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Sir Thomas Malory, a knight who lived in 15th century England, was the author of Le 
Morte D’Arthur, a compilation of numerous Arthurian stories stemming from medieval 
French and English sources. After inheriting his father’s office and the family estate, 
due to an unknown but sudden turn, Malory got involved in different acts of crime. 
According to the sources, he was charged with assault of property, cattle raids, and 
extortion of money by threat; he broke into abbeys stealing the money and valuables 
and he was in prison for several times. He did not seem to lead a life of a decent knight 
following the examples of great warriors of chivalric stories, still he created a work – 
while serving his prison sentence – which contributed to the survival of Arthurian 
stories in an era in which the values of chivalry were about to disappear. He enriched 
these stories with “elaborate comments on the art of chivalry and the duties of those 
who belong to the ‘High Order of Knighthood’” (Vinaver, 550) and replenished them 
with new life and enthusiasm. Critics underline that “with great consistency he tried to 
disentangle from his sources a series of self-contained stories” even if it was “a 
hazardous enterprise, because most of the French texts were a delicate and elaborate 
fabric in which various threads of the narrative were carefully interwoven with one 
another.” (Vinaver, 545) Malory himself spent years not only selecting, translating and 
editing these texts, but also “unravelling the threads and placing each of them 
separately upon the canvas”. (Vinaver, 545) His works were published by William 
Caxton in 1485 and they circulated in his edition and its adaptations for the 
forthcoming four and a half centuries. Caxton did not only edit Malory’s text and 
divided it into books and chapters, but also rephrased the text depriving it of “some of 
its original flavour”.1 However, in the summer of 1943 W. F. Oakeshott found a more 
authentic 15th-century text in the Fellow’s Library of Winchester College. Thanks to the 
Winchester MS it became possible to separate Malory’s text from Caxton’s. 

 
 
 

                                                 
1
 “The division into books and chapters would seem to have been prompted by the desire to present 

the whole matter as a single composition.” Vinaver, “Sir Thomas Malory,” 543-544. 
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Worship, combat, wounds 
 

Reading the text of Le Morte D’Arthur it becomes apparent that Malory was primarily 
interested in knightly combat, prowess and worship. Furthermore, he was very much 
concerned with the question of loyalty and the fellowship of the Knights of the Round 
Table (Kaeuper, 289). A “somewhat subordinate interest in romantic love and an 
unswerving belief that God blesses the entire chivalric enterprise” (ibid.) can also be 
identified among the main themes of Le Morte D’Arthur therefore amorous emotions 
and religious feelings proved to be features that are lingering in the background of his 
works, since they were taken rather as functions, something that is already given 
(Brewer, 215). It can be related to the fact that in Malory the most characteristic 
activity of the knights is “within the physical sphere, in knightly combat”.2 Following 
Mann’s train of thoughts, there are two key concepts that should be taken into 
consideration when looking at knightly combat as an object of scrutiny: on the one 
hand, ‘aventure’, that she prefers to connect with its primary meaning as a Middle 
English word, ‘chance’, and on the other hand, the body of the knights. Aventure is 
related to the macro world of the knights and serves as one of the options for 
accumulating worship, while the body can be considered as a testing surface which 
embodies and provides space for the expression of the knights’ prowess.3  

Throughout the Morte, the reader follows the knights setting out for quests, 
errands, and different adventures where they have countless opportunities to earn 
‘worship’ (honour, glory). These adventures are often attached to “damosels”, who 
usually function as alibis for Malory to introduce a shorter (sub)narrative. Elizabeth 
Edwards suggests that damsels are associated with the centrifugal force of adventure 
that distracts them (and knights, too) from the centralized position of the court.4 The 
damsels are either seeking for the knights, encountering them, fleeing from an 
attacker and asking for help, or are sent to offer, or to turn the knights’ attention to 
new challenges. And since these are of ladies' requests, they should not be turned 

                                                 
2
 Mann, 331. This work underlines that the critical vocabulary and a way of reading  should be 

worked out which would give a better basis for the examination of Malory’s text and would be useful for 
the study of “the structure and nature of his particular kind of narrative.” 

