle of the 

day, the week, the year, and the age and, furthermore, 

suggests that the cycle expands into a spiral with the 

celebration of the future in the second coming of Christ. 

In what specific ways does an understanding of the 

cycle of the church calendar and liturgy help modern 

students of medieval literature? Medieval critics almost 

universally agree that the amalgamation of the sacred with 

the secular during the Middle Ages is a pervasive and 

significant fact which must be recognized by the modern 



student ~ For example, when J. Huizinga writes about the 

later Middle Ages, he asserts: 
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Individual and social life, in all their 
manifestations, are imbued with concepts of faith. 
There is not an object nor an action, however 
trivial, that is not constantly correlated with 
Christ or salvation. All thinking tends to 
religious interpretation of individual things; 
there is an enormous unfolding of religion in 
daily 1 if e. ( 151) 

When Malcolm Andrew analyzes the Pearl narrative, he states: 

When at the end he [the poet persona] turns from 
restating his sorrow to an affirmation of 
acceptance of his lot and obedience to God, what 
we are seeing is the realization of this potential 
source of order and comfort. The end of the poem 
thus both echoes its beginning and presents a 
change of major importance. The transformation, 
its nature, its significance, and how it is 
brought about is the subject of the main body of 
Pearl. ( 3 o) 

The significance of redemption provides a centrifugal 

force in the Pearl as well as in many other medieval 

narratives, while the church festivals and calendar 

reckoning provide rich symbolic patterns and structure. 

Once the modern reader understands that those patterns 

exist, it becomes significant that Sir Gawain and the Green 

Knight begins and ends during the nativity cycle; that the 
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cycle plays written for Corpus Christi festivals begin at 

creation and end with judgment; that Malory's M.Q.Lt.e Darthur 

begins at Christmas and ends on Good Friday when several of 

Arthur's knights die in the Holy Land; that Dante's Commedia 

opens on the Friday before Easter and closes in Paradise. 

How the artist in the Middle Ages viewed time becomes a 

significant element in criticism. Critics often dismiss the 

sacramental aspect of life in the Middle Ages as an obvious 

fact. Nevertheless, when readers recognize and study the 

daily, weekly, yearly, and epocal repetition of the fall and 

redemption of humanity, they understand the organizational 

underpinnings of medieval life . That foundation rests on 

the cycle of the natural seasons, on the cycle of the life 

of Christ and the church, and on the unfolding of that cycle 

into an open-ended spiral by the resurrection and ascension 

of Christ. 



CHAFI1ER IV 

THE REAL AND THE IDEAL: WOMAN AS EMBODIMENT 

AND PROTECTOR OF THE CYCLE 

Thus of Arthur I fynde no more wrytten in bokis that 
bene autorysed, nothir more of the verry sertaynte of 
hys dethe harde I never rede, but thus was he lad away 
in a shyp wherein were three quenys; that one was kynge 
Arthur syster, quene Morgan le Fay, the tother was the 
quene of North Galis, and the thirde was the quene of 
the Waste Londis. Also there was dame Nynyve, the 
chyff lady of the lake .... 

(Malory 717: 11-150) 

When Arthur boards the ship to Avalon, three queens and 

a sorceress accompany him to a mysterious otherworld, a 

place which can be interpreted as death or as a place of 

waiting and healing . The four women function as guides to 

and signs of Otherworld, the unknown. The four women also 

function as characters within the narratives about Arthur; 

consequently, their appearance at the end of Arthur's reign 

conjures up narrative themes and associations for the 

reader. However, each character also represents abstract 

qualities important to the Matter of Britain. Abstract 
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qualities personified in female characters _occur with 

regularity throughout medieval literature and art; women 

often become signs of questions or of qualities important in 

the medieval scene. Medieval authors and artists frequently 

use feminine symbols or symbolic women; how women are 

symbolically portrayed fascinates contemporary scholars who 

still struggle with the paradox of an apparent idealization 

and a concurrent degradation of women throughout the Middle 

Ages. Since women represent the unknown to that patriarical 

society, both the fear and the adoration associated with 

such a mystery permeate the medieval consciousness. A brief 

examination of the frequent personifications of women as 

abstract qualities will raise questions as well as suggest 

answers about how medieval writers depicted women during the 

Middle Ages. 

One critic remarks that "Among the best known medieval 

women are literary and pictorial personifications of 

abstract concepts: Virtues and Vices, Fortune and 

Philosophy, and the Seven Liberal Arts ... " (Michael Evans 

305). Such abstractions add both meaning and structure to 

the works in which they appear; at the same time famous 
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biblical women like Eve, the Virgin Mary, and Mary Magdalene 

as well as classical characters like Penelope and Dido are 

used symbolically in medieval literature; the 

interrelationship between the real (history) and the 

imaginary (poetry and literature) creates an interesting 

texture in the narratives which simultaneously use 

characters as both real figures in the plot and as symbols. 

Joan M. Ferrante traces the importance of the images of 

women in twelfth-century art. She writes, 

One of the striking features of twelfth-century 
literature is the importance of female characters. 
They are not portrayed as "real people" with human 
problems; they are symbols, aspects of philosophical 
and psychological problems that trouble the male 
world. In the Latin allegories, women personify 
cosmological forces that govern man's life; in lyric 
and romance, they represent his ideals, his 
aspirations, the values of his society. But the 
embodiment of these forces and values in female figures 
is significant. The fictional world in which the 
twelfth-century hero moves is dominated, for good or 
ill, by women. (Woman as Image 1) 

Although Ferrante argues that the female 

personifications are not "real people," this study will 

present the idea that "real" characters in medieval 

narratives take on special meanings when they are associated 

with the traditional feminine symbols and that the feminine 
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symbols (such as Love, Mother Nature, Dame Fortune, Virtues, 

Vices, Mother Church) often become active characters 

themselves, taking on realistic roles. Furthermore, the 

real or symbolic female characters in medieval plots most 

often share structures and symbols which are commonly 

associated with the cycle and the spiral. The cycle 

archetypally connotes the feminine while the spiral form 

(which is really an open-ended cycle) also carries 

predominantly feminine meanings. 

One common cycle symbol is the wheel . In medieval 

literature the wheel is often associated with Fate, who 

often appears as a woman spinning on a shuttle or wheel 

device. The wheel also suggests eternity or spiritual 

completeness which is often associated with the perfect 

creation before the Fall of Adam and Eve. In The N-Town 

Plays and Medieval Picture Cycles, Patrick Collins describes 

a representative engraving from the twelfth century which 

depicts Faith, Hope, Charity, and Humility (all personified 

as women) as they encircle 

the Wheel of the Universe which is held by four 
anthropomorphic beasts. The Wheel of the Universe is 
divided into two circles: the smaller placed within the 
center of the larger .... The surrounding virtues 



each hold small globes which highl i ght the perfection 
of the divine cosmos. (Coliins 21) 

Perhaps the most famous of the medieval wheels, 

however, is that controlled by Dame Fortune. On her wheel 

men and women rise and then fall as they travel around 

through the cycle of chance. One typical medieval lyric 

describes Lady Fortune: 

The Levedy Fortune is bothe frend and fo: 
Of pore she maket riche, or riche pore also. 
She turneth wo all into wele, and wele all into wo; 
No triste no man to this wele, the whel it turnet so. 
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(Luria, Middle English Lyrics 9) 

Medieval artists frequently depict Lady Fortune turning 

the wheel; she sometimes appears in the center of the wheel 

itself, but most often she stands or sits beside the wheel 

and turns it with her hand or with an object she controls. 

On the wheel four figures often appear; these figures trace 

the fortunes of man. Patrick Collins explains the figures: 

Four figures emblematic of the acquisition and loss of 
wordly riches and power usually occupy positions on the 
circumf e r ence of Fortune's wheel. The person who is 
most of t en found at the top of the wheel is a king. 
According to the traditional formula he is crowned, is 
richly apparelled, and displays the regalia of his 
lofty position. (25) 
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Opposite the king, at the bottom of the wheel, the 

figure which represents poverty appears. On either side of 

the wheel appears rising power, who reaches for the crown, 

and the corresponding falling king, who rides the wheel 

upside down and whose crown, consequently, falls off 

(Collins 25). A certain amount of justice is implicit in 

the pictures of Fortune's wheel; Collins points out that 

"the people who rise to the summit of Fortune's wheel 

through the use of fraud will inevitably fall. The Wheel of 

Fortune always elevates the downcast and humbles the 

exaulted." (25) 

Howard R. Patch especially emphasizes the symbolism of 

Fortune's wheel in his classic work entitled The Goddess 

-Fortuna in Medieval Literature. He comments: 

The wheel as a symbol should be dwelt upon particularly 
because it is so mediaeval in its conception. The 
mediaeval imagination was primarily concrete: it 
necessarily visualized the symbol as an actual image 
with the real figures of men turning upon it. Nor was 
this the figment of one mind alone. The representation 
delighted many, and writers enjoyed alluding to it and 
elaborating it, perhaps adding a wheel or two more in 
order to enhance the effect. In its final forms the 
figure is the creation, not of one poet alone, but of 
hundreds. (176) 
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Many critics trace the significance of Fortune and her 

wheel back to Boethius• De Consolatione. c. s. Lewis points 

to Book II of that work as the "great apologia for Fortune" 

(Discarded Image 81). Lewis goes on to explain: 

Comments on good and bad luck and their obvious failure 
to correspond with good and ill desert may be expected 
in any period; but the medieval allusions to Fortune 
and her wheel are exceptional in their frequency and 
seriousness .... And this ... is part of the 
Boethian legacy. No one who had read of Fortuna as he 
treats her could forget her for long. (82) 

Boethius' defense of Fortune suggests a conversion of 

the pagan goddess to Christian providence. He describes 

Fortune as an agent of God, a force which allows for free 

will. Howard Patch traces this conversion process and notes 

the assimilation of the pagan tradition to Christian 

purposes. He remarks that "It remained for Dante to give 

poetic reality to what is really implicit in the treatment 

in Boethius" (18). The key passage on Fortune in Dante's 

Inferno appears in Canto VIII. When the character Dante 

questions Virgil about "this Dame Fortune," Virgil answers: 

The king whose perfect wisdom transcends all, 
made the heavens and posted angels on them 
to guide the eternal light that it might fall 

from every sphere to every sphere the same. 



He made earth's splendors by a like decree 
and posted as their minister this high Dame, 

the Lady of Permutations. All earth's gear 
she changes from nation to nation, from house to 
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house [t/o] 
in changeless change through every turning year. 

No mortal power may stay her spinning wheel. 
The nations rise and fall by her decree, 
None may foresee where she will set her heel: 

she passes, and things pass. Man's mortal reason 
cannot encompass her. She rules her sphere 
as the other gods rule theirs. Season by season 

her changes change her changes endlessly, 
and those whose turn has come press on her so, 
she must be swift by hard necessity. 

And thus is she so railed at and reviled 
that even her debtors in the joys of time 
blaspheme her name. Their oaths are bitter and wild, 

But she in her beatitude does not hear. 
Among the Primal Beings of God's joy 
she breathes her blessedness and wheels her sphere. 

(Inferno 8:73-90, translated by John Ciardi) 

Despite Boethius' and Dante's desire to include Fortune 

inside the sphere of God's providence, a more common 

reaction to Fortune was negative. Patch relates that 

overall 

.. there is an average ratio of about five to three 
between the passages in which she appears unfavorable 
and those in which she is kindly .... The goddess is 
chiefly called on in cases of objection to her manner 
of doing things. (49) 



83 

Descriptions of Dame Fortune vacillate between the 

f riend~-and-foe dichotomy of the medieval lyric . Patrick 

Collins demonstrates that medieval artists portray that 

vacillation in the depiction of Lady Fortune. He points out 

that 

She may appear blindfolded, multi-limbed in order to 
bestow and revoke her favors, double visaged with one 
face beautiful and the other ugly, or beautiful as a 
queen with fair garments and a crown upon her head. (24) 

As variable as her appearance is Fortune's residence. 

Patch points to medieval texts which locate Fortune's home 

on a far - away island, on an inaccessible mountain, in a 

changing, magical garden, and even in a lavish palace 

reached only by bridges which cross two rivers, one of sweet 

and the other of bitter waters (141-42). Each of these 

locations is also related to sites of Otherworld as they are 

expressed in romance cycles. 

The passage to Otherworld and the events which occur in 

Otherworld are often controlled by women in medieval 

narrative. For example, Dante was rescued in The Comedy by 

Beatrice's intervention; however, he was also put through 

the ordeal of the Inferno and Purgatory before he could join 

Beatrice in Paradise. Furthermore, Sir Gawain's entire 
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adventure in Bercilak's castle was instigated by Morgan le 

Fay, who wished to test Arthur 1 s knights. Women characters, 

as well as personifications like Lady Fortune, often align 

themselves with Otherworld themes. Otherworld can be a 

delightful place of reward, but more often it is a place of 

painful self-assessment and confusion, the unknown trial. 

The trial faced in Otherworld epitomizes the mystery of 

the unknown over which human beings have no control. Lady 

Fortune and her wheel represent forces outside of mortal 

control; her capriciousness and fickleness, however closely 

related to Christian providence or justice, appear unjust to 

those who experience a change of fortune. Tragedies 

precipitated by Fortune's wheel provide text and exempla for 

many medieval narratives; in the Alliterative Morte Arthure, 

for example, Arthur dreams of the wheel on which Fortune 

places him; his fall in the dream dramatically foreshadows 

the fall in battle with Modred which follows. In~ 

Casibus, Boccaccio used the theme of Fortune's role in 

tragedy. His entire work summarizes and comments on the 

fall of many great leaders. Ca ta l ogues of leaders similar 

to Boccaccio's appear throughout the writings of the period; 

some obvious examples are found in Chaucer's Monk's Tale, in 
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Chaucer's Troilus and Criseyde in the speech Cassandra makes 

to Troilus, and in John Lydgate's Fall of Princes (Patch 

71) . 

