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The Tale of Sir Gareth of Orkney is an interesting one for

several reasongs. While major French sources have been found for
Malory's other romances, Gareth's sources remain a mystery. Some
crtites believe that Gareth must be based uvon an earlier romance.
Others think that Gareth is the most original and inventive of Ma-
lory's works. There is solid evidence to sunvort both ovinions.
The issue raises another voroblem. Because the major source, if
eny, of Gareth is unknown, it is imvossible to evaluate Gareth on
the basis of the source., If the critic is to understand Gareth
and its role in the collected works of Malory, he must, at least
in part, be willing to regard Gareth on the basis of its own mer-
its,

It is clear that Gareth is, to some extent, based uvon
earlier romances. But there are two sides to the question. Did
Malory borrow many details from several romances and form thenm
into a coherent story? Or d4id he condense and adapt an zlready
exixtent "romance of Gaheret," as Vinaver calls it‘?1 The main
proponents of the former view are Wilfred L. Guerin and Larry
D. Benson. Both Guerin and Benson believe that Gareth is drawn
from many sources and that Malory did not merely condense and a-
dapt, but created the most original of his works, Both suvport
their ideas with convincing, if snmeculative, arguments.

According to Guerin, the role of Gareth in Malory's works
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is zdmirable. This.leads Guerin to conclude that Malory used his
scurces, which were inconsistent, and created a snecific and con-
sistent character, Gareth, who would nlay an imnortant role in the
future events of Malory's works, Thus, Gareth as he stands is or-
iginal in Malory. One could, however, as easily say that Malorys
Gersth is consistent because he used a major French source, now lost,
which was also consistent.

Benson, too, believes that Malory drew basic ideas from many

romznces, including Chretien de Troyes' Eréc et Enide as well as

Ivomadon, Desconus Lybeaus, and others. Like Guerin, Benson believes

trat Gareth is not mere adavtation, but an invention which allowed
¥alory to choose a multitude of sources rather than merely to a-
davt and to reshave one or two. Benson sees Gareth as an examvle
of 2 "Fzir Unknown" romance. In such romances, a man who either
dces not know his name or who does not wish to reveal it is called
uncn by a damsel to rescue his lady. In the vorocess, he is also
called upon to prove his worthiness of knighthood to the court, his
family, his lady, anc¢ himself., Included in his adventures is a
series of battles with knizhts who are related to one another, as
well as a battle with a knight who is usually related to the knight
besieging the lady. He also eventually fights his own brother
without knowing who he is, but then recognizes him., In the end,
after he has proved himself and become known, he marries the lady
whom he has rescued and his brother marries the damsel who led the
Fait Unkhown. These "stock conventions of romance" are found in
whole or in »part in many romances, some of which are believed to

be among Gareth's sources.2 Por example, though Gareth does not

avpear in Ipomadon, it can still be seen easily tnat Ivomadon is
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a possible source of Gareth, for Benson demonstrates many parallels
between the two.3 The theme of an anonyvmous but attractive voung
man is evidently common in romance. Malory even draws attention
knizht who was a Fair Unknown the mocking nickname La Cote Male
Tayle. These parallels lead to the idea that Malory used the stock
conventions to create an original romance.

According to Benson, even the obvious similarities between
Gareth and earlier Fair Unknown romances contribute to the notion
that it is an original work. For examvle, the section of Gareth
from the beginning to Gareth's battle with the Red Knight of the
Red Lands is a typical Fair Unknown section, vet even the similarities
do not "fit in comfortably"” with »nrior Fair Unknown romances, for
Gareth shows the influence of other works, such as 2£;§§§3.4 Again,
this leads to the possibility that Malory created rather than
adavted. This is one view of the book that critics have taken.

On the other hand, Vinaver thinks that there must have been
a romance of Gaheret which was vart of a romance cycle, and which
has since been lost. He cites the similarities between Gareth
and the Gaheret of the Prose lancelot. Both are fair and modest.
Ané both have similar adventures. Yet it is equally obvious that
Malory did not draw his entire story from the Prose Lancelot. Ra-
ther, Vinaver believes that Gareth was derived from a vart of the
Prose Tristan.

Vinaver offers several reasons for this belief. One is tle
fact thatvcharacters who are not Arthurian and who appear in the
Prose Tristan apnear only in Malory's works in his Irystram and

Gareth. If Malory were using a section of the Prose Tristan, it
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is logiczl that Tristan characters would apnear in Gareth If he
were not, however, there is no reason for Tristan characters such

as Lamerok, Dinadan, and Trystram to aopear exclusively in Gareth

9]

as well as in Trystram, but not in the other works. This is strong
evidence that Gareth, like Trystram, was taken from the Prose
fristan.