3
 In Mann’s view the chivalric body is “the medium through which a knight’s worship is revealed, and 

the testing ground of its validity”. Mann, “Knightly Combat in Le Morte D’Arthur”, 338. 
4
 From the knights’ point of view there is a shift in the “valuation” of these female characters 

roaming the landscape,  since they are “not usually the object of the quest but the means to 
achievement of it” and often function as “mediators of the trials the knights must face”. Edwards, 38-39. 
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down, in accordance with the ethical code of knights.5 Consequently, the damsels are 
devices used for continuing the story and play an important role in the heroic image-
building, i.e. how different identities are established, formed and become knights of 
great worship, in Malory’s knightly world (Lynch, 1-15). By proving their prowess on 
the opponent’s body, the knights earn honour and it brings a knight reputation and 
“worship” (Kaeuper, 290). Good name, heroic deeds and memorable stories become 
attached to the knight’s name and therefore his name becomes an index of power and 
prestige (Lynch, 4). “This ‘name’ or reputation […] will accompany him permanently, as 
long as his name is known.” (Lynch, 5) Lynch associates identity with the accumulated 
worship attached to a knight’s name and expressed prowess proved in combat or on 
the battlefield. The example of Sir Launcelot is obvious in this respect, since all the 
accumulated worship – even the ones he earned in disguise or without his 
distinguishing features6 – is eventually credited to him when he arrives back to the 
court and recounts his adventures. 

When the knights set out on a quest, they put themselves “at the disposal of 
chance”: an adventure, as Jill Mann (333) puts it, is “beyond the knight’s control: it is 
something that comes to him.”7 She also interprets these encounters and events as 
parts of the process of the knights' self-discovery. During the fights and encounters the 
knightly subjects and their inter-personal relationships with the other knights are 
established and confirmed, formed and reformed each time, but these events shall not 
be considered to serve the creation of them.8 Mann also takes the example of the 
judicial combat which gained its significance with jeopardizing the knight’s body to 
prove “his own quality” and his own right against an opponent’s body. Thence the 
body of the knight and that of the opponent were of the same importance in the 
knightly combat (Mann, 335-336). At the same time, Jill Mann enhances that the 

                                                 
5
 Cf. the Pentecostal Oath, in Sir Thomas Malory, Le Morte D’Arthur, vol. 1 (Harmondsworth: 

Penguin, 1977), 115-116. 
6 

That is he never worn a lady’s token or in some occasions he changed armours or wore different 
coat-of-arms, which were carefully described by Malory, etc. 

7 
To go further: “The importance of knightly combat is that it offers a structure within which 

‘aventure’ can operate, within which the revelatory movements of chance can realize themselves.” 
Mann, 334. 

8 
“[T]he knight realizes himself and his destiny, the nature and the events that chance has willed to 

him, in the long succession of physical engagements with his fellows. […] The combat, then, is a way of 
engaging with ‘aventure’, and this engagement is accomplished through the body. The knight ‘puts his 
body in aventure’, or he ‘jeopardises’ it, or he offers to prove his truth against an accuser ‘my body to 
his body’.” (Mann,  334-335) 



 

 

Text Conference ÁGNES KANIZSAI 37 

 

 

 

knightly combat opens up a paradox: with the destruction of the bodily wholeness of a 
knight the wholeness of their selves is revealed.9 