The cyclical turning of Fortune's wheel implies not 

only a rise and a fall but also a renewed rising. In a 

similar fashion the turning of the seasons traces and 

retraces the birth, growth, harvest, and death of Nature's 

kingdom. Like Fortune, Nature appears throughout medieval 

art in the form of a woman. Her functions sometimes 

parallel those of Fortune, but most often the two goddesses 

oppose one another . Opposition between the two can be 

explained superficially as the conflict between life and 

death: Natura representing life and Fortuna representing 

death. Such an opposition appears in many medieval works. 

In a study about Fortuna and Natura in Chaucer, Barbara 

Bartholomew traces their oppositions in the Book of the 

Duchess, Troilus and Criseyde, and the Knight's Tale. Each 

of these works, she points out, was influenced heavily by 

Boethian thought (11). Most critics point to Boethius' ~ 

Consolatione Philosophiae as the source of the idea of 

conflict between Fortuna and Natura. Bartholomew explains: 



Boethius clearly juxtaposes Fortuna and Natura as 
forces, if not as goddesses .. ~ . Lady Philosophy 
furthers the idea of antagonism between the two 
forces ... in Book II where, in the role of Lady 
Fortuna, she establishes the polarity between the 
purposes of the two goddesses from the moment of the 
birth of the human being. (13} 

Lady Philosophy continues in Book II to explain to 

Boethius that while Fortuna grants men worldly goods and 

honors, these gifts are not permanent. Bartholomew 

contrasts Boethius' treatment of Natura and Boethius' 

treatment 0f Fortuna: 
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After the powerful discussion of Fortuna which occupied 
Book II, Book III in turn deals with nature, 
establishes her as goddess ... and then discusses her 
as a force belonging to God and representing. 
plentitude, the physical universe, the bond of love. 
After thorough argument, Boethius through his 
understanding of the workings of nature is brought to 
accept Fortuna for the limited and subservient spirit 
that she ultimately is in De Consolatione. (15} 

By contrast the role of Natura is praised throughout 

Book III. Chaucer's translation of the Consolation 

describes Natura: 

It liketh me to schewe by subtil soong, with slakke and 
delytable sown of strenges, how that Nature, myghty, 
encyneth and fytteth the governementz of thynges, and 
by whiche lawes sche, purveiable, kepith the grete 
world; and how she, byndynge, restreyneth alle thynges 
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by a boond that may nat be unbownde. 
2: 1-7) 

{E.Qece 3 : Metrum 

Four separate illustrations of Natura's power follow 

the introduction. The tame lion who returns to the wild, 

the captive bird who refuses to eat and desires to fly back 

to the forest, the tree bough which springs back once any 

pressure is removed, and finally the inevitable rising of 

the sun after it has set~all these serve as examples of the 

power of Natura's order. In The Goddess Natura in Medieval 

Literature, George D. Economou notes that Book III 

celebrates the order of Natura's world: 

all things obey a certain course and rejoice in 
their return to their proper place; nor is there any 
order unless each thing join its beginning to its end 
and make in itself the firm, immutable circle that 
characterizes the world. (39) 

Perhaps the most important medieval description of 

Natura occurs in Alan of Lille's twelfth-century De Planctu 

Naturae. The poet relates a dream vision in which Natura 

appears to describe how mortals have broken her laws. 

During the first part of the three-part work, the poet-

narrator describes Natura: 
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On her head she wears a crown in which are set 
sparkling jewels. They represent the firmament, the 
twelve signs of the zodiac, and the planets. On her 
robe are pictured the creatures of the air, from the 
eagle to the hermaphroditic bat, as if they were 
holding a parliament. On her mantle all the creatures 
of the water are depicted. On her tunic all the 
animals of the earth can be seen, each one behaving 
according to its natural instincts. (Economou 75-76) 

The most important detail of the portrait, though, is 

the tear in her garment, a tear which represents man's 

assault on nature. Economou describes the tear as "a 

metaphorical assault by the viciousness of man, from his 

unnatural sexual practices to his general propensity to seek 

satisfaction for the lusts of his eyes and flesh" {77). 

Alan of Lille also describes Natura as drawing pictures 

which quickly vanish from her drawing board. The drawings 

illustrate her role as procreatrix of the sublunary sphere 

{Economou 76). She describes herself as the daughter of 

God, a vice-regent of God who orders the course and form of 

transitory life; she also defines herself as man's nurse. 

In that role she endows man with reason, which he perverts. 

Alan's work introduces the cause of the disintegration of 

man: the conflict between the two aspects of Venus. 
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Like Fortune, however, Na.tur e remains beyond human 

control . Since Nature is most often associated with 

ferti l ity and birth, the classical images of the goddess are 

associated with the life cycle, especially the role of woman 

as mother. The concept of Mother Earth and of the Great 

Mother worship in Europe during ancient times was virtually 

eradicated by Christian theology; however, in its place rose 

a view of Mary as the perfect Mother and the Church as a 

Mother who led souls from birth to death to rebirth. 

Despite the spiritual displacement, the role of Nature as 

associated with the turning of the season and with 

creativity remains a viable force in medieval literature. 

Nature continues to be personified as a very beautiful and 

very ancient woman and mother. 

George D. Economou traces the philosophical background 

and the development of the medieval tradition of Nature in 

his study on Natura. He summarizes the classical background 

of the goddess: 

Nature was earlier defined as the general order of all 
creation, as the point of contact between the world
soul and matter, as ruler of the sublunary world, as 
the power presiding over the continuity and 
preservation of all that live in the lower world, and 
as a creative principle directly subordinated to the 
mind and will of God. (25-26) 
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Nature's role, like Fortune's r ole, is assimilated into 

the medieval model. C. S. Lewis points out the expanded 

role of Nature in medieval art when compared to classical 

sources. He emphasizes that "The medieval development, in 

quantity and still more in vitality, is quite out of 

proportion to the hints supplied by antiquity" (Discarded 

Image 36). Lewis argues that Nature is actually the 

youngest of the classical deities. "'Mother' Nature," he 

asserts, "is a conscious metaphor. 'Mother' Ea rth is 

something quite different" (Discarded Image 37). The idea 

of Mother Earth, Lewis explains , comes from a mythopoeic 

age, an age in which the abstract concept of nature is 

impossible. Only when abstraction has begun can metaphor or 

personification of abstraction begin (Discarded Image 38). 

Other abstract concepts become personified in female 

form during the Middle Ages. The arts represented in the 

trivium and quadrivium of higher education often take the 

form of women in illustrations and artwork. Grammar, for 

example, is often pictured as a teacher with a birch switch. 

C. s. Lewis presents a broader definition for grammar for 

contemporary consideration. He argues that grammar was 

, 



popularly used to mean "learning in general" (Discarded 

Image 187) and that the closest contemporary synonym might 

be scholarship. Rhetoric, another of the arts, is often 

embodied as Venus, perhaps because Venus is "the loveliest 

of all other disciplines" (Lewis, Discarded Image 186). 

Venus is also related to rhetoric in a negative way; 

according to R. Howard Bloch, "she becomes, in the 

misogynistic thinking of the High Middle Ages, associated 

with . rhetoric, the art of persuasion, that by the 
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thirteenth century, was synonymous with poetics. Woman is 

figured as the sophist, the dissimulator" (17). Other 

important arts, though, are presented in a more positive 

light as feminine figures. C. S. Lewis explains that 

arithmetic is often compared to Sol; "for as he gives light 

to all the other stars so she gives light to all other 

sciences, and as our eyes are dazzled by his light so our 

intelligence is baffled by the infinity of numbers" 

(Discarded Image 186). One famous example of abstract 

qualities being presented in female form is Boethius' famous 

Lady Philosophy, who provides consolation for the imprisoned 

writer. other examples are Knowledge and Good Deeds (both 

presented as women), who are the only two to help Everyman 



make his passage through Death to Heaven in the famous 

medieval morality play. 

Joan Ferrante explains the significance of the arts 

being symbolized as women: 
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The rhetorical tradition provides the personfication in 
female figures of abstract concepts which are essential 
to man's moral and intellectual well-being~the 
virtues, the liberal arts, philosophy. In the battle 
between vices and virtues, which is central to 
Christian morality, both groups are female; inner 
conflict is seen in terms of women pulling in opposite 
directions, towards good or evil. In a psychomachia, 
man sees both his lower and his higher impulses as 
women. (Woman as Image 2) 

The dichotomy between true and false, good and evil, 

lower and higher underscores almost all medieval literature 

which involves personifications of women. Arguably the most 

significant of such contrasts is the one between Eve and 

Mary. Medieval texts about women archetypally present them 

as either the cause of the fall or the source of salvation. 

The startling contrast between the cult of Mary which arises 

during the late Middle Ages and the simultaneous rise of 

misogynistic literature troubles contemporary scholars like 

R. Howard Bloch. In a recent essay he raises questions 

about medieval misogyny: 
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Is misogyny restricted to the domain of literature: 
What is its status in the other arts? Is the question 
of misogyny the same as that of woman? If so, we are 
forced to incorporate conflicting images of women~Eve 
and Mary, woman as seducer and redeemer~within the 
essentially negative field of antifeminism and to deal 
with a paradox of history: that the periods of greatest 
misogynistic activity can also be periods of intense 
woman worship, as in the example of twelfth- and 
thirteenth-·century mariolatry. . . . It has been 
argued that the adoration of women, whether the Holy 
Virgin, the courtly lady, or the prophetess, is but 
another form of misogynistic investment. ( "Medieval 
Misogyny" 8) . 

On the other hand, it could be argued that oppositions 

were viewed more holistically by medieval writers who may 

have used the contrast between Eve and Mary the way they 

used other oppositions; such oppositions function as 

significant structural and metaphysical bases for debate and 

themes in their works. Peter Elbow traces the use of 

oppositions as found in Chaucer's work and posits that 

By setting up a polar opposition and affirming both 
sides, he lays the groundwork for a broader frame of 
reference, ensuring that neither side can "win." He 
arranges the dilemma so that we can only be satisfied 
by taking a larger view. Sometimes he even creates 
that larger view. {144) 

Although the opposition of Eve and Mary seems 

irreconcilable, the medieval audience understands that the 



94 

same woman who succumbed to the snake was predicted to crush 

the head of that same evil; for example, the fall 

necessitates the quest for salvation which culminates in 

Mary's role in the birth of Jesus Christ; therefore, Eve 

functions as the Old Testament type to which Mary is 

compared. Furthermore, medieval audiences understood that 

realistic recognition of evil and of human participation in 

that evil precedes a recognition of the need for salvation. 

Although medieval Christians may have longed for the 

downfall of Satan, his reality in their world made their 

need for God even more poignant; consequently, medieval 

writers accepted and used such oppositions. 

Most scholars recognize the use of typology in medieval 

writing, especially biblical typology. Walter Meyers 

provided a clear working definition for biblical types in A 

Figure Given: Typology in the Wakefield Cycle. He explains 

the three major criteria for biblical types: 

First, it must be an Old Testament figure, event, 
action or place that foreshadows a parallel {or 
antitype) in the New Testament. Second, a type as well 
as an antitype is a historical fact in context, and 
therefore the correspondence is metaphysical not 
metaphoric or allegorical. Third, the antitype always 
fulfills the type, and for that reason the antitype is 
forma perfectior, a more complete or perfect form than 
the type. {Stevens 223) 



Joan Ferrante explains the importance of Eve when she 

examines the view of women in medieval exegesis: 
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In giving birth to Christ, the Virgin Mary is the 
immediate source of salvation, thereby exonerating Eve 
and all her daughters .... Eve was the first woman to 
fall, but she is also the first to be led out of Hell 
by Christ; she was guilty of original sin but she is 
also a symbol of the church; she succumbed to the devil 
but she is the mother of the human race. All other 
women are, in some way, Eve. (Woman 30) 

Evelyn S. Newlyn echoes some of the misconceptions 

about the medieval view of Mary and Eve in her essay 

~Between the Pit and the Pedestal: Images of Eve and 

Mary in Medieval Cornish Drama." She argues that dramatic 

portrayals of Mary are usually "one-dimensional and 

typically passive" (123); in contrast, the daughters of 

Eve are "assertive, self-interested, independent, and 

sexual . the very stuff of drama" (122). Newlyn's 

analysis may work for the Cornish drama she reviews in the 

essay; however, she implies a much wider application: she 

views the interesting Eve and boring Mary as typical 

characterizations, particularly in medieval drama. What 

contemporary critics like Newlyn fail to mention is the 

widespread use of "boring" Mary in drama, lyric, and 
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narrative throughout the late Middle Ages. Her images, both 

textual and concrete, reverberate through the period and 

greatly influence the secular view of the "lady" in medieval 

romance. Newlyn credits the lack of Mary and Mary figures 

in Renaissance drama to the one-dimensional, colorless 

character of Mary in medieval drama; it is more likely that 

the de-emphasis on Mary in Renaissance drama naturally 

followed the Protestant Reformation which drastically 

reversed the Catholic adoration of Mary. Since England was 

predominantly Protestant during the Renaissance, the loss of 

Mary in English Renaissance drama should be credited to 

religious politics rather than to dramatic limitations of 

the character. 

One particularly interesting dramatic use of Mary 

during the late Middle Ages occurs in the N-Town cycle plays 

which have a remarkable Marian emphasis throughout the New 

Testament section. Mary can be interpreted as a model of 

subservience and obedience (in contrast to Eve} in the 

N-Town cycle, but such an interpretation is severely 

limited. More significant to an understanding of the cycle 

is its emphasis upon the power which Mary received after her 
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active choice to become the mother of Jesus: "Behold the 

handmaiden of the Lord." Elaine V. Bilin's note which 

introduces Redeeming Eve: Women Writers of the English 

Renaissance sheds some light on the problem with the modern 

interpretation of Mary's apparent subservient and passive 

attitude. Bilin remarks that the modern feminist reader 

must recognize 

... the close links in a Renaissance mind between the 
qualities of humility, patience, obedience, and 
chastity~and salvation. These are, after all, the 
spiritual values of Christ and the Virgin Mary, and 
therefore the ideals of the Christian life. (xiv-xv) 

By extension, then, the medieval praise of humility, 

patience, obedience, and chastity which informs the N-Town 

cycle in its presentation of Mary is not misguided; indeed, 

from the medieval perspective, these values reign supreme 

not only in Mary but also in Christ Himself. 