To further supvort this, Vinaver élso voints to the charaec-
ter of Gawain in the Prose Lancelot and in the Prose Tristan. 1In
lancelot, Gawain is a noble, good knight; in other words, Gawain
ie regarded favorablv. In Tristan, however, Gawain is regarded
mmfavorably, and is even equated to some extent with Breuz Sans
Pitie, who is alway notoriously evil. In several of Malory's works,
kis Gawain resembles the Lancelot concevtion. However, in Gareth
ané Trystram, Gawain shows his other side; he kills two good
knights and is full of treachery. This verha»ns indicates that
Malory was adhering closely to the French sources. When drawing
from Lancelot, the Mort Artu, or the Merlin, Kalory'keﬂt their
concention of Gawain as basically good. When, in the case of
image of a more treacherous Gawain., Malory did not create a new
Gawain from both tyves of sources; there is no reason to believe
“hat he created Gareth, but drew Gareth and his story from 2 lost
branch of Tristan.

TLoomis offers an argument which tries to support a similar
theory. If one can supnose that there were a number of sources
from which Malory drew, why is it not possible to sup»nose that all
these sources were based unon an earlier romznce? As supnort,

Loomis shows how Gareth's nickname, Beaumains, may have been a
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corruntion of a Welsh name, Gauvains' adventures, which apoear
in many works, including Chretien's Conte del Graal, parallel many
of Beaumains' adventures. But the narallels are not so close that

one can say that the Conte del Graal is the source. For Loonmis,

it is far more vlzusible that Malory's Beaumains and Chretien's
- R .
Gauvains are based u-on a "common source."” The oroblem is that

it is highly imvrcbable that the Welsh name would hzave become

French romances,

Each critic offers convincing evidence to suonort his idea,
but the fact remains that each argument is mainly conjec*ure. It
is impossible to know whether Gareth is an adavotation, as is the
cese with Malory's dther works, or if Malory created the frame-
work fa a new tale about a character who wéuld pnlay such an
important role in the Arthurian story. In either éase, Gareth is
an interesting story in itself and as a part of the story of the
flowering of chivalry and the downfall 6f Arthur and his realm.

In a general sense, Gareth can be divided into four parts.
Firet, Gareth comes fo court anonymously, where he serves as a
kitchen kna&e and where he is mocked by the court wit, Kav, who
calls him Bewmaynes. Second, he leaves the court on a gquest to
rescue a lady, meanwhile encountering many knights and challenges.
Third, he battles at a tournament which Arthur and his court attend,

and continues to prove himself in snite of *“is anonvmity. Fe even
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adventures., Thus, Gareth is obviously modelled uvon the idea of
a2 Fair Unknown romance.

The first part of the storv is vperhavps the most cohesive,
and there are sever2l themes which contribute to this. The first
is the damsel whom Gareth follows and who, knowing him only as the
kitchen knave Bewmaynes, attributes his victories to misfortune
rather than to vrowess. After each adventure, she is always there
to belittle him. "Her ultimate réalization that Gare*h is no
ordinary kitchen knave is one of the most imvortant moments of the
stery, She and Lancelot are among the first to rezlize that
Sareth is not what he avpears to be to Kay, and both admit this
when Gareth has fought to vrove himself.

The battles which Gareth fights are another theme tving the
section together. First, Gareth encounters several knights about

whom we know little. He defeats six knights escorting a bound
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challenges were fairly easy and serve as a vnrelude to the series
of increasingly difficult battles he will fight with knights who

are ot onlv brotherae. B+t whe chare +he +rai+ of erolored armor.,
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Gareth should stay away for such a long veriod of time. Immediate-
ly after his devarture, she devises the means to discover the name
of the anonymous knight; she steals his dwarf and »ries the name
froz him. Gareth then discovers her and the dwarf at her brother's
castle. Now that Lyones knows Gareth's name, it will be vossible
for them to be together. Gareth has both deeds and name behind
him now,.

