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ABSTRACT 
 

The evolution of the romance genre is a unique literary phenomenon, a tradition 

so malleable that its tropes have survived centuries of development in order to remain as 

relevant today as it was six hundred years ago. This thesis is an investigation into two 

texts related to the romance genre, Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte Darthur and science-

fiction television series Battlestar Galactica, searching for answers as to why romance 

has evolved the way it has, and what form that evolution has taken. By the end, the goal 

is not to have defined romance by solving its various mysteries, but rather to 

acknowledge what those mysteries mean, why we should care about the genre, and how 

these two important texts demonstrate the inherent value of this tradition. 

The result of such an analysis is an understanding of what constitutes a romance 

structure, how that structure has persevered over time, and in what ways social change 

has shaped and molded that structure in a slightly different image. Through the principle 

of imagination, romance texts have maintained a common goal of entertainment and 

escape throughout history; these similarities extend further into tropes such as adventure 

and quest which remain popular literary constructs. However, an analysis of Otherness 

between these two texts shows that for Battlestar Galactica there is a greater sense of 

social consciousness, evidence of romance adapting to its surroundings in a way that 

maintains its meaning while altering its content. It is this timelessness that dictates 

romance’s high standing in generic terms, and that makes these two texts powerful 

examples of its value. 

.
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INTRODUCTION 
 

“Quite evidently, ‘romance’, in the broadest sense of the word, can never 
die, even if it fades from time to time, for it is a special experience . . . of 
fundamental and continuing importance to Western man” 

– John E. Stevens, Medieval Romance 
 
It is unsurprising that in the broad range of literature written in the English language there 

exists numerous stigmas. With such a diverse range of topics, styles, genres and motifs, 

there is something for everyone to enjoy or avoid – perhaps even to dislike intensely. The 

process of writing a thesis, even, forces you to designate not only what you wish to write 

about but also what you would never consider writing about. We live in a society where 

we fear not only new things, but also old things, and things which look or sound different 

than what we are used to. There are some scared to stray outside of the canon of old 

white men, and then there are those who are unwilling even to consider the work of those 

men to be worthwhile. 

I do not consider myself to be above this fray, and am in no way suggesting that I 

sit high on a pedestal of fair judgment; I, too, have various elements of English literature 

which I am unlikely to engage with in my academic career. Nonetheless, I feel like part 

of my purpose as an English student is to be able to help myself and others expand the 

definition of what is considered acceptable literature not only by our personal standards 

but also by the standards of the study of English as a whole. This is not an easy task, but 

it is a path that I believe must be taken eventually as we look forward to the future of the 

study of English. 

This thesis is not designed to complete this task, but rather to draw attention to 

one of the fundamental principles of English literature. There is a timelessness to 

literature as a whole, a tradition of the written word extending from long before Sir 
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Thomas Malory wrote Le Morte Darthur and far beyond its transition into visual media 

with television series such as Ronald D. Moore’s Battlestar Galactica. One can spot 

similarities between ancient manuscripts and modern cinema, despite the centuries which 

separate them and despite the cultural changes which resulted. And yet, there is 

something about literature both alarmingly old and strikingly new that makes this task 

more difficult – it is one thing to compare two novels of the 18th and 19th centuries, but 

when you enter into the medieval period or into contemporary forms of media, 

complications arise. 

On the medieval side of the spectrum, it is unsurprising that there is some concern 

as to its connection to modern forms of literature. Written in Middle English, Le Morte 

Darthur is a complex labyrinth of chivalric values foreign to most if not all modern 

students. One cannot read a medieval text as one would read the latest Oprah’s Book 

Club selection, as it will likely prove indecipherable. John Finlayson offers a solution to 

this problem, suggesting that “as students of medieval literature, however, our approach 

has to be less simple. We have to attempt to recreate in ourselves the probable experience 

and expectations of a medieval common reader” (44). Of course, as Finlayson himself 

notes, it is not so easy to “carry around with us…some of the literary baggage of a man of 

the fourteenth century” (45); students require a great deal of historical context in order to 

even imagine this period, yet desire to live within it while reading a text. It is certainly 

not an impossible task, but penetrating Le Morte Darthur is not something to be done 

overnight. 

