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Historical Background for King Arthur 

• There is no certainty that King Arthur was a real person, but there  is some consensus 
around the idea that Arthur is based on a Roman-Briton leader fighting against the Angles 
and the Saxons in their invasion of England, following the collapse of the Roman Empire. 

• Another conception of Arthur is a Roman general, who rose in the Western reaches of the 
Empire, to challenge both the native inhabitants of England and the Roman Empire itself. 

 
Literary History of Arthur 

• 600-800: Emergence of the Arthur myth 
• Chrétien de Troyes –French romances about Lancelot, Percival, etc. 
• Geoffrey of Monmouth’s pseudo-histories of England (1100s) 
• Thomas Mallory’s Le Morte D’ Arthur (1485) 
• Alfred Tennyson’s Idylls of the King (1856-1885) 
• T.H. White’s The Once and Future King 

 
Important Families of Arthurian Legend 
 
Uther Pendragon= Igraine= Duke of Cornwall 
                           |                | 
                           |                | 
                        Arthur   =      Morgause Morgan Le Fay Elaine 
                                      | 
                                      | 
                                     Mordred 
 
Morgause= King of Orkney  (Lot) 
                | 
______|______________________________ 
      |                            |                     |                              | 
Gawain Gareth       Gaheris     Aggravaine 
 
 
Launcelot= Elaine 
               | 
               | 
      Galahad 
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Themes of Le Morte D’ Arthur 
 
Betrayal 

• To some extent, from the Roman tradition that treachery is the ultimate sin.  
o Judas Betrayal of Christ 
o Political Infighting 
o Death of the Knightly Culture 

 
 

Arthur as Christ Figure 
• His return from death (the once and future king) 
• His virtue and leadership 
• His innocence (despite the death of Mordred) 

 
Fate 

• The inevitability of outcomes is an important theme of the stories. Though Arthur intends 
to prevent Mordred from taking his life, the ultimate fight between the two cannot be 
prevented. One cannot escape his/her fate. 

• God is intricately linked to these outcomes. The human pursuit of the Holy Grail is 
ultimately futile for those that God will not allow to achieve it. 
 

Relationship Between Subject and Ruler 
• Mallory emphasized the importance of the feudal value system as it was dying. He was a 

traditionalist, who was living at the end of the feudal period. Knights were no longer the 
preeminent military force, and Mallory wanted to restore them to their past glory. 

• At the core of feudalism was an almost absolute belief in hierarchy—liege-lord 
relationship. 
 

Sir Gawain and The Green Knight Themes 
• A more complex text in some ways that does not define honor in stark black and white 

terms.  
o Gawain is depicted as honorable because he 1) has the courage to compete against 

the Green Knight in Arthur’s stead, 2) fulfills his vow to return to the knight, 
despite the prospect of his death, and 3) displays honesty at the end of the text. 

o Conversely, he shows a lack of honor in his dishonesty with the Green Knight’s 
wife. 

• The text also addresses the idea of confession of sin and redemption. By confessing his 
guilt, Gawain is cleansed, and restored to purity. 

• Testing: A consistent theme in the Arthurian legends is the idea of the test. Gawain must 
prove his virtue, just as Arthur had to prove himself worthy of being the king. 
 

Sir Gawain Writing 
• Sir Gawain was written in the late 14th century, using the alliterative measure of Old 

English poetry 
• Use the conventions of medieval chivalric romance 

 


