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Numerous authors have told the legendary story of 
King Arthur through the centuries. This is the title 
page of The Boy’s King Arthur by Sidney Lanier, 
published in 1922.



Sir Thomas Malory and 
Le Morte d’Arthur

CHAPTER1
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Sir Thomas Malory* had time on his hands. A lot 
of time. Ever since 1451, he had been in and out 
of several English prisons.

Malory hadn’t always been a criminal. He was 
born to a nobleman named Sir John Malory, who 
lived in a large country house known as Newbold 
Revel. It was located in south-central England. 
Not much is known about Malory’s early life, not 
even when he was born. Estimates range between 
1399 and 1416, though something around the 
time of the latter date seems most likely. Like 
other members of the English nobility, young 
Thomas would have received a good education 
while he was growing up.

Almost certainly his education would have 
included the various accounts of the exploits of 
King Arthur. Arthur was the legendary English 
monarch who exemplified the way that many 
people believed knights should act. Stories about 
him had been circulating in England for several 
centuries. They featured knights in shining armor 
who lived by a strict code of conduct and created 
a powerful image of an ideal ruler.
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CHAPTER 1
Malory received his knighthood about 1440. Soon afterward he 

became a professional soldier and went to France, where he fought in 
several battles. He also got married and was elected to Parliament, 
the English legislature responsible for passing laws, on at least two 
occasions. He inherited his father’s estate and eventually acquired 
even more land.

So far, so good. He appeared to be living the comfortable life of an 
English gentleman and nobleman.

His life changed dramatically in 1451. He was accused of trying to 
ambush the Duke of Buckingham and kill him. Several people said 
he tried to extort money from them. He broke into another nobleman’s 
home, stole some money, and attacked the nobleman’s wife. Then he 
became the leader of a band of heavily armed bandits who carried 
out dozens of violent robberies. No one knows why he chose this 
path of lawlessness.

He was captured and briefly put in prison. That seemed to set the 
pattern for the rest of his life. He was in and out of jail and kept 
adding to his rap sheet during the periods when he was free. On one 
notorious occasion, he broke into the Abbey of the Blessed Mary of 
Coombe. He stole money and several sacred objects and beat up the 
abbot. He was accused of stealing horses and sheep. He was also 
charged with poaching deer from a nearby estate.

Not all the charges stuck. Sometimes they were dropped and 
Malory was released. On another occasion, he escaped from captivity 
by swimming across a moat. Twice he received royal pardons. After 
the second, in 1462, he seems to have set aside his life of crime and 
began a new life with a clean slate. As a member of the nobility, 
Malory may have had the opportunity to meet personally with King 
Edward IV. If that happened, historian Christina Hardyment notes 
that “Malory would have performed the office he was best known 
for—‘passing the time pleasantly’ by narrating the old legends that 
everybody knew and loved: the tales of King Arthur.”1 This observation 
suggests that Malory had already become an expert on the subject by 
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reading everything about Arthur he could get his hands on. All his 
time in prison would have given him plenty of opportunities to 
acquire this extensive knowledge of the subject.

But with England in political turmoil six years later, Malory was 
involved in a plot to overthrow King Edward. Once again he was 
behind bars. There can be little doubt that his crime had been serious. 
On two occasions, Edward pardoned some of the plotters. But both 
times the King specifically excluded Malory. Though he wasn’t 
released, Malory was lucky that he even stayed alive. Many men 
charged with such a crime—and a few women—were executed.

To while away the long hours in prison, Malory worked on a book 
about King Arthur. It’s not clear when he began it, but he finished in 
either 1469 or 1470. One thing is clear: Malory didn’t make up 
anything new about the famous monarch. What he did was to compile 
all the Arthur stories from a variety of sources into a single long 
volume. Malory died in 1471, before the book was published.

Five years later, William Caxton became the first man in England 
to set up a printing press. He was always on the lookout for new 
material. It seems that he had Malory’s manuscript for several years 
before he published it in 1485.

Malory had divided his work into eight books, which showed how 
many of the Arthur stories he had included:

• From the Marriage of King Uther unto King Arthur that Reigned 
After Him and Did Many Battles

• The Noble Tale Between King Arthur and Lucius the Emperor 
of Rome

• The Noble Tale of Sir Lancelot Du Lac
• The Tale of Sir Gareth of Orkney
• The First and the Second Book of Sir Tristrams de Lione
• The Noble Tale of the Sangreal
• Sir Lancelot and Queen Guinevere
• The Death of Arthur
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CHAPTER 1
Caxton took the eight books 

and divided most of them into 
smaller sections to make a total 
of 21. He made another change 
as well. Malory had entitled his 
book The Birth, Life and Acts of 
King Arthur, of his noble Knights 
of the Round Table, their marvel-
ous Enquists and Adventures; 
th’Achieving of the Sangreal [Holy 
Grail], and in the end the dolor-
ous Death and Departing out of 
the World of them All. Caxton 
took the title of Malory’s final 
section and used it to rename the 
entire book as Le Morte d’Arthur 
(French for The Death of Ar-
thur). That is the title in general 
use today.

Caxton’s timing was perfect. 
England had just emerged from 
decades of chaos with the crown-
ing of the new king, Henry 
Tudor. He reigned as Henry VII. 
As Hardyment notes, he wanted 
“to establish an imaginative 
bloodline running from the Tu-
dors back to King Arthur.”2 To 

hammer home that point, Henry named his firstborn son Arthur 
when the infant was born in 1486.

While there are many versions of the King Arthur legend, Malory’s 
work is generally regarded as the most important. It is certainly the 
most famous.
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Other Famous Works Written in Prison
Le Morte d’Arthur is just one of many famous books written while the 
author was in jail or prison. 

When St. Paul preached in Jerusalem, the Jewish population was 
upset. They jailed him for two years. During this time, he wrote four 
epistles that later became part of the Bible’s New Testament: 
Colossians, Ephesians, Philemon, and Philippians.

As a teenager, Marco Polo joined his father and uncle on a journey 
to China that lasted for more than 20 years. He impressed the Chi-
nese emperor Kublai Khan and carried out several important missions 
for him. In 1298, soon after returning to his native city of Venice, Italy, 
he fought in a naval battle against the rival Italian city of Genoa. He 
was captured. He dictated his adventures to a fellow prisoner named 
Rustichello da Pisa. Rustichello com-
piled them into a book called The 
Travels of Marco Polo. It became wildly 
successful and made Polo famous.

Spanish author Miguel de Cer-
vantes was sentenced to debtors’ 
prison in 1597. During that time, he 
wrote the first part of his novel Don 
Quixote. The book is about a Spanish 
man who thinks he is a knight of olden 
times. It was very successful when it 
was published in 1605. Cervantes 
never had to worry about money 
again. 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was ar-
rested in 1963 in Birmingham, Alabama, 
for leading a civil rights demonstration. Eight white clergymen wrote 
a public statement criticizing him. King replied, using scraps of paper 
smuggled out of the jail. The essay was published as Letter from a Bir-
mingham Jail.
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