By the same token, however, the idea of a television series as literature is almost 

as abstract, especially to those who prescribe to a more traditional view of what 
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represents a text. This thesis will not be enough to change the minds of many, as there is 

no question that there is a distinct difference between the written word and its 

presentation in High-Definition with 5.1 Surround Sound; this thesis will not attempt to 

prove that this difference does not exist, nor should it. If anything, television has the 

opposite concern of medieval literature in that its problem is that it is almost too 

accessible; some believe that one’s acuity is lost in the visuals without truly considering 

and analyzing the content of the particular series. However, it is unfair to paint all of 

television with this brush: while the visuals will always have a certain impact on the 

viewer, some series have complex plots that evoke intellectual thinking despite the visual 

medium and beyond what one would expect from a television show. 

Battlestar Galactica, in particular, features some of the most powerful political 

allegory and character drama of the twenty-first century, but a majority of potential 

viewers do not get past its title. While it would be one thing to address the question of 

television as literature with a normal series, doing so with science fiction is even more 

challenging considering that even the genre itself faces an uphill battle amongst those 

who believe in the value of realism and little else. However, the past century has seen the 

meteoric rise of fantasy and science fiction to new heights, and Battlestar Galactica is 

perhaps the culmination of that rise. It reflects a complex series of values and concepts 

that results in a story that is quite unique in terms of the modern television landscape, but 

common to a literary tradition of Malory and others. 

This literary similarity is apparent to anyone who happens to be both a 

connoisseur of medieval literature and a fan of science fiction television series. They each 

belong to a literary tradition that transcends genre, and ignores any attempts to pigeon-
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hole it based on a singular definition. It is a tradition as relevant in modern times as it was 

when Sir Thomas Malory was writing in prison, and one which is so diverse and broad 

that it has adapted and altered itself to remain relevant throughout the various literary 

periods. I speak of the romance tradition, one which forms the core of both Le Morte 

Darthur and, believe it or not, Battlestar Galactica. It is this tradition that, no matter their 

divergences from the canonical or the modern, connects both medieval and newfangled to 

a larger concept of literature. This thesis will employ both of these texts in an attempt to 

understand the ways in which romance has persevered, and also the ways in which 

elements of romance have changed over time. 

Romance represents not only a connection between these two texts, but also a 

window through which they can be better understood in terms of their literary value. Part 

of the enjoyment of engaging with a medieval text is that moment where you suddenly 

realize that the trials of Lancelot are not so wildly different than the ones we face; when 

this moment occurs, it creates a connection between yourself and the text that transcends 

the barrier of antiquity. And much as the medieval can become modern, the visual can 

become grounded; when one begins to understand the inherent literariness of even a 

science fiction television series, all of a sudden it leaps off the screen in a way that it did 

not before. These may sound like clichéd moments of epiphany, but they are rather a 

sense of gaining context. The common function of romance, as will be demonstrated, is 

to provide a venue for the imagination, and to spark something inside the reader that 

takes them away from their own reality. This imagination takes many forms, whether it is 

the notion of space travel in Battlestar Galactica, the heightened sense of chivalry in Le 

Morte Darthur, or the sense of heroism that the reader takes away from a romance text. 
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As long as people are open to accepting the imagination that follows, there exists 

within romance great value, no matter the language involved. It is a genre that cannot be 

defined, but what it provides is the opportunity for readers to define a text for themselves; 

whether it is a journey into the medieval past or a trip into a science-fiction future, 

romance is the medium through which texts can be experienced on an individual basis. It 

does not simplify nor edit them, but rather gives new meaning to their complexity. To 

define romance in purely literary terms is to deny this complexity, so within this thesis 

there shall not be a formal definition. However, what follows will answer important 

questions about romance, along with recognizing that the number of questions inherent in 

the genre is part of its effectiveness. 

By the end, the goal is not to have defined romance by solving its various 

mysteries, but rather to acknowledge what those mysteries mean, why we should care 

about the genre, and how these two important texts demonstrate the inherent value of this 

tradition. The result of such an analysis, then, should be an understanding of what 

constitutes a romance structure, how that structure has persevered over time, and in what 

ways social change has shaped and molded that structure in a slightly different image. It 

is an analysis of a text medieval yet contemporary, and a text in a modern medium that 

retains the traditions of those which came before it. Romance may be the common thread 

between Le Morte Darthur and Battlestar Galactica, but the link is a complicated 

labyrinth of structures and tropes in different mediums. These are the elements that this 

thesis will confront in regards to two pieces of literature distinct yet similar, imaginative 

yet grounded, and unquestionably part of the romance genre. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

THE EVOLUTION OF ROMANCE 
 

Although the term “romance” is thrown around a fair deal in this day and age, it is 

important to address the uncertainty with which this literary genre is identified; in fact, 

there are some questions about whether it can be successfully or adequately defined as a 

genre. As a result, in discussing the development of romance, we need to address not only 

what romance is but also what people believe it to be. If the reader of this thesis has a 

perception of romance which begins and ends on the drug store bookshelf, there is 

obviously a greater need to identify the literary qualities of romance. However, even 

academics who have spent years analyzing this issue disagree on what romance truly 

represents and how it might be characterized. This thesis will not attempt to settle this 

age-old debate, but rather seeks to identify the reasons why romance remains relevant to 

the study of literature. 

