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Arthurian scholarship has focused in the last few years on the intricate characterizations of and relationships between previously unexamined figures. Gender theorists have left their mark on the field of Medieval Studies, and their interests in marginalized groups and individuals have played a large role in determining the direction the field is likely to take in the future. Michael Amey, Trevor Dodman, and Bonnie Wheeler, to name a few, have written about issues of masculine acceptance in Arthurian tales (the German Parzival, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, and Gildas’s De Excidio Britannae Liber Querulus, respectively). Interestingly, though, scholars have paid little attention to one of the most marginalized male characters in all of Arthurian romance: Mordred. He seems to represent evil, plain and simple—but the nature of that evil is anything but simple, and the ways in which his characterization alienates him from the “heroes” of the Round Table begs discussion.


At the same time, New Historicist criticism has led scholars to interrogate literary and historical texts in an effort to understand the societies that produced them in different ways. Michael Faletra, for instance, examines the ways in which Geoffrey of Monmouth’s patriotic tone in Historia Regum Britanniae reflects the national self-confidence resulting from William the Conqueror’s assertion of dominance over the Welsh people in the decades before Geoffrey wrote. Similarly, Michael Hanrahan discusses how Chaucer’s “Clerk’s Tale” comments on and reflects the anxiety surrounding the deposition of his patron, King Richard II.

There is so little recent criticism on Mordred, however, that no one has been able to sufficiently examine how his widely differing presentations in various Arthurian texts reflect the multiple and often contradictory understandings of evil itself that characterize the Middle Ages.  

I would like to suggest that an examination of the different presentations of Mordred will uncover new ways of looking at the confusion and contradiction regarding the nature of evil that seems, to modern eyes, to typify the medieval period. Specifically, I will examine Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae (1136-1139) and other chronicles discussing Arthurian lore, the Alliterative Morte Arthur (c. 1360), and Thomas Malory’s Le Morte Darthur (c. 1470) and analyze the variations in Mordred’s characterization that appear in those texts. I hope to show that subtle differences in the ways his character is constructed from previous stories, political pressures, and social values and the subsequent roles he plays in various texts reflect an uncertainty about what exactly “evil” is—an uncertainty whose echoes can be heard today in modern film adaptations of Arthurian tales.

Though Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain (the Historia) is not the oldest account of an English warrior named Arthur—that distinction goes to the ninth-century Historia Britonum written by Nennius—it holds a place of importance in Arthurian lore for being the first surviving text to develop a full-fledged legend (“Arthur”). Similarly, the Historia is not the first text to mention an apparent opponent to Arthur who died with him in his final battle at Mount Badon. Once again, though, Geoffrey gets the credit for taking a brief reference in an older chronicle and creating a complex character; in this case, Medraut of the tenth-century Annales Cambriae becomes the villainous Mordred (“Arthur”). Geoffrey’s characters are less developed than those of his successors, who built upon the tradition he began, but in his account Mordred already possesses certain of the distinct traits that mark him as evil in the literature. The first chapter of my project will examine these traits as they appear in the writings of Geoffrey of Monmouth and other chroniclers. Of chief importance to Geoffrey is Mordred’s treachery; he seeks to supplant a reigning king through open rebellion. In doing so, Mordred betrays not only his sovereign but his uncle, for the Historia presents Mordred as Arthur’s nephew. Furthermore, the Mordred of the early Arthurian stories fulfills a role typically associated with Lancelot in more familiar accounts—that of Guinevere’s lover. The notion of evil lurking in the form of both public and personal betrayals by trusted companions and family members, much more developed in later stories, is present in Arthur’s court from its origins. 

The anonymous Alliterative Morte Arthure (Alliterative Morte) offers a rather significant variation on the character of Mordred. While Mordred is once again Arthur’s nephew and Guinevere’s lover, he is also a compassionate and reflective knight. At the Battle of Mount Badon, Mordred confronts and kills Sir Gawain. This is true in many Arthurian tales, but only the Alliterative Morte presents a Mordred who pauses over the body of his former companion, offers a brief but seemingly heartfelt eulogy to an inquiring passerby, and attempts to rush from the field of battle in tears, lamenting his actions. This surprising shift in Mordred’s emotional complexity will be the subject of my project’s second chapter. It has many possible explanations. For instance, it could be a part of the poem’s attempt to depict the end of a “golden age” of honor and friendship that existed somewhere in England’s past—hence the return to alliterative verse, a poetic form typically associated with Anglo-Saxon epics that experienced a revival in the mid-fourteenth century. I think, though, that it also marks a change in the way fourteenth-century readers and writers understand evil itself—not as a monolithic force against which the agents of good must struggle valiantly but instead as a complicated set of actions and consequences that do not necessarily reflect an individual’s inner character but perhaps the role he or she has been arbitrarily assigned to play by circumstance.  

