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Differences Between Perception and Reality in the Middle Ages

When one thinks of the Middle Ages, images of stalwart knights fighting valiantly on the battlefield; grandiose castles with deep, dark dungeons; magnificent cathedrals; and powerful kings and queens come to mind. Though several of these descriptions are accurate, popular conception sometimes differs from reality, especially about the institutions of knighthood and the Catholic Church. Several works of literature and film have satirized these two institutions. Books, such as Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and movies, such as Monty Python and the Holy Grail, highlight the shortcomings of knights and the Church in medieval society.

Knights stood for law and order. They were fearless men who served their lords. Knights kept a strict code of honor. Compelled by duty, knights fought bravely to defend their homeland. They ranked highly in medieval society. As warriors, it was their duty to insure the welfare of the citizens in their kingdoms.


This is what knights were supposed to be. However, Many knights fell short of this description. As demonstrated by the knight in The Canterbury Tales, knights were sometimes mercenaries, selling their services to the highest bidder, even if that was an enemy. In Monty Python and the Quest for the Holy Grail, Lancelot rescues a prince from imprisonment by his father. In the process, Lancelot massacres innocent people who were attending the prince’s wedding ceremony. Because knights were the ultimate authority in the middle ages, they were free to do whatever they want. Some of these activities included murder and theft.  

Knights also suffer from the same flaws as commoners. They have the same fears and lack of intelligence. 

Another institution satirized by medieval writers and Monty Python was the Catholic Church.