Battle scars and wounds given and received during the knightly combat, 
tournaments and jousts come into one’s mind associated with the image of the 
opened wholeness of a knight’s body. They play an important role in raising and 
testifying worship and contribute to the identity formation of knights. As Kenneth 
Hodges (14) puts it, the injuries inflicted upon the body of the opponent can create a 
meaningful and significant encounter of a conflict. The adventures are later reported 
to the court and the scars that are left more or less visible on the knight’s body testify 
the fierceness of the experienced combat.10 The visible traces of the fight provide a 
further meaning in case of the winner of the fight: they can signify the commitment to 
the undertaken causes of the given knight and his strenuousness in combat and on the 
battlefield (Hodges, 16) therefore battle scars, besides the deeds recounted in the 
court, also contribute to the knight’s worship accumulated that far (Hodges, 19). 
According to Hodges (16), wounds are also associated with constructing masculine 
identities and communities. As he puts it, the ideal of masculinity that is often 
highlighted and celebrated in chivalric texts also “includes being wounded regularly” . 
By the same token, knighthood is also “proven through the willingness to bear wounds 
while continuing to fight” (Hodges, 18) 11. Above all, Hodges (20) argues that knightly 
combat and the acquired wounds can be considered “an education, part of the process 
of creating (not just revealing) young knights.” Every time they embark upon a fight 
with an opponent, the injuries serve to “educate young knights, and the opportunity 
for healing [which] creates lasting social bonds. Thus injuries are often a key part of 
becoming a mature knight and a member of a community.” (Hodges, 19)  They also 

                                                 
9
 “The destruction of their bodily wholeness paradoxically reveals – and in that sense brings into 

being – the wholeness of their selves […], the wholeness of fellowship between them, and the 
integration with the external world that comes from acceptance of the independence and inexplicability 
of its operations.” (Mann, 338) 

10
 “The injuries sustained give weight and worth to the abstract issues being fought about: they 

visually announce that the issue was so important that it deserved this much suffering, memorializing 
the conflict in the lasting scars they leave behind”. (Hodges, 16) 

11
 Kelly (60) also deals with the wounding of the knight’s body and presents a more feminist 

interpretation and the gender-related approach in her article. In her view the wounded body of the 
knight is feminized since it is penetrated through and through by the opponent’s sword. However, 
Hodges claims that one should take the result of the fight into consideration and if it includes a loss of 
status, it is accompanied by a loss of masculinity as well. “Loss of status may feminize a knight but often 
not. Injury may prove a man vulnerable, it may keep him from fighting for a while, but it need not make 
him less of a man, and if he overcomes his wounds, ha can be greater.” (Hodges, 18-19)  
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play a crucial role in promoting bonding between knights and community formation, 
especially during a healing (Hodges, 23-24).12  
 
 
War in Malory 

 
Throughout Le Morte D’Arthur individual fights, amicable jousts, tournaments of 
factions or fellowships are among the opportunities in which knights prove themselves 
and test their combat skills. Malory treats the different forms of fighting similarly: in 
each case the focus is usually placed upon winning worship (Whetter, 169-174). The 
only difference that might be conspicuous is what Maurice Keen has also mentioned in 
connection with the appreciation of the results achieved in jousting, tournaments and 
war: knights deserved higher praise if they prove themselves in the latter. “The best 
men of all will be those who have advanced from one honour to the next: who in their 
childhood have loved to hear stories of deeds of arms, who as soon as they have 
reached sufficient age have armed themselves for jousts, and at the first chance have 
entered on ‘the great business of war’…” (Keen, 12-13). 

However, war itself seems to be considered by Malory as a two-fold phenomenon: 
on the one hand, it is the place where one can prove his prowess and win worship, on 
the other hand, a place where they get injured, or, to go further, “a place of slaughter” 
(Whetter, 178). Whetter (170) claims that Malory follows up the consequences of 
combat, tournament and war as well, since they are at least as important as earning 
worship – on the other end there can be weeping, bleeding and wounding. The 
consequences therefore can be beneficial and destructive: “although war and 
individual combat are the principal means by which a knight establishes worship, they 
are also the principal means by which he encounters injury or death.” (Whetter, 171)  

In Benson’s article a similar view and distinguishing can be identified. He refers to D. 
S. Brewer mentioning the great importance of honour in the Le Morte D’Arthur which 
is “the strongest single motivating force in the society which Malory creates.” (Benson, 