Mary, then, fulfills the Old Testament type Eve. With 

this fulfillment, the redemptive cycle is revealed. Mary 

and redeemed Eve become associated with Mother Church, the 

source through which people find salvation. By the 

thirteenth century, in medieval lyric and mystical writings, 

women often embody the concept of a divine mediator or of a 

shaper of penance and trials. Ferrante remarks that woman 
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is no longer a symbol of something- in man; she has 
become a separate entity-an angel or star, or the 
Virgin Mary-in other words an .intermediary between man 
and God. Man's goal is not union with her, but union 
with God through her. (Woman 3) 

Events from Mary's life fill the pseudo-gospels and 

mystery writings of the Middle Ages; the N-Town cycle 

actually patterns Mary's life cycle after Christ's, giving 

the native English stage its first double plot (Stevens, 

Four Middle English Mystery Cycles 245). Art work in the 

churches and in manuscripts also traces Mary's life cycle in 

a conscious parallel to Christ's. For example, in Padua's 

Scrovegni Chapel a series of frescoes traces the life cycle 

of Mary. The paintings, done by Giotto, demonstrate 

fourteenth-century interest in the emotional as well as the 

physical cycle. Margaret R. Miles in Image as Insight 

describes the series: 

The cycle begins long before the birth of Mary, with 
the sufferings of Saint Joachim and Saint Anne because 
of their childlessness. The expulsion of Joachim from 
the temple, an episode from the apocryphal Gospel of 
James, gave Giotto a vehicle for depicting the focused 
longing of the Virgin's parents, a foil for 
exaggerating the joy with which they later separately 
received the annunciation of the Virgin's birth. (78) 
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Artists and churchmen alike used episodes from Mary's life 

to illustrate the virtues necessary for the Christian life. 

Consequently, the personified virtues, the arts, and 

even Nature herself became intertwined with Mary's role, and 

by extension with the Church's role. Furthermore, biblical 

exegesis of the twelfth century increasingly portrayed the 

church as the bride of Christ. A concurrent shift in 

theological emphasis occurred at this time so that the human 

soul also becomes personified as a bride. Ferrante points 

out that 

In this marriage metaphor, man stands in relation to 
God as woman to man, so the writer must identify with 
the woman, the bride, in his relation to God, the 
bride-groom. (Woman 18) 

Positive female images which adhere to the church, 

then, emphasize the purity and virginity of the ideal bride 

and the nurturing and guiding influence of the ideal mother. 

Hugo Rahner explores this theme in Man at Play: 
The union of the Logos with our human nature in the 
womb of a virgin is a mystery of wedlock. The 
mothering womb is also the bridal chamber in which 
Christ is wedded to our human nature as a whole. (48) 

Mary, the church, and the Lady are often viewed as 

embodiments of ideal love in medieval art; furthermore, the 
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themes, ritual s , and narratives associated with the ideal 

lady often emphasize cyclical or spiral patterns. For 

example, the redemptive cycle of the liturgy in church 

ceremony demonstrates a cyclical pat.tern which also opens 

into a spiral since Christian worship always looks forward 

to the coming of Christ. Secular chivalric romance also 

utilizes cyclical and spiral patterns which are developed 

within the plot as elements of "quest and combat, joust and 

tournament, and tests and social rituals" (Whitaker 12). 

The quests and tests in both secular and sacred story 

involve internal as well as external conflict. The church 

and Mary often appear within the cyclical and spiral 

literary patterns as a guide to salvation; on the other 

hand, a mortal woman may appear as either a temptress or an 

inspiration. 

Plot patterns associated with such temptations 

frequently utilize the same cyclical or spiral patterns 

associated with positive female forces. In Sir Gawain and 

the Green Knight, for example, Sir Gawain's shield declares 

his allegiance to Mary and to the virtues of the church 

which she embodies; nevertheless, Gawain's tests~which 

involve various social rituals (the exchange of winnings, 
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the accepted challenge}, an external and internal quest {to 

find the Green Knight and to find the value of humility), 

and combat with the exchange of blows~all follow cyclical 

and spiral patterns controlled by Bercilak's lady and a 

disguised Morgan le Fay. The exchange of winnings follows a 

spiralling plot pattern. Each of the male characters hunts; 

Bercilak's hunt involves an external search for a literal 

animal while Gawain's hunt follows an internal spiral in 

which the Lady represents the hunter a nd Gawain becomes the 

hunted. Each of the three days of hunt and exchange of 

winnings follows the cyclical pattern of a mini-quest: a 

going out on a search, the conflict of the capture, and the 

final return with the winnings to the original point of 

departure. Since each successive hunt becomes incrementally 

more dangerous and difficult, the recurring cycle actually 

spirals into larger plot cycles. Gawain fails in the hunt 

of the third day when he becomes snared by the Lady's offer 

of the magical green girdle: the three successive cycles of 

his internal tests and conquests break off. The cycle is 

open-ended because the quest is not complete; consequently, 

Gawain's test extends to the next conflict, which is with 
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the Green Knight. The Lady directs Gawain's unknowing 

search for humility by providing the testing. The Lady, in 

other words, defines the parameters of the cycle. Actually, 

the temptations embodied in Bercilak's lady are part of a 

larger testing directed by Morgan le Fay. Morgan magically 

directs the temptation of Gawain as a test of integrity of 

Arthur's entire court. 

Temptation such as that magically imposed by Morgan le 

Fay often accompanies the negative view of woman so often 

attributed to Eve. Eve provides the biblical type for 

characterization of woman as temptress. Almost without 

exception women depicted in the Bible fall into the 

categories of the two sides of love. Ferrante argues that 

with an astonishing consistency, biblical women, 
if they are good or potentially redeemable, are said to 
represent the church; if bad, they stand for the lower 
or weaker parts of man, for carnal desires, or 
inconstancy of mind. (Women 1-2) 

The ability of the temptress to sway the hero often 

involves a magical token or power. Eve presented Adam with 

the fruit which represented god-like knowledge; Bercilak's 

lady offered Gawain a magical girdle which would physicially 

protect him in conflict. Other ladies guide the hero into 
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temptation by the use of magic; Elaine's servant , for 

example, bewitched Lancelot into believing he slept with 

Guinevere when he slept with Elaine instead. In both 

secular and sacred writing of the Middle Ages, love which 

traditionally involves both positive and negative values, is 

portrayed as a woman. Love can be personified in saintly 

women who protect and inspire, or it can be personified in 

seductive women who tempt and test. Love wears two faces; 

the opposition of two values consistently controls the 

cycles of the hero's life and quests. 

The dual image of Venus or love as both a positive and 

a negative force pervades the literature of the high Middle 

Ages. Alan of Lille utilizes the dual aspects of Venus in 

his dream vision De Planctu Naturae. The negative Venus 

accounts for the violation of Nature's laws. The two 

aspects which Alan delineated in his work are detailed by 

Economou: 

The concept of two Venuses, one defined as the goddess 
of chaste, legitimate love and the other as the goddess 
of lechery and fornication, had become by Alan's time a 
commonplace of medieval culture, the double definition 
having been repeated over and over again. {Goddess 
Natura 85) 
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This dual image of love influences literary projections of 

women and especially permeates the tradition of romance and 

courtly love. Poets used Venus' opposing roles as both 

metaphor and character. George Economou remarks that 

Venus not only defines earthly love as legitimate or 
illegitimate, as natural or lustful, she also 
personifies it, for in these works [allegorical poetry] 
she is usually an actual character. ("Two Venuses" 32) 

When Venus appears in medieval romance, however, she 

often becomes abstracted into a force which controls or 

motivates the character. The women in romance reflect the 

dual nature of Venus, so the oppositions between the two 

aspects become a part of the characterization itself; 

furthermore, a clear-cut separation between the two sides of 

love seldom occurs in the characterizations. Guinevere, for 

example, shows both sides of Venus in her relationship with 

Lancelot; she leads him into the heights of both secular 

love and sacred love. His final religious transformation in 

the story comes about because he follows the example of 

Guinevere, not as a result of his long and futile quest for 

the grail. 

The significant female personifications of abstract 

values together with the important women characters in 
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medieval writings determine the cyclical movement of the 

plots. Especially in romance, where the ending is usually 

happy, the movement of the characters is determined by the 

inspiration or instigation of the lady in the story. 

Northrop Frye analyzes the structure of romance as it 

utilizes an ascent/descent movement. Throughout The Secular 

Scripture: A study of the Structure of Romance Frye uses the 

term cycle to refer to a closed movement. He describes "a 

cyclical movement of descent into a night world and a return 

to an idyllic world, or to some symbol of it like a 

marriage 11 (54) . He concludes his study, however, with a 

revised view of the cycle form, especially as that pattern 

relates to quest romance. He notes that "More frequently, 

the quest romance takes on a spiral form, an open circle 

where the end is the beginning transformed and renewed by 

the heroic quest" (Secular Scripture 174). Frye used 

Dante's Divine Comedy as an important example of the spiral 

form: 

Dante's Inferno is a descending spiral, taking us into 
narrowing and unchangeable closed circles; the 
Purgatorio spiral gives us the opposite creative 
movement. when Dante reaches the presence of God at 
the end of the Paradiso, the universe turns inside out, 
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becoming God--centered instead of earth-centered, an end 
that reverses the beginning of all things. Dante is 
within the orbit of the sacred scripture, where God is 
the creator, but the same principle of reversed 
movement can be associated with human creativity. 
(Secular Scripture 174) 

What Frye fails to point out is that the instigator of 

Dante's spiralling quest is Beatrice; both real and ideal, 

Beatrice represents redeeming human and divine love. She 

rescues Dante by sending Virgil to him in the woods, and she 

directs him through the ascent in Paradise to God. Frye 

mentions in passing that some of Goethe's essays "introduce 

some of the traditional ascent motifs, connecting straight

line ascent with the symbolically 'male' and the spiral 

ascent with the symbolically •female'" (184). 

Women characters and personifications play central 

roles in medieval texts as the sources of joy and woe in 

this life and the next. The cycle and the spiral provide 

the structural connection and patterning of medieval art 

forms because they archetypally connote feminine values. 

Those values permeate the society despite its fierce 

patriarchal nature; indeed, the misogyny of the period and 

the fierce clerical attacks on woman as temptress may well 
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have their psychological roots in the tension created by the 

feminine values cherished by the medieval religious and 

court traditions. 



CHAPTER V 

RHETORIC, RITUAL, .AND WOMAN : SHAPERS OF STRUCTURE 

IN MALORY'S MORTE DARTHUR 

Yet som men say in many p[art]ys of Inglonde that 
kynge Arthure ys nat ded, but h[ad] by the wyll of 
oure Lorde Jesu into another place; and men say 
that he shall com agayne, and he shall wynne the 
Holy Crosse. Yet I woll nat say that hit shall be 
so, but rather I wolde sey: here in thys worlde he 
chaunged hys lyff. 

(Malory 1242: 22-27) 

"Yet som men say . . . that kynge Arthure ys nat ded": 

more than five centuries after Malory wrote these words, the 

legend of King Arthur continues to live. Readers, students, 

and scholars of many generations and many locales still read 

and appreciate Malory's important contribution to the Matter 

of Britain. Although many elements of plot, theme, and 

context interest contemporary readers and students of 

Malory's Morte Darthur, scholarly interest in the work has 

focused for almost fifty years on the issue of unity. 

Significant controversy over the structure and unity of the 

volume has occupied Malory critics since W. F. Oakeshott 

made the serendipitous discovery of the Winchester 

108 
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manuscript of Thomas Malory's prose narrative about King 

Arthur (Oakeshott 1-7). Before the 1934 discovery of this 

fifteenth-century manuscript in the Fellow's Library of 

Winchester College, readers and scholars used William 

Caxton's edition of Malory's romance. Perhaps a comparison 

of the two texts demonstrates as much about Caxton's ability 

as an editor as it does about Malory's intentions since both 

Caxton's edition and the Winchester manuscript are believed 

to be at least second-generation copies of the original text 

(~umiansky, Originality 2). 

Eugene Vinaver, a highly respected Malory scholar, 

edited a three-volume critical edition which used both the 

Winchester manuscript and Caxton's edition; today Vinaver's 

edition serves as the most generally accepted scholarly 

text. Vinaver changed Caxton's chapter divisions and 

adopted an eight-part division which most scholars agree 

more closely follows the main divisions of the narrative. 

He further divided each of the eight sections into 

subsections which usually follow the titles and divisions 

included in the Winchester text, and he also included the 

explicits which mark major divisions in the Winchester 

edition. Since Caxton had chosen to excise most of the 



110 

explicits , Vinaver surmised that he had done so in order to 

present the narrat ives as one unified book. D · th .uring . e 

process of editing the newly discovered manuscript , Vinaver 

disagreed with Caxton's editing; he came to the conclusion 

that 

Instead of a "single" work subordinated to an 
imaginary princ i ple of all-embracing dramatic 
"unity", what we have before us is a series of 
works forming a vast and varied panorama of 
incident and character. What their "assemblage" 
may lose in harmony it gains in diversity and 
richness of tone, expressive of the author's real 
design. (Introduction xli) 

Vinaver's influence notwithstanding, an almost 

continuous debate about his thesis has fueled the "unity" 

controversy since 1947. In fact, the debate extends to 

which title a critic chooses to use for Malory's creation: 

the title chosen reveals the critic's stance on the unity 

issue . on one hand, Vinaver retitled the text The Works of 

Sir Thomas Malory, a title which obviously declares that the 

volume contains more than one work; on the other hand, 

Caxton had titled his volume Morte Darthur. One early 

reviewer of The works was c. s. Lewis, who believed that 

Vinaver's edition should not supplant Caxton's. Lewis 

compares Malory's work to Wells Cathedral which, he notes, 

is a building "on which many generations laboured, which no 
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man foresaw or intended a.s it now is 11 
{ "The Morte " 110} . He 

compares Vinaver to a tour guide in the cathedral: 

Professor Vinaver is the skilled guide ; he will 
point you out here a Middle English crypt, there 
an Anglo-Norman chapel, a late French bit and bits 
that are almost pure Malory, and then Malory 
worked over by Caxton, and then Caxton simply. It 
is extraordinarily interesting .... The new 
Works of Malory is the restoration; but the 
cathedral, our old familiar Caxton, is also still 
there . We should all read the Works; but it would 
be an impoverishment if we did not return to the 
Morte. {"The Morte" 110} 

Having two edi t ions to compare may have precipitated 

the controversy over unity; however, the questions about 

unity accurately reflect the critical problem of reading a 

text outside the context of its original milieu. If a 

masterpiece is defined as a work which transcends the 

contextual, Malory's Morte Darthur qualifies as a 

masterpiece despite scholarly concerns about editions, 

structure, sources, and unity. However, a recognition of 

the quality and popularity of Malory's text does not respond 

to the issue of unity. 