The third chapter of my project will address Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte Darthur (Morte Darthur), which offers the most famous, and most evil, characterization of Mordred. In a sharp break from earlier tales, this text records no affair between Mordred and Guinevere. Malory’s use of French sources leads him to introduce the character of Lancelot into the English tradition of Arthurian lore, and Mordred is ousted from his previous role as the queen’s lover. Despite being off the hook, as it were, for adultery, Mordred remains a traitor and a usurper—and given the civil-war-stricken fifteenth-century context for Malory’s writing, usurpation alone is more than enough to merit condemnation. In addition to his treachery, though, Malory heaps another, even greater evil onto Mordred’s characterization—incest. Specifically, in Morte Darthur, Mordred is no longer the nephew of the Arthur but instead his incestuous son, for the king has been tricked into sleeping with his half-sister, Morgause. Thus Mordred’s bloodline, like his motive, is tainted with evil—despite the fact that he is descended from kings. Indeed, Malory’s addition of incest calls into question whether Mordred’s parents, especially his father, are not somehow at fault for his evil deeds.

Mordred’s greatest sins are his desire for the throne and his questionable genealogy. These attributes, combined with other factors such as the increased role of co-conspirators such as Mordred’s accomplice, Aggravaine, suggest that Malory is using Arthurian legend to address contemporary issues of succession and legitimacy at play in the Wars of the Roses (1455-1485). However, the manner in which Mordred initially expresses his dissent calls into question how easily we can dismiss him as “evil.” He claims that his motivation for revealing Guinevere’s affair with Lancelot is to expose the falsehoods and deceptions that are polluting the fellowship of the Round Table and shaming Arthur. Whether we believe him or not, Mordred does have appear to have morality on his side, or at least a form of it; the “virtuous” knights like Gawain defend Lancelot and Guinevere and seem to have little problem deceiving the king—who is likely aware of the affair himself already. Clearly Malory’s Morte Darthur offers the most complex medieval portrait of Mordred. The villain exists as a compilation or convergence of various factors, ranging from political environment to social and moral codes, that seem to exist in tension with one another. Equally clear is the fact that the cultural understanding of evil in place at the end of the fifteenth century is far more riddled with ambiguity and uncertainty than the point of view that seems to inform Geoffrey of Monmouth. 

Rather than simply leaving the discussion of Mordred’s role in stories and in medieval culture at the safe distance of 500 years, though, I would like to examine how his character functions in modern popular culture, particularly cinematic adaptations of Arthurian legends. John Boorman’s film Excalibur (1981) presents a relatively faithful adaptation of Malory’s Morte and provides a touchstone against which other, later representations of the Round Table, and especially of Mordred, can be measured. Jerry Zucker’s (in)famous film adaptation of the Arthur-Guinevere-Lancelot love triangle, First Knight (1995), offers a very different interpretation of the character of Mordred, whose motivation has been changed (along with his name) to suit the film’s preoccupation with romantic love. Finally, Antoine Fuqua’s King Arthur (2004) offers a surprising twist on the entire body of Arthurian legend by claiming to depict a more historically accurate portrait of Arthur and his knights—and by eliminating the central evil of Mordred altogether, instead selecting a Saxon warlord for the film’s chief villain. The final chapter of my paper will focus exclusively on how Mordred, and evil itself, is reinvented for each film and how each act of reinvention creates a different presentation of evil that ultimately represents (or challenges) the values of the audience. I suspect that the different locations of evil in the films indicate an uncertainty about the nature of evil that is as present in modern America as it was in medieval Britain. 

In short, Mordred deserves reconsideration. The medieval sources that record his actions also offer very different interpretations of his personality and motives. Examining him through the lens of gender theory allows one to understand how his fluctuating masculinity relates to his role as traitor and relegates him to the fringes of Arthur’s court, and New Historicist criticism allows such alienation and treachery to be understood within the context of authors’ own cultural milieux. Such readings reveal that his characterization is fluid, and current scholarship has yet to consider how complicating a villain allows authors to also comment on the complex and often contradictory nature of evil. Tracing Mordred’s development into the twenty-first century allows one to see that he is still open to interpretation and revision and reveals that villains are never as simple as they seem, that “evil” is as ambiguous as ever—and that the medieval and modern eras may have more in common than the latter might suspect. 
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