                                                 
12

 A very illuminating example is the well-known scene of the healing of Sir Urry, where the mutual 
intention of healing the wounded knight does not only bring the knights of the Round Table together, 
“but it makes Urry a member of Launcelot’s affinity” and he joins Launcelot in the wars of the divided 
loyalties. Hodges (23) also mentions that “wounds do more than symbolize community, they also help to 
create it. The need of injured knights to be healed invites them to accept hospitality and service from 
others, and this healing can become the basis for later political and social ties.” It may also be worth 
reflecting on Mann’s thoughts on the importance of blood in Malory: it creates wholeness “as the 
creator of kinship between those of the same blood, and … as the creator of personal wholeness 
through its powers of healing.” (Mann, 338-339) 
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225) However, this force opens up a tragic paradox, as well, since the same honour, 
which “has created the good society” and on which the fellowship of the Round Table 
was also based, brings about the collapse.13 In the last book of Le Morte D’Arthur we 
see the fight of divided loyalties. The knights line up behind King Arthur or Sir 
Launcelot for a series of battles over the remains of the fellowship they previously 
formed part of. The once closest friends and kins, brothers-in-arms no longer battle 
each other in disguise but with the full knowledge of who they are facing and 
attacking; there are no formal challenges any more and no one can hide behind 
anonymity. (Benson, 230) The most satisfactory explanation for the fall (apart from the 
adultery of Launcelot and Guinevere which is enhanced as one of the primary reasons 
by Malory) is that the characters’ actions are dictated by worshipful honour, that is a 
knight is expected to do what honour demands, even if the consequence of the action 
results in the destruction of their beloved comrades. (Benson, 230-234) Benson (234) 
also emphasizes the importance of (a sense of) responsibility: “[a]s they face death, 
Malory’s principal characters take responsibility for their actions, repent their sins, and 
forgive their enemies.” A very moving example for this is when Gawain, recognizing his 
mortal wounds, realizes and admits his faults and blames himself for the war.14  

 
‘Mine uncle King Arthur,’ said Sir Gawain, ‘wit you well my death day is come, 
and all is through mine own hastiness and wilfulness; I am smitten upon the old 
wound the which Sir Launcelot gave me, on the which I feel well I must die; and 
had Sir Launcelot been with you as he was, this unhappy war had never begun; 
and of all this am I causer, for Sir Launcelot and his blood, through their prowess, 
held all your cankered enemies in subjection and danger. (Malory, 508) 

 
As the story reaches towards the end, it becomes even clearer that “the Arthurian 
ideal of fellowship is destroyed by the Arthurian ideal of honour” and the story ends as 
a tragedy of virtue. (Benson, 231) 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
13

 “The most satisfactory explanation for the fall, however is the honour or, to use Malory’s word, 
‘worship’ that Brewer identified as fundamental to Arthurian society.” Benson, “The Ending of the 
Morte Darthur” 226, 231. 

14
 “Gawain’s […] willingness to take full responsibility is an advance beyond honour. Honour 

demands that someone must be attacked to protect or avenge another, whereas Gawain takes all on 
himself.” (Benson, 234) 
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White’s War  
 
According to Elisabeth Brewer, one of the points where T. H. White’s The Once and 
Future King ceases to agree with and keeps an emphatic distance from Malory’s work 
was the predominance of jousting. In White’s view knightly combat proved to be an 
encouraging basis for the practice of Might over Right that is the use of violence for a 
determined reason that was not always ethical or morally right. He considered all the 
tournaments and jousts as opportunities for the knights of the Round Table to win 
honour for themselves and to earn glory for their fellowship.  As Brewer puts it, White 
was unable to accept Malory’s view on the Round Table and the value of chivalry 
which it represents. (Brewer, 216-219) On the contrary, he was eager to find the 
antidote of violence and war and his primary interest was to present a story, “an 
independent, yet imperfect work” which conveyed his views about these themes. 
(Brewer, 151) That might be the reason why White decided to omit and compress the 
amount of combat, knightly adventures and encounters, which dominated Malory’s 
works, and focused more on relationships and ‘character.’ (Brewer, 214) White’s 
primary interest was to decipher Arthur’s attitude to warfare and to find a way in 
which he can be persuaded to turn from the battlefield to peaceful, yet upright 
solutions.15  

The Once and Future King focuses on the ways in which aggression can be diverted 
and held in check, on the disruptive and legitimized use of violence, and on the 
childhood and education of King Arthur and his prominent knights. White looked for 
the antidote of war from the beginning, and he used the figure of Merlyn as a friendly 
tutor, who tries to convince and turn Arthur from the appreciation of power and 
violence. He also put an effort to teaching him to look constantly for the opportunities 
of keeping peace and to prefer justice over might. All the transformations and 
adventures with the animals served this purpose. In addition, the ending of The Once 
and Future King can be interpreted as a silent protest against war: White does not 
even leave any chance for it to begin. Since the four books of his work did not turn out 
to be satisfactory for putting forth his views, White decided to dedicate another book 
to the theme of war. 