Modern preference for and preoccupation with linear 

cause-and- effect plot structure cause confusion for 

contemporary critics examining medieval ideas about unity. 
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Despite the scholarly opposition he inc i ted, Vinaver 

adamantly argues t hat the work is really a compilation of 

eight separate tales, each self-contained and separate from 

the others. A careful consideration of Vinaver•s definition 

of unity may illuminate his perspective. He argues that 

Malory's work is not "a 'single work' subordinate to an 

imaginary principle of all-embracing dramatic unity" 

(Introduction xli). In other words, by modern standards, 

Malory's work cannot be judged to be unified. Vinaver's 

reputation notwithstanding, scholarly consensus at the 

present time opposes his conclusion. 

One critic opposed to Vinaver's view is Charles 

Moorman. In 1rhe Book of Kina Arthur; The Unity of Malory's 

Morte Darthur, Moorman proposes "to demonstrate ... that 

Malory had a clearly-defined purpose in rnind--to write a 

single, unified history of Arthur's reign" (xi). As 

background fo r his t hesi s , Moorman rev iews t he conflict in 

literary history over the meaning of "unity." He notes that 

two kinds of unity often recognized by critics are 

mechanical unity and organic unity. He argues that almost 

all critics will grant that Malory's book is mechanically 

unified, defining the term unified as 



.. ~ joining together from the outside of 
incident, character, image, whatever, in a 
precise, workmanlike fashion so that part fits 
easily with part and the whole functions as 
smoothly as a well-oiled machine. (xxiii) 

Organic unity, Moorman explains, is understood as a 

process of growth and evolution. He defines it as 
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. the unity of living things, and though it 
includes within its definition mechanical unity, 
it is different in kind as well as in degree. 
Organic unity is not arranged from without, but 
decreed from within by a seminal principle of 
growth. (Moorman xxiii) 

Medieval writers, if they had utderstood the modern 

concept of organic unity, would most likely have questioned 

its value just as they would most probably have questioned 

the value which modern critics place on originality; the 

critical values placed on organic unity and on originality 

reflect decidedly modern principles. Perhaps the perception 

of Malory as a modern writer who, along with Chaucer, is 

often viewed as standing outside medieval literary 

traditions influences some critics to anticipate modern 

types of unity in the works of these two authors. Those who 

read Malory's work as a primitive novel, for example, may be 

disappointed when their modern expectations are not met. 

Many modern critics creatively rernold medieval texts 
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according to either modern or postmodern criteria. This 

process may be likened to judging a hockey game by figure

skating standards; the critique would in itself be creative, 

perhaps even amusing, but decidedly misinformed. The degree 

to which a fan appreciates a hockey game is most likely to 

be proportionate to the amount of knowledge the fan has of 

the rules of the game as well as some experience with the 

actual process of playing the game. The critics who debate 

about unity in Malory's writing often miss the point 

altogether because the "rules of the game" are misunderstood 

or misapplied. 

Moorman insists that Malory achieved historical unity, 

which Moorman argues is a type of organic unity. Moorman 

presents three major narrative themes as the motifs which 

provide that unity: "the intrigues of Lancelot and 

Guinevere, the challenge and the failure of the Grail Quest, 

and the feud between the houses of King Lot and King 

Pellinore" (xxvii). By tracing these three narrative 

strands throughout Malory's work, Moorman demonstrates his 

thesis. However, the type of unity which he recognizes and 

traces might just as easily be called thematic unity, that 

unity also important to authors who use mechanical or 

artificial unity. 
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The thematic unity apparent in Malory's history of the 

rise and fall of Arthur's kingdom follows the popular 

cyclical format; in fact, the Morte Darthur is corrunonly 

identified as one of the many medieval cycles about Arthur's 

reign. The structure utilized in cyclical romance involves 

perspectives about time, characters, and plot that differ 

from those used in linear structures. One important 

difference is the additive nature of the romance plot. 

Northrop Frye notes that realistic fiction uses the process 

of causality to organize plot action whereas romance uses 

"sensational" plots. He explains that 

It moves from one discontinuous episode to 
another, describing things that happen to 
characters, for the most part, externally. We may 
speak of these two types of narrative as the 
"hence" narrative and the "and then" narrative. 
secular 47) 

Frye uses an intriguing metaphor to discuss the typical 

patterns of highly stylized stories like those which occur 

in romance; he compares the structure of such stories to 

that of a chess game. He suggests that 

we expect each game of chess to be different, but 
we do not want the conventions of the game itself 
to alter, or to see a chess game in which the 
bishops move in straight lines and the rooks 
diagonally. (Secular 44) 



116 

Contemporary critics of literature, especially of 

drama, have recently enjoyed analyzing litera ture as game; 

games function best when rules are understood, so 

discussions about literature as game or as play naturally 

initiate a discussion of rules. A critical discussion of 

literature as game may be only peripherally attached to the 

current study, but critics benefit from a recognition of the 

element of game when they analyze the additive plot 

structures of romance. A chess game, for example, may be 

brief; in such a case the opponents may be ill matched and 

the strategy of the opponents may easily be followed; on the 

other hand , two masters of the game will extend the conflict 

of the game with multiple moves which may obscure their 

individual strategies. People watching such a complicated 

match may be intrigued or bored; their response will be 

determined largely by their knowledge of the patterns of the 

game. Some scholars who harbor a disdain for the romance 

plotting strategy may well be judging the game by other 

rules or may simply be unaware of the rules. Respected 

critics of medieval literature often disparage the additive 

and the interlace patterns of traditional romance. Charles 

Moorman, for example, refers to Malory's sources as having 



"for the mos t part, endless recountings of quests and 

tourneys and jousts" {xxvi). 
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The Vulgate romances which provided material for Malory 

illustrate the structural technique of interlacing, which is 

a form of arrangement most often used in the French cyclical 

romances. Vinaver decries interlacing and argues that 

Malory successfully simplified the "and then" nature of his 

French sources: the cyclic romances. E. Jane Burns, on the 

other hand, explains that there is a unity that is 

instrinsic to the Vulgate romances: 

The thematic patterning of the Vulgate romances is 
certainly incompatible with the Aristotelian 
concept of unity through linear development. The 
patterned structure creates rather a kind of unity 
through multiplicity in which associative 
resonance replaces logical cohesion. {174) 

The methods by which Malory condensed and combined 

materials from his sources have provided materials for 

generations of scholars who applaud the simplification of 

the multiple story lines. Vinaver's noteworthy scholarship 

of Malory's French sources has lent credence to an 

assumption that Malory attempted to dismantle the 

complicated French layers of plot. Nevertheless, Malory may 

have simplified the multiple layers of narrative in his 

French sources simply to compress the material; he appears 
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to have merely applied the common-sense rhetorical rules 

concerning abbreviation in order to structure his account. 

Although a great deal of the interlacing of Malory's sources 

is straightened out in Malory's narrative, interlacing of 

several major themes and stories does still exist in 

Malory's version. This fact is often overlooked by critics 

who tend to focus on the adaptations which Malory made from 

his sources instead of on the narrative which he 

constructed. 

Interlacing was a widely-practiced narrative method 

during the Middle Ages. D.S. Brewer defines interlacing as 

a narrative method which relates 

.. the story of one knight . for a few . 
pages. Then he was left, and the tale of another 
taken up for a similar space. Then again a third, 
and so back to the first. (Introduction 6) 

Furthermore, the interlaced narratives do not necessarily 

follow one another in time sequence; tales may be 

restrospective. In other words, the cycle of the story can 

move in either direction and may often avoid cyclical 

closure altogether; such a lack of closure can signal an 

upward or downward movement of the narrative's structure 

which develops the spiraling structure. Despite the fact 
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that Malory greatly reduced the interlaced narr ative effect, 

he retained the re t rospect i ve flexibility o f the s t ructural 

forms of his sources. 

The cyclical structure, as well as the spiraling 

effect, takes its shape from the medieval model which c. s. 

Lewis explains in The Discarded Image. He posits that 

medieval scholars and leaders found great strength in 

synthesis; they were organizers and codifiers. This desire 

led them to 

... a whole organization of their theology, 
science, and history into a single, complex, 
harmonious mental model of the Universe. {11) 

The model, he explains, grew from classical origins and 

shaped itself around the Christian theology of the Middle 

Ages. 

A famous medieval correlation between the cycle form 

and the nature of God is explained by George Poulet, who 

translates a portion of a twelfth-century manuscript, The 

Book of Twenty-four Philosophers. One of the twenty-four 

philosophers describes God as follows: "~ ~ sphaera 

cuius centrum ubique. God is a sphere of which the center 

is everywhere and the circumference is nowhere" 

(Metamorphosis xi). The inclusive circle and open-ended 
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splral of the medieval model evolved from a cohesive 

understanding of the nature of God and of the universe, a 

definition and a model which saw God in all, through all, 

and completed in all. Consequently, the cycle and spiral as 

they manifested themselves in art, ritual, and literature 

provided a unity which the medieval artist and audience 

appreciated and understood. 

In Malory's Marte Darthur the cycle and the spiral 

manifest themselves in many ways. First, the arrangement 

and organization of text and meaning follow rhetorical 

traditions which assumed the use of prior texts and the 

authority of those texts. The schemes of arrangement and 

style in traditional texts influenced how Malory chose, 

adapted, translated, and composed his Arthuriad. Church 

tradition also influenced the cyclical shaping of Malory's 

work. The annual cycle of festival and liturgy provided 

both structure and meaning to the text. On the church 

calendar, each week, month, season, and year provided 

cyclical structure to worship, ritual, and celebration. In 

The Waning of the Middle Ages, J. Huizinga asserts that 

Individual and social life, in all their 
manifestations, are imbued with concepts of faith. 
There is not an object nor an action, however 
trivial, that is not constantly correlated with 
Christ or salvation. All thinking tends to 



religious interpretation of individual things; 
there is an enormous unfolding of religion in 
da i ly 1 i f e . ( 151 ) 
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Consequently, secular writings like the romance inherited a 

paradigm of redemption which manifests itself in cyclical 

and spiral plots and symbols. Finally, the roles which 

women play both as characters and as symbols in the romance 

emphasize the cyclical and spiral nature of the quest for 

redemption. Whether as characters or symbols, women serve 

to guide or tempt the hero; the woman often controls the 

perameters of plot itself. Although rhetoric, ritual, and 

woman influence the structure and development of virtually 

all medieval writing, the present study will review the 

significance of rhetoric, ritual, and woman in Malory's 

Marte Darthur. Such a survey should demonstrate the use of 

the cycle and the spiral as important strategies of 

structure and meaning. 

The rhetorical principles studied and practiced during 

the Middle Ages provided the foundation for composition. 

Ruth Morse explains that 

If something might be said to have united the many 
kinds of writing in which medieval authors 
engaged, that something might be derived from a 
version of the assumptions and practices of 
classical rhetoric. (3-4) 
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The medieval understanding of classical rhetoric 

assumed the necessity of utilizing authoritative sources and 

of translating foreign texts during the process of 

composition. Translation from Latin and French sources 

occupied many writers during the later Middle Ages. In 

fact, five-sixths of the English books printed during the 

fifteenth century were translations (P. J.C. Fields, 

Romance and Chronicle 24). Yet within the framework of the 

"received" text, rhetorical manuals and practice emphasized 

the author's own shaping of the materials through strategies 

of arrange..:1tent and organization, amplification and 

abbreviation, and style and ornamentation. Medieval 

scholars emphasized interpretation as well as preservation 

of texts. 

Malory's shaping of the Matter of Britain followed the 

prescribed expectations of medieval rhetorical principles. 

First of all, Malory carefully selected texts which were 

familiar and authoritative. D.S. Brewer points out that 

before the eighteenth century 

... none of the great earlier writers, English 
or European, sought new material .... The same 
stories were constantly rewritten .... They 
sought novelty and freshness, of course, but they 
sought it in presentation, in taking a different 
view of known facts, in presenting new evidence. 
(Introduction 3) 
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Larry Benson argues that "the authenticity of any Arthurian 

prose romance depends upon its demonstrated relationship to 

the whole book that is its reputed source and into which 

each branch must fit" (Malory's Marte Darthur 15) . 

No one can be sure of the method Malory used to choose 

authoritative sources for the Morte Darthur; however, he 

carefully credits sources throughout the work. The Suite du 

Merlin, a French source, provided material for the first 

part; Part II was adapted from the English alliterative 

Morte Arthure. Lancelot's role in the development of the 

cycle dominates Part III, which Malory derived, at least in 

part, from episodes in the French prose Lancelot. Since a 

source for Part IV has never been discovered, some critics 

believe Malory invented the chivalric adventure of Gareth. 

Other scholars believe that Malory adapted a lost English 

romance in Part IV, but since no source is extant, study of 

Malory's use of this source is impossible. Malory adapted 

Part v from the French prose Tristan, and used the French 

Vulgate Queste cycle as a source for the Grail section. The 

last two sections, VII and VIII, appear to be taken from at 

least three sources. w. R. J. Barron notes that Malory 

"fundamentally restructured and supplemented" (English 

Medieval Romance 151) three separate sources for his last 
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two sections. He appears to have used the Vulgate Mort Artu 

and the English stanzaic Morte Arthur and alliterative MQrre 

Arthure. Malory used traditional sources which met medieval 

expectations about authoritative texts, and he also followed 

medieval rhetorical methods for the structuring of narrative 

cycles. When Malory compiled the traditional stories of 

King Arthur, he did so within the medieval rhetorical 

tradition. 