There is another anticlimax. The attemots of Gareth and
Lyones to fulfill their love are interruvted by a mvsterious knight
with great recuverative vowers who is sent bv the damsel sister.
This is a sort of romantic interlude between Gareth's first string
of battles and the next major section. It is important because
Gare>h once and for all achieves the lady and, having done that,
is successfully vrevented from committing a terrible mistake. For,
as ¥alory directly vpoints out later in speaking of the old and
new ways of loving, it is better to exercise self-control and love
forever than to allow hot love to burn itself out in seven days by
immediately gratifying it. In retation to Gareth, he must abstain
until he has achieved 211 his goals., Onlv then can he achieve the
final goal--marriage.,

The next section is linked to the first by the brothers
with armor of different colors whom Gareth has defeated, who come
to King Arthur at Gareth's request. As part of the link, Arthur's
sister reveals Bewmaynes' identity as her youngest son Gareth,
thus ruining his needed anonymity. Gareth re-creates this by re-
turning to his original state; when the tournament is held so that
Arihur can discover Gareth, Gareth naturally apnears, not as him-

self, but as the least of knights. The disguise is further en-
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harnced by the ring which changes the color of his armor. And,
bec-use Lancelot will not steal the day, Gareth wins the tournament,
It is as though Gareth's story begins once more. He starts as an
ancnymous knight and defeats the proven knights of Arthur's court.
Color continues to v»nlay an important role.

In the *hird section, the problems with Gareth's anonymity
continue when, robbed of his ring by the dwarf, his identity is
once again revealed and Gareth must guickly t2ke the ring back to
hiéde his true self, Leaving the tournament, Gareth féces yet one
more set of adventures; he defeats the Duke de la Rouse and Sir
Bendalyneé and sixteen knights, frees the widows of another knight's
castle, and finally, still anonymously,. fights his brother Gawain
until they are stovoved by the dams=l who once and for all reveals
Gareth's identity. Again, Gareth starts the section anonymously,
proves himself in battle against his brother, his mos® imnortant
foe, and is finally revezled. Thus, this, nattern reveals itself
for the third time in the tale.

The idea of each section and, indeed, cf the entire tale,
is that Gareth, though he is the son of a king and a2 queen, is not
content to be accented merelv because he is entitled to be b birth.
Arthur makes the mistake of assuming that Gareth, like some Fair

Un¥xnowns, does not know his own name. 3But it is imvortant to

I5

re=lize that Gareth does know 2nd three times assumes hunble dis-
guises to hide it simnly because he wishes to vnrove that he is
not only the son of 2 king and queen, but that he deserves to be
-such. In the first series of ba#tlés, he proves himself to his
lady and to her sister. In the tonurnament, he proves himself to

Arthur and the court. In the last series, culminating in the fight



with Gawain, he oroves himself to his family., This final battle

[

_,.
T,

e
<t
[

n Gawain, who is acknowledged as one of the greatest knights
in the world, comes to a draw; now Gareth has shown by works that
he oo must be included among those great knights.

The last scene is Gareth's reward for his works. At his mar-
riage, which is celebrated on a grand scale, the knights he has
de“zated come to King Arthur with increasingly large retinues: the

Green Knight with thirty knights, the Red Knight with sixty knights,
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rives with three hundred knightsy and the ladies whom Gareth has
freed arrive with their gentlewomen. And to increase the festivities,
Arthur sees that Gaheris marries Lycnet and Agravain marries dame
Leurel. The end of the tale is the victure of flowering chivalry,
stability, marital bliss, and a unified court, marred only by the

disavnearances of Trvstram and Lamerok.
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anéd the brother knights of different colors, and the definite sense
of 2 clear beginning and a clear ending. Another imvortant reason
is *“he character of Gareth himself., Malory tells us a great deal
aboat Gareth bevond merelv descrbing his actions. First, Malory
often refers to Gareth's youth; in fact, Gareth is so young that
he cannot replace Gawzin in the hierarchv of knights. ZLater, in

The Bock of Sir Trystram, he has himcelf been revlaced by the old-

r, e¥merienced Palomydes.6 In every way, Gareth begins his career
as an underdog of sorts; not only is he lowly, but he is young
as well, Gareth is also courteous. Though the damsel vrovokes him
beyond the normal limits of human endurance, he demonstrates tre-
nmerndous self-restraint., Not only does he not ruin his mission by
blurting out the truth in order to keev her guiet, but he never

even reveals the slightest sign of annovance or anger to her. In-
stead, he later admits that he used her words to make him fight
herder., His only revenge seems to be taken when he defeats the
Green ané Red Knights, for he puts the damsel in the rather ironic
vosition of having to beg for the lives of full noble knights from
a k¥itchen knave., But even this is not as cruel as it seems, for
Gareth knows that he is not a knave, and is not really outting
the damsel in & debased vosition, and he hones that he will soon
be able to show her this. In everything, Gareth is always courteous.
Gareth is also a fair man, for though Kay's nickname mzy be referring
to his physical avvearance, Malory nrobably uses the nickname to