In The Book of Merlyn Arthur is taken back to the badger’s nest right from the 
forefront of his last battle to discuss with Merlyn and the animals war “from a 
naturalist point of view” (Brewer, 151). Through the medium of animals’ conversation, 
different ideologies are presented and discussed – however, there is not much space 

                                                 
15 

As it was mentioned earlier, and as Kevin Whetter also mentioned in his article, Malory considered 
war just as disastrous. (Whetter, 179) 
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left for Arthur to express his opinion. He is taken as a pupil again presented by the 
different ideas and promises of solutions while he is expected to learn, gain 
understanding and find the best solution to end war for once and forever. He is sent to 
live among the ants and the wild geese, just like when he was the Wart in The Sword in 
the Stone, however, this time he remains in possession of his adult mind and attitude 
for the adventure instead of the openness and susceptibility of a child. Although 
Arthur experiences a spiritual renewal due to Merlyn’s crafts, he still has his former 
experiences and this way gets a better opportunity for understanding the different 
forms of animal life and their connection to a political point of view (Brewer, 152).  

Among the ants Arthur experienced what it is like to live in a collective, not to 
possess anything (not even his own body) but being possessed and used as a device. 
He cannot form part of such a dull, lifeless, yet hardworking community which he sees 
as a group of monstrous beings lacking any zest for life.16 However, among the geese 
where there is no communal but private property and there is no ideology whatsoever 
forced onto him he finally finds peace. He can finally forget about the world and just 
be himself – a feeling he has never been allowed to experience. That is also why he is 
rather disappointed when he is drawn back to his fictional reality and has to return to 
the problem of finding the antidote of war. The upcoming conversations and scenes in 
the badger’s nest can be interpreted as a sort of war against Arthur’s views and the 
way the animals and the old tutor guide him and try to convince him of the dangerous 
effects of ideology and politics, and how people can be influenced or dominated by 
them. Merlyn then continues to argue for individuality and anarchy and claims that the 
only thing that has to be done to eradicate nationalism, the curse of humanity, is to 
abolish nations (Brewer, 155).17 By the same token, it seems that Merlyn “cannot put 
his arguments without recourse to the language of war […], it would seem that the 
concept is so deeply embedded in human consciousness as to be ineradicable, still 
inadvertently thrusting up in the form of metaphor in White’s own arguments against 
war.”18  

White defines war as an unknown concept in nature,19 and describes it as a 
universal human condition. As Brewer (157) puts it, “the point of man’s difference 

                                                 
16 

“The ants manifest all the worst features of the totalitarian regime in their utter denial of the 
rights of the individual.” Brewer, T. H. White’s Once and Future King, 159. 

17 
“[I]t is communal property rather than the ownership of private property that leads to war. 

Nationalism is the curse of man, and for this Merlyn has a simple, easy solution to propose. All you have 
to do is to abolish nations […] ‘converting mankind into a federation of individuals’.” (White, 139) 

18 
As Brewer (155) continues: “He has ‘waged his little war’, he has investigated the causes of ‘the 

battle we are waging’, he has engaged in a ‘crusade’.”  
19

 “The gross immorality of warfare is, as I mentioned before, an oddity in nature.” (White, 135) 
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from the animals [is] in habitually making war in his own kind as virtually no other 
creatures do.” But eventually White identifies it (arriving back to the argument trying 
to articulate throughout The Once and Future King) “as an aggressive use of might”.20 
Merlyn suggests Arthur 

  
to believe in justice rather than power: and to investigate with mental integrity, 
[…] for war is force unbridled […]. But for man, and not on an abstract definition 
of right and wrong, but on nature’s concrete definition that a species must 
specialise in its own speciality, the committee suggests that might was never 
right. (White, 161-162). 