The selection and organization of material by medieval 

authors rested on their interpretations of themes which 

would most effectively illum~nate the principal event of the 

plot. As a result, traditional stories provided material 

which could be fashioned into many cycles. Larry Benson 

explains that Malory wrote within the tradition of the old 

cycles while he also utilized a new genre popular in the 

fifteenth century, a genre of one-volume prose histories. 

When the fifteenth-century audience began to demand one

volume narratives which organized the myriad of tales 

associated with traditional histories, tales about King 

Arthur provided one important source of traditional 

material. Benson remarks that Malory's Morte Darthur 

... clearly belongs in the genre of one-volume 
compilations characteristic of the fifteenth 
century, but the main organizing principle of the 
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work remains that of the older cyclic romances . 
Malory learned well the lessons the older cycles 
taught him, and he succeeded in the difficult task 
of writing not simply a condensation of previous 
cycles but a true brief cycle of his own 
invention. (Malory'R Morte Darthur 28) 

What did Malory learn from the older cycles? One of 

the most valuable lessons he learned was "the freedom of an 

author to control his materials, to select or omit as he 

chooses in accord with his own ideas of relevance and 

proportion while remaining true to the 'history'" (Benson 

28). Such a freedom has its roots in the principles of 

amplification and abbreviation enumerated in rhetorical 

manuals of the period. Although abbreviation never received 

the attention that amplification did, both methods assumed 

that the artist worked from other sources. At the same 

time, the process of abbreviation and amplification involved 

strategies whereby artists could make the subject their own. 

A well-placed occupatio, for example, not only condensed the 

material of the source, but also served to remind the reader 

of either the material which was left out or the importance 

of the material included next. 

In Malory's Morte Darthur abbreviation is most often 

accomplished by a flat transitional statement such as "Now 

leve we here sir Launcelot de Lake and sir La Cote Male 
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Tayle, and turne we unto sir Trystram de Lyones that was in 

Bretayne . " {Malory 481: 1-3} or "Now turne we unto the 

eleven kynges that returned unto a cite that hyght Sarhaute, 

which cite was within kynge Uriens lond ... " (Malory 40:9 -

11}. Such an abrupt, matter-of-fact movement from one 

narrative to another is common within Malory's text. Arnold 

Sanders identifies five separate categories of transitional 

formulae as those most commonly used by Malory in the Morte 

Darthur. He identifies the first category as "Simple 

Additive Transitive/Juxtaposition and Temporal Relatedness" 

("Malory's Transition Formulae" 40}. Other categories 

include folktale episodes which are often introduced with 

"Than uppon a day," the fated narratives which begin "So hyt 

befelle" or "So hit happened," the new episodes which the 

narrator turns to with phrases like "Now leve we sir 

Trystram and speke we of the knyght that was wounded to the 

death," and the hybrid links which combine two of the first 

four categories; the hybrid links cited by Sanders include 

the folk-tale/fated hybrid: "and on a day as hit befelle" 

(40-41}. sanders' study of the narrative links demonstrates 

that Malory developed a clear pattern of usage; Sanders 

asserts that Malory, as well as other authors of the 

fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, used linking formulae as 



parts of t he vernacular compos itional process~ Sanders 

points out that 
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11 hit befelle" forms introduce events he represents 
as fated, outside the reach of human volition. 
"Now leve we and turn we" transitions introduce 
events which illustrate characters' volition and 
their ability to accomplish their will. {32-33) 

Also important is the fact that Malory uses the "hit 

befelle" transitions most often to mark the beginning of the 

major plot segments of the cycle. The links highlight the 

method of arrangement which Malory chose. Sanders argues 

that 

Using these formulae to link inserted tales to the 
growing structure of his work, he created a 
multi-stage, cyclical narrative unified by his 
consistent attention to the relations among its 
parts. { 27) 

Malory does not always abruptly shift from one 

narrative section to another; he may also use transitional 

passages, often in conjunction with the formulaic phrases. 

Malory uses what Sanders calls "an extensive analeptic 

summary" {40) to introduce the larger segments. The 

summaries appear, sanders asserts, to mark the division of 

the text into three major parts; they are "Arthur's 

early reign; ... the Roman War, Lancelot, and Gareth 
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matter; ... and Trystram, Sankgreal, and the 'Morte' 

proper 11 
( 3 9) . 

Telescoping is another way Malory abbreviates his 

material. From his sources, Malory often combines two 

scenes or even two characters into one (Vinaver, 

Introduction lxviii). Malory also summarizes well-known 

stories and then refers the reader to other books of romance 

for more information. For example, in Book I after the 

introduction of the Ban and Bors narrative, Malory outlines 

the courtship and marriage of Arthur and Guinevere in one 

exceptionally brief paragraph: 

And there had Arthure the firste syght of queene 
Gwenyvere, the kyngis doughter of the londe of 
Camylarde, and ever afftir he loved hir. And 
aftir they were wedded, as hit tellith in the 
booke. (Malory 39: 16-19) 

Malory refers to the wedding again in the narrative 

when he introduces the founding of the Round Table as part 

of the wedding celebration. The emphasis in the cycle, 

however, is on Arthur's assumption of leadership and the 

founding of a new society; consequently, Malory selected 

from the traditional stories the materials which would 

elaborate the themes important to each section of his 

narrative. 
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The use of traditional sources usually accounts for the 

inconsistency of point of view as well as the inconsistency 

of style found in a work like Malory's Morte Darthur. Style 

and ornamentation concern medieval rhetoricians so much that 

the popular rhetorical treatises deal primarily with figures 

of words, figures of thought, tropes, and schemes. John 

Matthews Manly describes the medieval treatment of style and 

ornamentation as a "vast and tangled jungle" ("Chaucer and 

the Rhetoricians" 282). Manly points out that the NQyg 

Poetria "recognized, defined, and discussed thirty-five 

colours, or figures of words, twenty figures of thought, and 

ten varieties of tropes, with nine more sub-varieties" 

(282). The tangle of sophisticated patterns appears to have 

little influence on Malory's straightforward prose style; 

the artificial style which informs medieval poetry may not 

appear to similarly color medieval prose; however, the 

native prose style displays rhetorical strengths of its own. 

The rise of the vernacular as a medium of instruction 

and of art occurred during the Middle Ages. However, many 

English scholars believed that important literature should 

be written in either Latin or French. Chaucer's 

contemporary Gower wrote in French, Latin, and English. 



Chaucer wrote English translations of Latin and French 

works. The medieval controversy over John Wycliffe ' s 

English translation of scripture also demonstrates the 

serious debate over the use of the vernacular. 

Nevertheless, by the fifteenth century English emerged as 

the primary written language in England. 
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Ian A. Gordon identifies three major types of English 

prose written during the fifteenth century. In The Movement 

of English Prose Gordon lists them as 

... the prose that is based directly on, or 
never very far removed from, the natural speech of 
the day .... Secondly, there is a considerable 
body of what is essentially "written" prose, 
produced by industrious translators working from 
Latin and French originals .... Finally, there 
are the conscious stylists, of whom Caxton, 
Peacock, Fortesque, and Malory are the best 
examples. ( 59) 

Malory's decision to condense his French and English 

sources may have saved his work from falling into the 

category of mere translation. His debt to his French 

sources does not often extend to style. Malory only 

occasionally echoes the French style of his sources, but 

"Malory tends to reproduce the French story in a different 

type of syntax and with redundant words shored away" (Gordon 

62). Malory utilizes his own English syntax and diction 



when translating from French sources. As a result Malory 

depends on the rhetoric of the English prose tradition to 

develop his writing style. 
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The alliterative tradition provides one important 

aspect of English poetry and prose during the Middle English 

period. The alliterative Morte Arthure provides Malory with 

a source for parts of the first and last sections of his 

narrative; in those sections, Malory often reproduced the 

alliterative pairings; he also created alliterative passages 

of his own. Malory apparently enjoyed the native tradition 

of alliteration and used it for special emphasis for many 

climactic sections. When Lancelot hears of Arthur's 

impending death, for example, he refers to "That most noble 

kynge that made me knyght" [underlining added] (Malory 1249: 

18) . 

Malory also utilized the common proverbs and familiar 

phrases as a part of his native narrative style. Rhetorical 

manuals from classical through medieval tim~s recommend the 

use of proverbs to enhance openings and closings of 

narratives. "Most Medieval and Renaissance writers," 

according to P. J. c. Field, "found it [the proverb] a 

pleasing and persuasive way of expressing truth" (125). 
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Malory often emphasizes the colloquial in his dialogue 

through the use of "aphorisms, sententiae, catchphrases, and 

proverbs" (Field 125). 

Field argues throughout Romance and Chronicle that 

Malory's simplicity of style, however effective, was not 

drawn from classical rhetorical sources. He consistently 

evaluates Malory's style as being unlearned. He insists 

that "Malory wrote with no sign of self-consciousness or 

explicit literary theory" (84). Ian A. Gordon, on the other 

hand, places Malory in a category of conscious stylists. 

The obvious difference of opinion about Malory's style may 

be the result of failure on Field's part to appreciate the 

native English tradition on which Malory drew. Gordon 

recognizes that the vernacular stylists like Malory reached 

into the English native traditions and consciously applied 

techniques and schemes important to the pragmatic, 

colloquial style of the language. 

The English language survived the Norman invasion and 

rule in the speech of the English subjects. It should be 

expected, then, by students of Malory's work that the 

dialogue o f the narratives would be especially vital, as it 

is. The straightforward diction and syntax inherited by the 

English from the Anglo-Saxon tradition directly influence 
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Malory's diction and syntax. Gordon explains that Malory 

and the other stylists of the newly dominant written English 

self-consciously searched for an effective style. He 

explains that 

Malory's solution was to turn to the past, both 
for his Arthurian material and for his vocabulary 
and syntax. He uses a sequence of words that are 
often monosyllabic for whole sentences at a time. 
His vocabulary is predominantly Ango-Saxon. Latin 
borrowings are rare and French words are 
infrequent. (67) 

Both Gordon and Field notice Malory's clear sentence 

structure. The co-ordinate or paratactic form constitutes 

the majority of Malory's narrative and dialogue. A 

significant number of Malory's sentences and main clauses 

begin with simple conjunctions like~' bl!t., .fQI:, and .s..Q. 

Field remarks that such "co-ordination within and between 

Malory's sentences urges the reader steadily on into the 

story" (41). Gordon believes that Malory deliberately chose 

the style. It is, he argues , "a deliberate artefact. It 

does not represent the language of his own day. Equally it 

is not the language of any earlier period. And yet it is 

extraor dinarily s ucces s ful" (67}. 

Rhetorical manuals during the Middle Ages recognized 

that successful composition required careful attention to 
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-
arrangement and organization, amplification and 

abbreviation, and style and ornamentation. These 

considerations circumscribe invention since medieval writers 

characteristically worked from authoritative or traditional 

sources. The cycles of stories related to the Matter of 

Britain afforded Malory with substance, meaning, and form. 

He followed the traditional cycle format which involved a 

tripartite structure: the birth, life, and death of Arthur 

along with the rise, height, and fall of the chivalric 

society of the Round Table. The cyclic form allowed Malory 

freedom to choose and arrange episodes to support his chosen 

themes. The thematic choices which any medieval author made 

determined the arrangement of traditional stories on the 

wheel of the plot. For Malory's Morte Darthur the 

traditional cycles inform the structure and the meaning of 

the work. The cycle opens up slightly during the falling 

action of Malory's romance; by referring to the traditional 

belief that King Arthur would return, Malory reminds his 

audience that the cycle may not be closed. The denouement 

of the plot traces the religious deeds of the remnant of 

Ar t hur' s k i ngdom down to the deaths on Good Fr i day of Sir 

Bors, Ector, Blamour, and Bleoberis. These four died in the 

Holy Lands fighting the Turks "for Goddes sake." The deaths 
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of the final group in the Holy Lands may appear to many 

modern readers as the final closure of the circle. However, 

the fact that the four died on Good Friday concludes 

Malory's narrative with an analogy to Christ's death. In 

every medieval Christian's consciousness, Good Friday 

represented only a temporary mourning before the celebration 

of the resurrection, so the circumstances under which the 

final four die suggests their redemption and resurrection. 

If Good Friday has come, then Easter is sure to be next. 

The cycle, then, has moved downward to death but will move 

upward to new life at a time yet to come. 

The traditional themes of the Bible and the church echo 

throughout Malory's romance. The medieval church celebrated 

a yearly cycle which followed the narratives of the Bible 

and the life cycles of Jesus, Mary, the apostles, martyrs, 

and saints. Old and New Testament stories were often paired 

in stained-glass windows, sermons, and literature to show 

biblical types in the Old 'restament and their completion, or 

antitypes, in the New Testament. The liturgy, the 

i conography, and the literature of the Middle Ages reflect 

the cyclical and spiral patterning inherent in the Christian 

story of creation, fall, redemption. 
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The cyclical and spiral patterns inherent in the annual 

celebration of the medieval church inf ormed the entire 

society. Robert Merri ll argues that Christianity had become 

an "objective culture" during the Middle Ages. In the 1987 

study Sir Thomas Malory and the cultural crisis of the Late 

Middle Ages, Merrill asserts: 

Malory is consummately aware that he is writing 
the history of the Round Table, and he coordinates 
the events in the rise of the Round Table with the 
feast days which comprise the history of the 
Church and thus account for its rise. It is not 
merely that such coordination was a common or 
conventional method of dating used in the Middle 
Ages; rather Malory's romance is a response to the 
kind of objective culture Christianity has become. 
(108) 

The advent of Arthur's reign closely follows the church 

calendar. Merlin reveals the sword in the stone to the 

barons on Christmas Day. The test for kingship lay in 

pulling the sword from the stone. Arthur first succeeds in 

the task on January first, the Feast of the Circumcision. 