7

refer to his "fair-handed" nature. When possible, Gareth spares
the life of his ovvonent. He even gives Sir Ironside the onnortunity
to exvlain his evil vractice of hanging defeated knights and, upon

hearing that this is done for the sake of a lady, Gareth generously
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grants him mercv. Gareth, above all, is moral, esgvecially when
comnared to his brothers. Gawain chooses lovers; Gareth chooses
marriage. When he does try to transgress, he is n»nrevented by out-
side forces until he learns his lesson. Gareth is so morally su-
perior to Gawain that, by thes end of the tale, he shuns his
brozther, for Gawain is "evir vengeable, and where he hated he wolde
bekavenged with murther: and that hated sir Gare‘th."8 The separation
apvears even more strongly in a later work; while Gawain, Agravain,
Gaheris, and Mordred »lot against Lamerok, Gareth remains free from
any taint of the crime. The Gareth character which Malory has
drawn is not only admirable, but svmvathetic as well. What makes
Gareth a great story is the skillful combination of theme and
narrative with a worthy, avnrovoriate vrotagonist.

Like most of Malory's works, Gareth is a comvlete narrative

in =nd of itself. Yet, again like the other stories, it has a
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looking at the entiretv of the works. From The Tale of King Arthur

to The Tale of Sir Gareth, Malory vaints the beginning of the

Artrurian rezlm and of the Round Table. The Book of Sir Trystram
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secTion, that is, the rise, the flowering, and the fall, com»nrises
rouzghly one third of the entiretv. This also exnlains the extreme
lerzth of Trystram and the use of characters within it; Lancelotd,
Trystram, Lamer pk, and Palomydes, the four createst knights of

the world, and the knights and characters associated with them
(Isode, Mark, Elaine, Dinadan, 2nd so forth) contribute to keening
the narrative together, So, though Trystram seems excessively

lonz and tedious, its length and structure do serve a ourvose; they
balz=nce the other two sections. More immnortantlv to this discussion,
Benson, with this structure in mind, v»rovnoses that Gareth is a

counternoint to The Tale of the Sankgreal; Gareth is a counter-
12

vpoin*t to Galzhad.

First, there are certain varallels within the stories them-
selves. Gareth arrives at court at Pentecost; his damsel guide
arrives a year later on Whitsundav., The damsel who leads Lancelot
to 3Zalahad arrives at the court at the vigil of Pentecost; Galahad
himself, preceded bv many wonders, arrives at Pentecost. Each is
the strange adventure which Arthur must see before sitting to meat.
Both are anonymous bv choice, and bothare-very young. The main
difference between the two at this noint is that Galahad has been
krighted be“ore his arrival by Lancelot; Gare*h will be knighted
after hig devarture by lLancelot,

Bach sets out uvnon a quest. ~“he quests, of course, are
very different. Garei» sets out to rescue a lady and to nrove his

worthiness of knighthood along the way; Galahad sets out to find

for Gareth to fight, defeat, and sometimes kill other knights;

it is equally necessary that Galahad not kill anyone rashly, un-

th=_Sankeresl and to nrove that he is worthv pfrit. tt is necessary
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like knights like Gawain. In the nrocess of %areth's juest, he
kills two knights wh~ guard a bridge; he brings to an end the

Red Knight's and the Duke de la Rouse's evil custcoms; and he
licerates thirty widows., In the n»rocess of the quest of the

Zolv Grail, the adventures of England are brought to an end. Thus,
in both quests, there is a very strong sense of comoletion, of im
vortant adventures being brought to their logical conclusions.

The difference is that Galahad is known by the time he sets out
uvon his quest; Gareth is not.

In both guests, the hero. is ultimafely successful. Gareth
wins worshiv and the woman; Galahad achieves the Grail. Gareth
parries; Galahad dies., Each event is the natural result of the
narticular quest. This noints. out the most imvortant difference
between t he two stories. Gareth is a secular hero; his goals
are earthlv things. Galahad is, of course, 2 religious hero;
his goal is heavenly. In his own sbhere, each is admirable.