 
There are also some points brought up by the old tutor and the animal committee in 
favour of war to ease the onset of ideas and firm conviction on Arthur, but they belong 
to the comic mode of White’s last book (163-166). Still, what is worth mentioning 
before moving on to a more serious critique on war, is White’s idealistic opinion about 
the only hope for the future of the human race which lies, as Brewer also highlights in 
her article, in “that strange, altruistic, rare and obstinate decency which will make 
writers or scientists maintain their truths at the risk of death.” (Brewer, 156)21 

 
 

Twain and technical warfare 
 
Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court presents a time-traveller plot 
which brings together two disparate historic periods in order to measure against each 
other. The story gives an account of the efforts made by its hero, Hank Morgan to 
transform Arthurian England and bring it closer to his present, the America of the 19th 
century. Hank’s figure therefore represents the most powerful social forces of his 
culture that includes industry, technology and entrepreneurial capitalism ( Halliday, 
416). He invests almost all his wits, skills and enthusiasm to bring out the medieval 
society and culture he meets from the darkness and ignorance and leads them to the 
sunlit field of development and technology. At the beginning, Hank does not seem to 

                                                 
20 

“What is war? War, I take it, may be defined as an aggressive use of might between collections of 
the same species. It […] must be between members of the same species.” White, The Book of Merlyn, 
134. 

21 
She defines ‘decency’ as a mixture of courage and generosity, a quality highly valued by the social 

class and the generation to which White belonged. (Brewer, 133) White also “looks to culture as the 
only source of hope for the future” and sees it similarly like Freud that cultural development is working 
against war. (Brewer, 157) 
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show any kind of compassion or willingness to form part of this society, but as he 
learns of the people and their culture, he shoves off his preconceptions and the more 
time he spends among them the more he grows fond of the king and several other 
people close to him. However, towards the end of Twain’s work the recounts of this 
positive attitude and growing fondness give way to a sudden change and a striking 
representation of warfare.  

After getting back from France and listening to Clarence’s report on the rise of the 
Catholic Church, Hank and his crew have to confront with its faceless, yet unknown 
power and threat. In Hank’s opinion, the Church gained its power from the fear and 
superstition of the people. Therefore they can be easily manipulated and subjected to 
the ideology conveyed by it and win them easily for the Church’s cause. As it turned 
out from Hank’s experiment, the only option for resisting its influence lied in education 
which had started from early childhood. Hank established and founded schools and 
academies for talented and chosen children. During the time he spent in the Arthurian 
world of the 6th century, he managed to raise only fifty-two boys “none younger than 
fourteen, and none above seventeen years old.” (Twain, 256)  As it turns out, the low 
number of the faithful ones is 

 
[b]ecause all the others were born in an atmosphere of superstition and reared 
in it. It is in their blood and bones. We imagined we educated it out of them; 
they thought so, too; the Interdict woke them up like a thunderclap! It revealed 
them to themselves, and it revealed them to me, too. With boys it was different. 
Such as have been under our training from seven to ten years have had no 
acquaintance with the Church’s terrors, and it was among these that I found 
fifty-two. (Twain, 256)22 
 

Under the leadership of Hank and Clarence the group retreats to Merlin’s cave. This 
move can be considered as a physical countering of the views of the Church that is 
about to eradicate Hank and the traces of his work and influence.23 This ambition of 
the Church turns Hank’s resistance a fight for human freedom. It remains a question 
whether it is really the freedom of people he is fighting for or the kind of freedom he 

                                                 
22 

The susceptibility of children is just as important as in White’s argument. He paid attention to 

creating space for childhood experience in order to be able to examine the motives of the different 
characters. (Brewer, 215) On the other hand, by claiming that children are easy to influence and control, 
one can also realize that they are just as open for Hank’s ideology and ideas. Ideology binds again and 
helps to create subjects for Hank’s own framework of ideas. 