Edmund Reis s in s i r Thomas Malory explains the significance 

of the Feast of the Circumcision: 

1rhe c ircumc i sion symbolically signifies t he coming 
of the new man, the novus homo; and it also 
typifies the submission of the Incarnate God to 
the ordinances of the flesh~to the law of nature. 
Although Arthur has lived before this New Year's 
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Day, he has been merely a man; in fact, he has 
been something of a rustic . . .. On New Year's 
Day, however, Arthur leaves his old life ... and 
lives entirely in his new role of Christ's chosen 
king. {37-38) 

Arthur's initial motivation for taking the sword is, 

interestingly enough, selfless; he wishes to find a sword 

for his foster brother Kay to use in the New Year's 

tournament. Arthur, however, is not accepted as king 

despite his success. In the face of opposition, Arthur 

repeatedly demonstrates his kingship by pulling the sword 

from the stone on Epiphany {January 6), on Candlemas 

(February 2), and again at Easter. On the church calendar 

Epiphany represents the revelation of Christ's nature to the 

Gentiles since this day was traditionally celebrated as the 

day when the Magi found and worshipped Christ. Candlemas 

represents the end of the nativity cycle; on this feast day, 

Christ's presentation and Mary's purification in the 

synagogue are celebrated as the end of the forty-day 

nativity cycle. Easter represents a high holy day for the 

Middle Ages; on this day Christ arose from death. Even on 

this important church day, Arthur was not accepted as king. 

Finally at Pentecost, fifty days following Easter, Arthur 

repeats the miracle for the fifth time. When he pulls the 

sword from the stone, the common people cry out, "We wille 
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have Arthur unto our kyng! We wille put hym no more in 

delay, for we all see that it is Geddes wille that he shalle 

be our kynge, and who that holdeth ageynst it we wille slee 

hym" (Malory 16: 11-15). 

Reiss argues that the Feast of Pentecost works on a 

symbolic level in Tale of Arthur as well as the entire Marte 

Darthur. He notes that 

Symbolically, then, the most important event in 
the first part of the Tale of Arthur is not the 
corning of Arthur--as a savior or Christ figure-
but rather the beginning of a new society, one 
that is seen in Christian terms. (39) 

Throughout the Morte Darthur, the Feast of Pentecost 

unites the narrative. On the Christian calendar Pentecost 

marks the coming of the Holy Spirit as the spiritual 

comforter. The Spirit appears to the apostles as "cloven 

tongues like as of fire, and it sat upon each of them" (Acts 

2:3); consequently, fire and the color red are associated in 

the Middle Ages with the Holy Spirit. Marion J. Hatchett 

describes the background of Pentecost in Sanctifying Life, 

Time, and SQace: An Introduction to Liturgical Study: 

The offering of barley after the Passover 
celebration inaugurated the seven weeks of harvest 
which culminated in the feast of Pentecost, at 
which the giving of the Law and the Covenant with 
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Israel were commemorated. Acts 2 associates with 
Pentecost the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, 
baptism, and the mission of the new community to 
all nations. (27) 

The inauguration of Arthur's reign on Pentecost 

consequently suggests religious connotations, and Pentecost 

becomes the unifying annual celebration of the court. The 

Round Table and the fellowship of the knights of the Round 

Table are first instituted on Pentecost. Each year at 

Pentecost, Arthur gathers the knights for a renewal of their 

original oath. The mission of the new community is to 

fulfill that oath: 

... than the kynge stablysshed all the knyghtes 
and gaff them rychesse and londys; and charged 
them never to do outerage nothir morthir, and 
allwayes to fle treson, and to gyff mercy unton 
hym that askith mercy, uppon payne of forfiture 
[of their] worship and lordship of kynge Arthure 
for evirmore; and allwayes to do ladyes, damesels, 
and jantilwomen and wydowes [socour:] strengthe 
hem in hir ryghtes, and never to enforce them, 
uppon payne of dethe. Also, that no man take no 
batayles in a wrongefull ~1arell for no love ne 
fo r no wor l di s goodis. So unto thys we r e al l 
knyghtis sworne of the Table Rounde, both olde and 
younge, and every yere so were the[y] sworne at 
the hyghe feste of Pentecoste. (Malory 120: 15-27) 

Knights of the Round Table and the Queen's Knights are 

traditionally commissioned on Pentecost. The Tale of King 



140 

Arthur, for example, ends with the commissioning of Pelleas 

and Marhalt, so the award of knighthood on Pentecost may 

serve as a conclusion for a tale or may initiate a tale 9 

King Arthur expected marvelous or strange adventures to 

begin at the Feast of Pentecost. The Tale of Gareth opens 

with an explanation of Arthur's expectation: 

... So evir the kynge had a custom that at the 
feste of Pentecoste in especiall afore other 
festys in the yere, he wolde nat go that day to 
mete unto that he had herde other sawe of a grete 
mervayle. And for that custom all maner of 
strange adventures com byfore Arthure, as at that 
feste before all other festes. (Malory 113: 7-12) 

Gareth's appearance at court qualifies as the strange 

adventure for the feast; shortly before noon Gareth appears 

at court accompanied by two richly dressed men and a dwarf. 

Gareth is described as the fairest young man ever seen: 

"And he was large and longe and brode in the shuldyrs, 

well-vysaged, and the largyste and fayreste handis that ever 

man sye" (Malory 293:29-31). Despite his exceptional height 

(he s t ands one and a half feet taller than his escort), 

Gareth can barely stand. Gareth petitions King Arthur for 

three gifts, one to be given at this feast and the other two 

at the next year's celebr ation. Gareth merely requests food 

and drink for the year and then mysteriously withholds his 

name. 
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At the next year's feast King Arthur again awaits an 

adventure before eating. A damsel appears at court and asks 

for help for a lady of great honor. In an intriguing 

parallel to Gareth's appearance before King Arthur, the name 

of the lady is mysteriously withheld. Because he does not 

know the name of the lady, King Arthur refuses to send any 

of his knights on the adventure. Gareth requests the 

adventure as one of his remaining gifts and asks that 

Lancelot follow him and knight him as his final gift. After 

fighting with Sir Kay and Lancelot, Gareth finally reveals 

his lineage to Lancelot in order to receive the order of 

knighthood. So Gareth, brother of Sir Gawain, is knighted 

by Lancelot on Pentecost at the onset of his first 

adventure. 

In the Tale of the Sankgrael, the Feast of Pentecost 

reveals multiple wonders and adventures. A lady in the 

service of King Pelles, the father of Elaine, arrives at 

court and takes Lancelot with her to an abbey where the nuns 

request that he knight a young man. Lancelot agrees, and 

the young man sets the ceremony for the early morning, at 

the hour of p r ime (sunrise } . Before the day is complete, 

the young man is revealed as Lancelot's son Galahad, the 

knight destined to sit in the Sege Perilous and to fulfill 
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the quest of the Holy Grail. Arthur's court that day 

experiences marvels which are all symbolically related to 

Pentecost. The first wonder occurs immedi ately after 

morning services. When the knights gather at the Round 

Table that morning, the seats around all the table are 

inscribed in gold letters with the name of each knight; 

however, the Sege Perilous was newly inscribed with the 

following words: "FOUR HONDRED WYNTIR AND FOUR AND FYFTY 

ACOMPLYVYSSHED AFTIR THE PASSION OF OURE LORDE JESU CRYST 

OUGHTE THYS SYEGE TO BE FULFYLLED" (Malory 855: 12-14). 

Lancelot understands from the inscription that that 

Pentecost day will mark the fulfillment of the prophecy. 

After covering the seat with a cloth of silk, the knights 

prepare to eat. A second wonder precedes the dinner: the 

appearance of a sword placed in a red marble stone which 

floats in a nearby river. On the base of the stone the 

following words were carved: "NEVER SHALL MAN TAKE ME HENSE 

BUT ONLY HE BY WHOS SYDE I OUGHT TO HONGE AND HE SHALL BE 

THE BESTE KNYGHT OF THE WORLDE" (Malory 856: 13-15). 

Lancelot refuses to attempt to remove the stone and soberly 

predicts that any on e wh o a t tempt s to r emove t he swo rd other 

than the one intended will receive a wound that will not 

heal. He also declares that the appearance of the sword 



marks the beginning of the adventure of the Holy Grail. 

Gawain and Perceval both attempt, but fail, to remove the 

sword, which is later claimed by Galahad. 
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Galahad's appearance at court is dramatically preceded 

by the automatic shutting of all the doors and windows of 

the palace. Despite the closed doors and windows Galahad 

approaches the Round Table led by an old man dressed all in 

white. Galahad is richly dressed in red but does not have a 

sword in his scabbard. The old man introduces Galahad to 

Arthur: 

Sir, I brynge you here a yonge knyght the whych ys 
of kynges lynage and of the kynrede of Joseph of 
Aramathy, whereby the mervayles of this courte and 
of stronge realmys shall be fully complevysshed. 
(Malory 859: 11-14). 

When the old man leads Galahad to the Sege Perilous, 

the uncovered chair is inscribed 11 Thys ys the syege of Sir 

Galahad the hawte prynce" (Malory 860: 11) After the meal, 

the court follows Arthur and Galahad to the floating stone; 

Galahad easily claims the sword and identifies it as Balin•s 

sword, the one responsible for the dolorous stroke. A 

mysterious damsel on a white horse appears at the river to 

remind Lancelot that he is no longer the best knight in the 

world, a fact which he humbly admits he already knew. Then 



she declares that he is the best of the sinful knights of 

the world. Turning to King Arthur, she brings word from 

Nacien the hermit that the Holy Grail will appear to the 

fellowship that day. 
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After a joust, during which Galahad proves his worth, 

the company return to Camelot where they attend evensong 

services before returning to the Round Table. Loud blasts 

of thunder and bright light dumbfound the knights as they 

behold the Holy Grail covered with white samite. From the 

Grail each knight receives his favorite meat and drink, but 

no one sees the Grail itself or the one who carries it. 

After the departure of the Grail, most of the knights follow 

Sir Gawain's example and vow to go in personal quest of the 

Holy Grail. 

The opening of the Tale of the Holy Grail reverberates 

with spiritual imagery. Galahad is knighted in an abbey 

during prime, the first hour of prayer in the eccleiastical 

day . He is associated throughout the episode with the Grail 

itself as well as with Christ and the Holy Spirit. He, like 

the risen Christ as well as the Holy Spirit, makes a 

looked-for bu t mysterious appearance. Galahad 1 s appearance 

in the miraculously closed castle foreshadows the actual 

thunder and bright light which accompany the appearance of 
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the Grail. His appearance may suggest associations with the 

sudden appearance of the risen Christ to his disciples in a 

locked upper room. His red armor and coat echo the red 

vestments associated with the Pentecostal liturgy. Muriel 

Whitaker, in her essay "Christian Inconography in The Quest 

of the Holy Grail," traces the symbolism of Pentecost and 

the Grail especially in cathedral art. She notices the 

cluster of spiritual associations which surround Galahad: 

The colour of the Pentecostal flame becomes 
particularly associated with Galahad, who is 
introduced to Arthur's court dressed in red armour 
and a coat of red sendal and who draws his sword 
from a red stone. (15) 

Galahad's arrival at court ushers in a new spiritual level 

of quest which also suggests parallels with the corning of 

Christ and the corning of the Holy Spirit. 

After the Grail quest, Pentecost continues to mark the 

annual regeneration of Arthur's court. The corning of the 

Ho l y spi ri t at Pentecost empowered and c ommissioned t he 

early disciples to spread the message to all people; in 

Malory• s MQ.I:.t_,LQ.Q,rt.mu: r the celebr a tion of Pent ecos t 

similarly empowers and commissions the knights to renew the 

covenant made with the oath of knighthood. One little-known 
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tale which Malory includes in his cycle is The Healing of 

Sir Urry~ Sir Urry's mother and his sister travel through 

many countries for seven years attempting to find the best 

knight in the world because only the touch of the best 

knight in the world could break the curse which has kept Sir 

Urry's seven wounds from healing. Malory's version relates 

that Sir Urry's mother came to King Arthur's court "by 

fortune" at the Feast of Pentecost. King Arthur, along with 

110 knights, unsuccessfully attempts to heal the wounds. 

Lancelot appears at court after the others have tried and at 

King Arthur's specific command reluctantly attempts the 

healing. A miracle occurs because Lancelot truly prayed for 

God to heal the knight: 

And than he hylde up hys hondys and laked unto the 
este, saiynge secretely unto hymselff, "Now, 
Blyssed Fadir and Son and Holy Goste, I beseche 
The of Thy mercy that my symple worshyp and 
honeste be saved, and Thou Blyssed Trynyte, Thou 
mayste yeff me power to hele thys syke knyght by 
t he gr e te vertu and grace of The, but , Good Larde, 
never of myselff." (Malory 1152: 18-25) 

Despite Lancelot's failure during the Grail quest and his 

continuing relat i onship with Guinevere, Lancelot is 

empowered to heal Sir Urry, and the entire fellowship of 

knights celebrates the miracle. 
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The annual feasts of Pentecost help define the cycles 

of quests and adventures throughout Malory's work. 

Structurally the feast provides a setting for new plots, and 

thematically the feast reinforces ideas of redemption and 

empowerment, fellowship and responsibility. The actions of 

the knights who take the idealistic oath each year fall 

short of the ideal, as is clearly demonstrated in the 

failure of Arthur and his 110 knights to heal Sir Urry. 

However, the failures fit into the overall pattern of a 

cycle or a spiral; each quest and adventure of the entire 

corpus follows a cycle or a spiral pattern in which the 

knight goes through a process of accepting, searching, 

fighting, overcoming, failing, and renewing. Both physical 

and spiritual trials follow the patterns. 