If one acceots Benson's view, then Gareth has a comvletely
iogical place in Malory's works. Gareth the character serves a
function as well, for he reapvears several times in t he other works.
As vportrayed in Trystram, Gareth continues to be a gdod knight;

in fact, he is called a better knight than his brothers. At one

tournament, in The Book of Sir Lancelot and Jueen Guinevere, he
defeats thirty knights, but rides off with another great knight,
Paiomydes, before collecting his orize, again demonstrating his
modesty. Throughout, it is imvortant to note that Gareth, unlike
meny good knights, has few, if anv, enemies. Lancelot and Trystram

hawe. enemiea heancsuse thev are the greatest knights and because _f
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them, Tamerok is slain because he is Pellinore's son and he once
crossed the vengeful Orkney family., Palcmydes incurs Trystram's
disiike when he vrofesses his love for Isode and his hatred for

her lover, Trvstram. Yet Gareth is loved and acmired by all, and
is oraised by evervone for refusing to murder =zood knights such as
Larmerok, 2 vrac*ice in which his brothers seem to delight. Zven

in the hottest disnute, the war between Arthur's kin and Lancelot's
kir over Guinevere, Gareth manages to remain fairly neutral, neither
siding with his king and uncle, and his brothers, nor witht he man
who knighted him and whom he loves best in the world, Lancelot,
Gareth remains one of the few comvletely admirable characters in
Falory. Ironically, it is Gareth's goodness 2nd very neutrality
which caus=s his nremature death znd, in one sense, the ultimate
downfall of Arthur.

Because he does not choose sides, Gareth, for Arthur's sake,
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final destruction. The versonality of Gareth and the fate of
Arthur and his kingdom are clearly related.
Trus, the character of Gareth plays an imvportant role in

Mzlory's works, In the first, The Tale of Sir Gareth,

Meilory describes the blossoming of Arthurian chivalry and vprovides
dareth as a courteous, fair, brave, knightly, and modest ideal.

The tone of Gareth is youthful and ontimistic, for it is the story

of & young man who vroves himself to the world and who is aporopriately
rewarded for his goodness. The end of the story is hovpeful, show-

ing Arthur's court at its veak, Only the disapvearance of Trystram

ané Lamerok hints vaguely that not all is verfect.

By t he end of The Tale of the Sankgreal and the beginning

of the Morte Darthur, the rivalries that were beginning to develovo

in Trystram have surfaced and Gareth, one of the most innocent and
berign of the great knights, is caught in the middle between loyalty
to his family 2nd their unreasonable jealousies, and loyalty to

the man who knighted him 2nd to whom he owes his duty. He makes

th= only choice that a man like him in his voesition can make.
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the Morte. Darthur is the storv of that court destroyed bw fatalistic

inevitabilities and humsn errors. ZEven Gareth cannot helv con-
tributinz to the inevitable fall of England.

I+ is unfortunate that something more definite is not known
about Gareth's sources, for this might further illuminate Malory's

use 6f The Tale of Sir Gareth and of Sir Gareth the character.
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.romance about a youthful ideal who must come to a tragic end in

tne same way that Arthur's brilliant commencement ends in death?
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not only is the tale itself well-conceived, but that its contributions

of theme and character are_invaluable to Malorv's works as a2 whole.



NOTES

'Sir Thomas Malory, The Works of ®ir Thomas Malory, ed.

Eugene Vinaver, 24. ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967), p. 1432,

2Larry D. Bendéon, Malory's Morte Darthur (Cambridge: Far-
varé University Press, 1076), ».98.

31bid., . 99-100.
41pid., o. 93.

5Roger Sherman Loomis, Le Morte Darthur of Sir Thomas Malory:
| ?dy of the Book and Its Sources (London: J. M. Dent & Sons Ltd.,
92? ’ Do 65.

6Benson, v. 104,

7Malory, p. 1431,
81pia., v. 360.
9Benson, Ve 34-3%,

01p14., ». 35.

M1pia.

121114,



BIBLIOGRAPHY

Benson, Larrv D, Malory's Morte Darthur. Cambridge: Harvard

University Press, 1075,
"Phe Tale of Gareth: The Chivalric Flowering,"
A Criticsl Siudv of Le Morte Darthur,

Johns Honkins Press, 1964.

Guerin, Wilfred L.
Malory's Originality:

ed. R. M. ILumiansky. Baltimore:

Studies in Medieval Literature: A Memorial
New York: TLennox Hill, 1970.

Loomis, Roger Sherman,
Collection of Tssays.

Works of Sir Thomas Malegry. 24 ed., 3 vols.

Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967.

izlery, Sir Thomas. The
Edited by EBugene Vinaver.

Thomas Malory: A Study

Le Morte Darthur of Sir
Dent & Sons.

London: J. M.

Scuéder, Vida D,
of the Book and Its Sources.

Ttd., 1921.

Vinaver, Fugene. Malory. Oxford:

« '"A Romance of Gaheret,"

Clarendon Press, 1929,

Medium Aevum 1 (December 193%2):