23
 The fact that they chose Merlin’s cave as a place to retreat further enhances the secular side of 

their cause as opposed to the religious. 
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envisions for the people for the 6th century – since the hybrid golem that he created by 
giving free way to the growth of modern technical streams in the body of the early 
medieval culture does not seem to serve the purpose. After having retreated to the 
cave, Clarence equipped with the devices for modern warfare, Hank proclaims the 
republic with which they “strike first” and set the war between two eras into motion. 

In the Battle of the Sand Belt we are presented with the disruptive force of violence. 
By using the elements of modern warfare he transmits to the medieval setting,24 Hank 
and his crew are able to put an end to the knights and destroy the body of chivalry. 
They do not only use their technical advantage to stop the oncoming waves of the 
crusade’s attack, but they choose to declare genocide against chivalry.25 Their effort is 
not approved of the Church which makes it an illegitimate use of violence within the 
frames of medieval warfare. At first a sense of patriotism emerges in his crew’s 
thoughts26 but Hank is set to convince the boys that they make their effort and go 
through all these in the name of “human liberty and equality” (Twain, 262-264). 

Hank is aware of his deeds;27 still he stands emotionless over the mass of dead 
knights. There are no comments, no emotions among the walls of the cave, only 
deadly silence as they are on guard and watch the knights walking into their death 
traps. This scene places modern warfare in the medieval setting and at the same time 
puts them in an opposition. It becomes clear that no honour results from the deeds of 
Hank and his crew. There is no real fellowship that binds them and their mutual aim 
for survival is what brings them together temporarily. Modern warfare is represented 
as a cold-hearted and inhuman way of mass destruction where the knights cannot face 
their opponents, cannot address them asking for their names and it is not the trial of 
prowess or a test for combat skills any more. The overwhelming and faceless power 
that Hank felt behind the institute of the Church is mirrored in the knights’ march to 
the unknown where death is awaiting them and it turns the once proud and dauntless 

                                                 
24

 Clarence “provisioned the cave for a siege.”  That is he used landmines, wire fence to make twelve 
circles for defence, he positioned gatling guns and glass-cylinder dynamite torpedoes. (Twain, 256-258) 

25 
“»We are done with the nation; henceforth we deal only with the knights. English knights can be 

killed, but they cannot be conquered. We know what is before us. While one of these men remains 
alive, our task is not finished, the war is not ended. We will kill them all. « [Loud and long continued 
applause.]” (Twain, 265) 

26 
“These people are our people, they are bone of our bone, flesh of our flesh, we love them – do not 

ask us to destroy our nation!” (Twain, 262) 
27

 “»They won’t have the slightest show in the world.« «Of course they won’t.« »It’s dreadful, 
Clarence. It seems an awful pity.« The thing disturbed me so, that I couldn’t get any peace of mind for 
thinking of it and worrying over it. So, at last, to quiet my conscience, I framed this message to the 
knights”. On a paper which was torn and never given to them, granting Hank’s “mistimed 
sentimentalities a permanent rest.” (Twain, 265-266) 
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body of chivalry to an amorphous mass. Warfare, as it is represented in Twain’s work, 
goes far beyond the values of chivalry, even the values of humanity. In the postscript 
Clarence takes the word from Hank because he “must write it for him.” (Twain, 271) 
The warfare they decided to lead and the technical developments they used turned 
against them eventually and sentenced them to be locked up in the cave they chose as 
their headquarters. 

 
We were in a trap, you see – a trap of our own making. If we stayed where we 
were, our dead would kill us; if we moved out of our defenses, we should no 
longer be invincible. We had conquered; in turn we were conquered. (Twain, 
271-272) 
 

Just as Mark Twain’s The Connecticut Yankee represents, it is difficult to draw the line 
where self-defence ends and turns into cruel and merciless bloodshed. Modern 
warfare focuses more on results and effectiveness, but as opposed to medieval 
warfare, it mostly deals with data, rates, and calculation. It accounts for collateral 
damage as well, and results like it strives for cannot always be reached without 
sacrifice.  
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