Other days on the church calendar appear within 

Malory's Morte Darthur and serve to reinforce various 

themes. The last church-related date mentioned in the Morte 

Darthur is Good Friday . The remnants of the fellowship of 

the Knights of the Round Table fall after many battles in 

the Holy Land. Their deaths on Good Friday suggest two 

separate themes. First, the true knights imitate with their 

lives and deaths the life and death of Christ. Second, Good 

Friday suggests themes of sacrifice, redemption, and finally 
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resurrection. "As the great cycle of life continues," Reiss 

remarks, "what occurs in the Christian year after Good 

Friday is the Feast of Easter when the dead hero lives once 

again" (40). King Arthur's final battle occurs on Trinity 

Sunday, a week after Pentecost. The church calendar between 

Pentecost and Advent represents a time of waiting. Reiss 

notes that 

Pentecost, which occurs generally around the time 
of the summer solstice, is the last great holy day 
in the Christian year before Advent the next 
winter. The half of the year following Pentecost 
is mostly occupied by a series of vaguely defined 
Sundays after Pentecost, during which time the 
Church rehearses the ministry and miracles of 
Christ; but, more important, this part of the 
Christian year is concerned with the waning of the 
sun . ( 3 8 - 3 9 ) 

The waning, then, of Arthur's power occurs immediately after 

Pentecost. Trinity Sunday celebrates the mystery of the 

trinitarian nature of God, so the fall of Arthur may also be 

interpreted to be within the providence of God. The two 

dreams which Arthur experiences the night before the battle 

foreshadow the idea of the fateful fall. The famous dream 

of Fortune' s wheel taken f r om the alliter at i ve Mor te Arthure 

warns Arthur of his impending fall; Gawain's ghostly 

appearance to Arthur suggests that the earthly battle can be 
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won only if peace is finally made with Lancelot . The next 

day a snake, symbolic of evil, stings a knight so that the 

knight draws his sword during the truce talk between Modred 

and Arthur; the conflict begins. Although Arthur overcomes 

Modred, he appears to be mortally wounded; however, Arthur's 

famous departure to Avalon aboard a barge with three queens 

and the Lady of the Lake suggests the possibility of healing 

and return. 

Each of the four who accompany Arthur possesses 

supernatural powers which she has used to support or oppose 

Arthur throughout his reign. The appearance of the four 

together on the barge to rescue Arthur illustrates the 

significant power for both good and ill which these 

exceptional women wield. Malory identifies the four as 

Arthur's sister Morgan le Fay, the Queen of North Wales, the 

Queen of the Waste Lands, and Nyneve. Within the narrative, 

Morgan le Fay, allied on occasion with the Queen of North 

Wales, had plotted Arthur's downfall . Nyneve, on the other 

hand, had intervened to rescue Arthur from Morgan's plots on 

at least two occasions: when Morgan le Fay sent a beautiful 

poisoned robe to Arthur and when Arthur fought against 

Morgan's lover Accolon. The Queen of the Waste Lands is 

elsewhere identified as Perceval's saintly aunt. She and 
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Nyneve embody the protection, guidance, and inspiration 

which women often represent in medieval romance while Morgan 

le Fay and the Queen of North Wales suggest the deception, 

temptation, and evil which women also represented. The 

dichotomy between true and false and between good and evil 

colors almost all depictions of women in medieval 

literature. Women are often compared to Eve or Mary and are 

archetypally presented as either the source of salvation or 

the cause of damnation. The fact that both good and evil 

women come to Arthur's aid in his fall surprises some 

readers; however, the trials and wonders introduced by both 

types of characters had initiated and had controlled the 

cycle and spiral arrangement of Arthur's reign. As 

supernatural representatives of Otherworld, the women rescue 

Arthur at the point of his fall and take him over water and 

out of the real world. 

The trials faced in medieval romances often involve a 

physica l or metaphorica l trip to Otherworld, and the themes 

and settings of Otherworld are most often associated with 

women. sever al exampl es taken from Malory's Morte Darthur 

will illustrate the special significance of the women 

characters as dynamic forces which shape the structure of 

the tales. women often appear at Arthur's court during the 
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Pentecost celebration; when they request a boon from King 

Arthur, the knights are challenged to set out on an 

adventure and the cycle of adventure begins for the knight 

who accepts the challenge. Balin's fatal adventures, for 

example, all began when a damsel from Lady Lyle of Avalon 

brings the enchanted sword to Camelot. The damsel announces 

that the sword which she wears can be removed only by a 

knight whom she describes as "a passynge good man of hys 

hondys and of hys dedis, and withoute velony other trechory 

and withoute treson. And if I may fynde such a knyght that 

hath all thes vertues he may draw oute thys swerde oute of 

the sheethe" (Malory 61-62: 34, 1-3). Among all the knights 

who accept the challenge, the poor and humble Balin alone 

succeeds. Unfortunately, he refuses to return the sword to 

the damsel when she requests it; from that point forward, 

Balin and his sword wreak destruction: the deaths of two 

women and the creation of the Waste Lands are directly 

attributed to Balin and his misdeeds with the sword; his 

final battle with his beloved brother led to the ultimate 

downfall fo r both. Bali.n's adventure leads h im to 

destruction; however, the same sword claimed by Galahad 

before the Grail quest renews and rescues others. 
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Lynet's challenge to the fellowship of the Round Table 

to rescue her sister demonstrates another adventure 

initiated by a woman; despite Lynet's harassment, Gareth 

accepts and nobly completes the adventure. His rescue of 

the Lady Lyones is rewarded when the two are wed. Lynet's 

role, however, as the challenger and the guide for Gareth 

illustrates the symbolic and literal control women have over 

the movement of a significant number of the cycles of 

adventures and quests in Malory's Morte Darthur. Sir Urry's 

mother and sister who challenge Camelot to heal Sir Urry's 

wounds, Morgan le Fay's woman who presents Arthur with the 

poisoned mantle, Perceval's aunt who instructs him before 

his quest for Galahad: each of these women presents trials 

and tests for individual knights. 

Perceval's adventures throughout his quest for Galahad 

and the Grail provide some of the more exotic trials of the 

Morte Darthur. Perceval began his quest by requesting news 

from a religious recluse who he discovers is his aunt, the 

former Queen of the Waste Lands. She carefully instructs 

Perceval by explaining the reason for the Round Table, the 

Sege Perilous, and the grail quest. After meeting the 

ancient King Evelake, Perceval does battle with twenty 

knights, is rescued by Galahad, but is unhorsed. After 
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finding a yeoman's horse, Perceval is unhorsed again by a 

mysterious knight on a black horse. In the depths of 

despair he throws aside his armor and shield. At midnight a 

woman awakens him and promises him her horse "If thou wolt 

ensure me ... that thou wolt fulfylle my wylle whan I 

somon the ... " (Malory 911: 23-24). Perceval remains 

unaware of the nature of evil throughout much of his ordeal; 

in this case, he does not recognize the woman's true nature 

or the nature of the horse even though the woman appears at 

midnight and in the wilderness. Perceval even welcomes the 

inky black horse which matches the midnight hour, and he 

appears to disregard the pact he made with the woman. After 

a wild hour's ride, the horse had carried Perceval four 

days' journey. Perceval does not understand the nature of 

the horse until he crosses himself when the horse approaches 

wild water; when he makes the sign of the cross, the horse 

shakes him off and destroys itself in the water, which 

appears to boil. Having barely escaped damnation, Perceval 

reverses his spiritual direction; he recognizes his failure 

and turns to prayer for the rest of the night. 

The next morning Perceval awakens in an obviously 

Otherworld setting: a wild mountain enclosed almost entirely 

by water. Left alone in the wilderness, Perceval befriends 
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a lion after killing a serpent which threatened the lion; 

similar episodes involving lions in the wilderness who aid 

heroes often appear in saint's lives, so Perceval's trials 

in the wilderness involve spiritual testing. Perceval is 

led by his dreams further into Otherworld. He meets two 

ladies in a startling dream: one is young and rides upon the 

back of a lion; the other is old and rides upon a serpent. 

The lady on the lion brings Perceval tidings from "the 

grettist lorde of the worlde" and advises him to make ready 

for a great fight. On the other hand, the lady on the 

serpent demands that Perceval become her man to repay her 

for the death of the serpent. Perceval refuses the old 

woman. When he awakens he is concerned about understanding 

his dreams. A great white ship approaches, aboard it is an 

old man dressed like a priest who interprets his dream for 

him. The two women whom Perceval meets in his dream would 

have been recognizable to the medieval audience as the Old 

Law and the New Law. In an essay entitled "Christian 

Iconography in The Quest of the Holy Grail," Muriel Whitaker 

explains that the symbolic representations of women in the 

Grail legend appear in the windows at Reims: 
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Even such a minor detail as the representation of 
the Old Law and the New as a woman astride a 
serpent and another sitting on a lion might have 
been suggested by the female figures of Synagogue 
and Ecclesia flanking the rose window of the south 
transept. ( 1 7) 

In direct contrast to the white ship and the priest, a 

black ship and a beautiful gentlewoman appear to Perceval. 

He still lacks the ability to recognize evil. The woman 

easily solicits Perceval's pledge "that ye shall do my wyll 

what tyme I somon you" when she promises to take him to find 

Galahad. She seduces Perceval with sleep, food, and lust; 

however, "by adventure and grace" he sees the red cross and 

crucifix on the pommel of his sword. He crosses himself 

immediately after joining the lady in bed; in a direct 

parallel to the episode with the black horse, the spiritual 

sign destroys the evil pavilion. The lady departs on her 

black ship. Perceval repents by stabbing himself in the 

thigh, an act which is often interpreted as an act of 

castration. He finally escapes the wilderness when the 

white ship returns and the priest explains that Perceval's 

experience was the great fight his vision had foretold. The 

priest patiently explains the nature of Satan since Perceval 

did not recognize him in the lady. The ending of his tale, 

like the beginning, involves spiritual discernment; the 



initial challenges, the dreams, and the final temptations 

had all been directed by women. 

156 

The nature of temptation is demonstrated by the woman 

from the black ship. Only Perceval's naive religious 

gesture saves him. The evil temptress in romance cycles 

most often subjects the hero to a trial. If the knight is 

able to overcome the temptation, he has an opportunity to 

gain self-knowledge. Failures, too, provide an opportunity 

for growth if the hero repents. 

In the introduction to an edition entitled Le Morte 

Darthur, John C. Wilson notes that there are many women in 

the romance who appear to practice magic or to initiate 

supernatural events. Wilson remarks that Merlin is the sole 

male practitioner of magic. Specific magical powers, 

separate from Merlin, belong to many different types of 

women. Wilson lists them as 

... Morgan le Fay, the Lady of the Lake, the 
beldame who can make Launcelot believe he is 
sleeping with Guenever when he takes Elaine, the 
maiden who carries the Holy Grail between her 
hands, well nigh every maiden who comes :iding 
into Camelot to set new tasks for the Knights of 
the Round Table; and, above all, the Goddess of 
Love, Queen Guenever. (x) 

The magic involved with love provides the true focus of 

medieval romance in general and Malory's work in particular. 
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In both secular and supernatural senses, love develops, 

tests, and inspires the conduct of its followers. Edmund 

Reiss argues that the power and problems of love serve as 

the central theme of the Book of Tristram; if power and 

problems of spiritual love are added to Reiss's observation, 

then it can be demonstrated that the power and problems of 

love serve as the central theme of the entire Morte Darthur. 

Reiss argues that 

the hero must be not only the man of prowess and 
of courtesy but also the man of love who possesses 
all those qualities of inner development that can 
come from selfless devotion. The lustful and even 
romantic elements of love do not appear as 
important; rather, love is a quality closely 
resembling courtesy, since it develops the 
interior man. (113) 

The women in romance most often take on the two aspects 

of Venus, so that the oppositions between secular and sacred 

love influence the characterization itself. In medieval 

literature, women are symbolically connected with love or 

with worldly desires which draw men away from love. The 

dual nature of love is particularly important in the 

characterization of Guinevere. Guinevere's role in the rise 

and fall of Arthur's kingdom and in the development of 

Lancelot's character makes her central to the overall work. 

Arthur's marriage to Guinevere is associated with the 
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founding of the Round Table. When Guinevere marries Arthur, 

her father presents the Round Table to Arthur; the table had 

orginally belonged to Uther Pendragon. The union of the two 

kingdoms through the royal wedding returns the unifying and 

highly symbolic table to Arthur's family. The first part of 

the Morte Darthur traces the beginning of Arthur's rise as a 

ruler, and the table represents Guinevere's public role in 

the unification of the kingdom and in the establishment of 

the court. Guinevere also serves as the central symbol of 

Arthur's fall. Although Arthur is brought low by Modred who 

is actually an embodiment of Arthur's own failings, 

Guinivere and Lancelot provide the conspirators with a cause 

for war. 

Guinevere's private role as Lancelot's lady 

demonstrates the complicated nature of love. The love which 

inspired Lancelot to great worldly deeds also held him back 

from the ultimate spiritual deed, attainment of the Holy 

Grail. Nevertheless, Malory describes Guinevere as a true 

lover, and her love, he writes, ultimately redeems her: 

And therefore all ye that be lovers, calle unto 
youre remembraunce the monethe of May, lyke as 
ded quene Gwenyver, for whom I make here a 
lytyll mencion, that whyle she lyved she was a 
trew lover, and therefor she had a good end. 
(1120: 9-13) 



159 

If, as Reiss points out, love causes "those qualities 

of inner development that can come from selfless devotion," 

then there is no reason to explain away Malory's assessment 

of Guinevere's good end as some critics have done. 

Guinevere's devotion to Lancelot on a secular level develops 

her inner qualities so that she finally transfers her 

devotion to God and points Lancelot to the same spiritual 

path once she truly recognizes the consequences of her sin. 

By relinquishing her place as the center of Lancelot's 

devotion, she selflessly made it possible for Lancelot to 

pursue a spiritual redemption. 

Throughout the Morte Darthur Malory presents stories in 

which the cycle of quest and adventure is guided by women. 

Women provide magic swords and present miraculous 

challenges. Women provide instruction and warning, as do 

the symbolic women in Perceval's dream; they provide 

inspiration and redemption, as does Perceval's sister who 

willingly sheds her blood to save her companions; they tempt 

and deceive, as does Morgan le Fay, who plots to destroy 

Arthur . In Malory's Marte Darthur, the cycling and 

spiraling plots of adventure and quest demonst r ate patterns 

of renewal, and that renewal often symbolizes a new birth or 

a new start associated with the regenerative powers of love. 
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At the end of Arthur's reign, Morgan le Fey, who has plotted 

against him so many times, approaches supernaturally with 

three other women to lovingly take Arthur to Avalon. 

Malory's cycle .of romance takes its structure and its 

meaning from the cycle and spiral arrangements of plot, 

setting, symbols, and themes. Rhetorical theory and 

practice, church calendar and ritual, and real and symbolic 

women~all contribute to the structure and meaning of 

medieval romance. 



CHAPTER VI 

STRUCTURE AND MEANING OF THE CYCLE AND THE SPIRAL 

HIC IACET ARTHURUS, REX QUONDAM REXOUE FUTURUS 

(Malory 1242: 29) 

In Sir Thomas Malory's Morte Darthur, the cycle and 

the spiral are rhetorically effective both as strategies 

for arrangement and as metaphors for the underlying 

beliefs in faith and redemption intrinsic to medieval 

literature in general and the Morte Darthur in 

particular. The cyclical format so prevalent during the 

Middle Ages shapes the arrangement and themes important 

to most medieval literature: the romance cycles, the 

cycle dramas, the framed tales like Chaucer's Canterbury 

Tales, and the dream vision. 

The cycle is not always strictly recursive, however. 

The prevalent method of arrangement (and meaning) often 

takes a spiral form since the movement of the cycle 

frequently spirals outward, then upward or downward, and 
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then back upon itself. Dante's Commedia, for example, 

illustrates the physical and moral movement of the plot. 

The downward spiral into Inferno exposes Dante to 

progressively more horrifying consequences of sin. The 

upward spiral through Purgatorio and finally into 

Paradisio traces the purification and redemption of the 

character. Traditional stories from the Middle Ages also 

employ spiralling effects. Quests in traditional 

romances, for example, most often last for a year and a 

day. That extra day breaks a strictly recursive annual 

pattern and suggests that quests do not merely end, but, 

instead, they equip the characters for new adventures. 

Such a spiralling arrangement reflects the search 

for self-knowledge and redemption so important to most 

medieval plots. Such plot arrangements and movements 

prevail because they most appropriately reproduce 

medieval views about faith and authority. The cycle and 

the spiral as developed 1n secular as well as sacred 

literature structurally reinforce the promise of renewal 

and redemption central to church ritual and Christian 

doctrine. The quest for meaning in this life and the 

next is not a single quest; the repetition of the cycle 
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or the spiral in medieval story displays the never-ending 

nature of the search. 

Medieval views about faith and authority also affect 

the composition process. Medieval composition assumed 

the authority of prior texts; subject matter, structure, 

and themes were all to be found in authoritative texts. 

Many classical texts were important sources during the 

Middle Ages, but no text influenced the medieval mind 

more than the Bible did. Medieval writers, steeped in 

practices of biblical exegesis and in the principles of 

composition taught through the rhetorical curriculum of 

the period, naturally imitated the structure and themes 

found in the accepted sources. 

The techniques of composition reviewed in the 

popular rhetoric handbooks of the period stressed 

concepts of style and ornamentation. Since so much of 

the writing done during the Middle Ages involved 

translation, hermeneutics, and exegesis, the handbooks 

spent little time on arrangement and organization. 

Medieval rhetorical theorists like Geoffrey of Vinsauf 

and Matthew of Vendome were concerned that works covering 

great topics have a proper balance, or ratio; common 
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medieval methods of amplification like digression could 

achieve ratio when the work utilized the cyclical or 

spiral arrangement found in so many traditional and 

authoritative sources. Romance in particular reflected 

the cyclical and spiral patterns in arrangement and in 

theme. The protagonist of a romance frequently 

experienced the rise-and-fall patterns suggested in the 

structure of biblical and epic narratives. Secular 

romance like Malory's Morte Darthur communicated in both 

theme and structure the trials, temptations, falls, and 

redemption which mirror biblical narratives. 

Contemporary audiences do not always recognize the 

biblical themes and structure which so influenced the 

medieval audience; therefore, medieval attitudes toward 

such themes and structure escape the attention of current 

audiences unfamiliar with the forms. A study of the 

patterns and rhythms of medieval Christian worship and 

the Christian calendar helps today's readers appreciate 

both the form and the meaning of medieval writing. The 

medieval church calendar moved cyclically through the 

events of the lives of Christ, Mary, and the early 
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saints. The day followed liturgical prayer times. The 

prayer cycle followed the natural solar day, but each 

segment of that day became the focus for spiritual 

renewal. In a similar fashion, each day of the week and 

each season of the year fit into a continuous quest for 

spiritual renewal. 

In medieval narrative the quest for spiritual 

renewal often began under the direction of a female 

character. The medieval concepts of nature, history, and 

the church find personified form in Natura, Fortuna, and 

Mother Church. The histories of entire peoples, 

individual heroes, or kings were often presented in 

medieval texts as controlled by Dame Fortune and her 

wheel. The dominance of this particular image in 

medieval thought reinforced the symbol of the cycle, 

through the wheel. Nature, too, controls people (and 

narrative) by the turning of the seasons. Birth, death, 

and rebirth, which also play central roles in the 

doctrine and narrative of the Middle Ages, were often 

associated with woman, especially when that woman is 

associated with love. 
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Church doctrine of the Middle Ages taught that any 

new life involved death, usually a sacrificial one, and a 

corresponding new birth. By participating in the death 

of Christ, for example, the communicant in the medieval 

church recreated the birth, life, death, and rebirth of 

Christ, of himself or herself, and of the church itself. 

So the fall from Fortune's wheel which is graphically 

demonstrated in medieval literature and art was redeemed 

with a certain belief in new life which was celebrated in 

both seasonal and religious cycles and rituals. 

In Malory's Morte Darthur, the Round Table and its 

adventures find an annual renewal during the Feast of the 

Pentecost. The biblical narrative which explains the 

first Pentecost invests a spiritual dimension to the 

secular Round Table fellowship. In the context of 

scripture, Pentecost initiated a new religious age under 

the guidance of the Holy Spirit; in the context of the 

romance cycle, Pentecost initiated a time of renewal for 

King Arthur and his knights. New knights were added to 

the order of the Round Table in a secular imitation of 

the new converts added to the church at the original 

Pentecost. In the Bible and in Malory's romance, 
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Pentecost initiated quests, trials, and adventures for 

the fellowship. The spiritual parallel enriches the 

secular story. 

The repetition of annual feasts like Pentecost in 

medieval society provides a sense of stability; yet an 

important theme of Malory's Morte Darthur is the 

instability of this world compared to the stability of 

the eternal. When Galahad achieved his quest for the 

Holy Grail, he asked Sir Bors to take a message to his 

father. Galahad's last words were: " ... salew me unto 

my lorde sir Launcelot, my fadir, and as sone as ye se 

hym bydde hym remembir of this world unstable" (Malory 

1035: 10-12). Lancelot's own spiritual instability 

reflects the instability of the world. The quest for 

stability will have to become a spiritual quest, then, 

since the secular world is by nature unstable. 

An interplay exists between the structures of the 

cycle and the spiral throughout Malory's Morte Darthur. 

On the one hand, the cycle represents the eternal and the 

stable; on the other hand, the spiral informs the search 

for that stability despite the instability of the secular 

world. The quest plays a central role in medieval plot 

167 



spirals; those spirals occur in the romance, in the dream 

vision, and in the frame tales. Each genre follows 

essentially the same pattern: the quester goes out 

without full knowledge of his or her situation; with the 

help of supernatural forces the quester undergoes a 

series of temptations and tests which force growth; the 

quester returns (coming full circle spatially), but he or 

she is no longer the same person; progress has been made. 

That progress, however, usually leads to a new quest, to 

a new trial, or to new temptation. 

Within the stability of the church calendar year and 

its ritual, an element of instability remains. The 

stability of the repetitious rituals and festivals 

contrasts with the instability of the church's search for 

redemption. Only the mystical second corning of Christ 

will stop the open-ended nature of the spiralling search 

for salvation. The second coming, however, would end one 

phase only to begin another. The medieval audience 

understood that the second coming of Christ would open a 

new age, so the second coming would represent a new 

beginning, not a conclusion. 
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When a character does finally reach the level of 

redemption in Malory's narrative, he or she can no longer 

function in the secular world but is fitted for service 

in the next world. The visions of Galahad and Lancelot 

being carried by angels to heaven may demonstrate their 

respective victories over the instability of this world; 

however, a new adventure on a spiritual level awaits them 

in the next world. 

Did King Arthur die? The memorial to King Arthur in 

Malory's Morte Darthur reads Hie Iacet Arthurus. Rex 

Quondam Rexque Futurus. The idea of his return to reign 

as a future king of England parallels the biblical 

promise of Christ's return. So Arthur's end suggests the 

beginning of a new story. Like so many successful 

storytellers, Malory drew on traditional themes and 

sources in order to tell his part of a continuing story. 

Even in the late twentieth century, Arthur is not dead. 

His story still entertains, intrigues, and challenges 

artists and audiences satisfied with a spiraling tale 

whose completion js yet to come. 
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APPENDIX 

The Englishman St. Willibrod, Apostle to the 

Frisians, compiled the earliest extant ecclesiastical 

calendar. The following adaptation comes from the calendar 

which he developed between 702-706 A.D. 

JANUARY 

1 The Feast of the Circumcision* 
3 The Feast of St. Genevieve of Paris 
6 The Feast of Epiphany 

13 The Feast of St. Hilary 
14 The Feast of St. Felix of Nola 
17 The Feast of St. Anthony, Herrni t 
18 The Feast of St. Peter's Chair at Rome and the 

Assumption of Holy Mary 
20 The Feast of St. Sebastian 
21 The Feast of St. Agnes V. 
24 The Feast of St. Babilas, Bishop and Martyr 
25 The Feast of Conversion of St. Paul at Damascus 
29 The Feast of St. Valerius, Bishop and 

The Feast of St. Lucy V. at Treves 

FEBRUARY 

1 The Feast of St. Denis, St. Polycarp and St. Brigid V. 
2 The Feast of St. Symeon, Patriarch 
5 The Feast of St. Agatha 
6 The Feast of St. Amandus 

16 The Feast of St. Juliana 
22 The Feast of The Chair of Peter at Antioch 
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MARCH 

1 The Feast of Donatus 
7 The Feast of Perpetua and Felicitas 

12 The Feast of St. Gregory at Rome 
17 The Feast of St. Patrick, Bishop in Ireland 
20 The Feast of St. Cuthbert, Bishop 
21 The Feast of St. Benedict, Abbot 
25 The Lord was crucified and 

The Feast of St. James the brother of Our Lord 
27 The Resurrection of Our Lord 

APRIL 

4 The Feast of St. Ambrose 
22 The Feast of Philip, Apostle 

MAY 

1 The Feast of St. Philip, Apostle 

5 The Feast of The Ascension of the Lord 
7 The Feast of The Invention of the Holy Cross (Mystery of 

the Faith) 
11 The Feast of Paneratius, Martyr 

14 Earliest day for Pentecost 
31 The Feast of St. Maximinius at Treves 

JUNE 

2 The Feast of Erasmus, Martyr 

8 The Feast of Barnabas, Apostle 

9 The Feast of St. Colurnkill 

22 The Feast of James, the son of Alpheus 

24 The Feast of Nativity of John the Baptist 

29 The Feast of Sts. Peter and Paul at Rome 

JULY 

15 The Feast of St. James of Nisibis 

25 The Feast of St. James, Apostle, Brother of John 

26 The Feast of St. Symeon, Monk in Syria 

29 The Feast of St. Lupus 



AUGUST 

1 The Feast of The Machabees, seven brothers with their 
mother 

5 The Feast of St. Oswald, King 
6 The Feast of St. Syxtus, Bishop 

10 The Feast of St. Laurence, Deacon 
13 The Feast of Hippolitus, Martyr 
16 The Feast of (Sic) [erasure] St. Mary 
25 The Feast of St. Bartholomew, Apostle 
28 Augustine and Faustinus, Bishops 
29 The Feast of Martyrdom of St. John the Baptist 
30 The Feast of St. Paulinus, Bishop at Trier 

SEPTEMBER 

7 The Feast of Sergius, Pope at Rome 
9 The Feast of (Sic) Nativity of St. Mary at Jerusalem 

13 The Feast of Cornelius and Cyprian 
15 The Feast of St. Euphemia, Martyr 
19 The Feast of Januarius, Martyr 
21 The Feast of Matthew, Apostle 
24 The Feast of Conception of St. John the Baptist 
27 The Feast of Cosmas and Damian at Jerusalem 
29 The Feast of St. Michael, Archangel 

OCTOBER 

1 The Feast of Remedius and Germanus 
4 The Feast of Sts. Henwald and Hewald, Martyrs 

14 The Feast of Paulinus, Bishop in Canterbury 
18 The Feast of Luke, Evangelist 
28 The Feast of Simon and Jude, Apostles 
31 The Feast of St. Quintinus, Martyr 

NOVEMBER 

10 
11 
22 
23 
24 
30 

The 
The 
The 
The 
The 
The 

Feast 
Feast 
Feast 
Feast 
Feast 
Feast 

of St. Leo, Pope 
of st. Martin, Bishop at Tours 
of St. Cecilia 
of Clement at Rome 
of Crisogonlus 
of st. Andrew, Apostle 

172 



DECEMBER 

10 The Feast of St. Eulalia and seventy-five others 
20 The Feast of St. Ignatius, Bishop and Martyr 
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21 The Feast of The Feast of St. Thomas, Apostle in India 
25 Nativity of Our Lord Jesus Christ 
26 The Feast of St. Stephen, Martyr 
27 The Feast of John, Apostle, and James, his brother 
28 The Feast of The Innocents 
31 The Feast of St. Silvester, Bishop 

Fig. 1: Adapted from Catholic Encyclopedia,"Calendar" 1908 
ed. *Boldface added to emphasize dates associated with 
Christ. Underlining added to emphasize mysteries of 
the faith. 
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