The fascinating quality of romance is that despite meaning something different to 

every generation of readers, its existence and evolution can be established based on some 

of its most important generic elements. In drawing a comparison between two texts which 

are considered romance, one must admit that they are not axiomatically similar but rather 

related. This chapter is necessary in order to understand how something which has 

changed so drastically has nonetheless remained relative to a core set of values and ideas. 

The malleability of romance is what has allowed it to remain a dominant form of 

literature through various revelations, altering its focus in order to reflect the current 

literary climate. This oft-maligned form of literature, often associated with the Harlequin 

novels alluded to above, has survived such admonishment to remain a relevant form of 
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artistic expression and literary development. The question, however, is why it has 

managed to do so. 

The answer to this conundrum cannot be found within the work of a single critic, 

but Gillian Beer provides an impassioned and empathic definition within The Romance. It 

is a passage that, while not quite solving the various problems critics have in attempting 

to pin down the genre, represents a starting point: 

The world of a romance is ample and inclusive, sustained by its own 

inherent, often obsessive laws. It is not an entire world; it intensifies and 

exaggerates certain traits in human behaviour and recreates human figures 

out of this exaggeration. It excludes some reaches of experience in order 

to concentrate intently upon certain themes until they take fire and seem to 

be the flame of life itself. (3) 

Beer’s statement encompasses the spirit, if not the specifics, of the genre of romance. The 

intent of romance is not to provide a total escape, but rather to use escapism in order to 

emphasize certain themes and ideas in the reader’s own world. It is this relationship 

between romance and the reader’s engagement with the text which will be discussed in 

this chapter. 

However, in order to understand how the genre of romance interacts with the 

reader, it is important to acknowledge that the genre is amongst the most malleable in 

literary history. Corinne Saunders argues that “the pervasive nature of romance . . . means 

it is inherently slippery, [. . .] that the genre of romance is impossible adequately to 

define” (“Introduction” 1-2). No genre can be defined easily, each with its own 

characteristics and a certain subjectivism regarding various works which lie on the fringe 
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of each one. However, romance in particular presents a challenge due to its longevity and 

the appearance of a structure of motifs designed to identify texts belonging to a distinct 

genre. Even Saunders goes on to say that “despite their variety, however, the romances of 

the Middle Ages are linked by the motifs that echo through the genre” (2). These motifs 

include love, adventure, heroism, and the conflict between various religious beliefs. All 

of these issues will be dealt with within this thesis, but ultimately this motif-driven 

definition of romance cannot stand as the only one. 

Vladimir Propp’s Morphology of a Folktale is a structuralist approach to the 

development of literature, specifically a form of Russian story close to Propp. He argues 

that in order to classify a text as part of a genre or a tradition, you must properly classify 

its parts; he argues that “the majority of researchers begin with classification, imposing it 

upon the material from without and not extracting it from the material itself” (5). Propp’s 

concern, then, is that texts often do not reflect their true purpose via inappropriate 

classifications; that, although he does not mention this directly, texts which are not truly 

part of the romance tradition are in fact labelled as such based on presuppositions 

regarding their content. In other words, what Propp is proposing is the role structure can 

play in defining the genesis of a genre or type of story. While his argument is specific to 

Russian folk tales, this type of structural analysis has use in any literary classification. By 

classifying the various elements of what constitutes a specific type of story, Propp 

believes that one can better identify and define the ways that texts are understood (6). 

This is the same process, ultimately, which Saunders uses in order to identify 

which motifs are common within romance. When she begins to list and differentiate the 

qualities of romance, it appears on the surface to support Propp’s argument that 
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classification can provide a template for tracking the evolution of a specific genre or 

tradition. However, this is a wholly different issue than genre definition, and therein lies 

the fault in Propp’s argument. These motifs do not solve the problem of classification, but 

rather provide another layer of understanding beneficial for comparative purposes. As 

Beer notes, “there is no single characteristic which distinguishes the romance from other 

literary kinds nor will every one of these characteristics . . . be present in each work we 

want to call a romance” (10). Propp’s insistence on a rigid structure would disagree with 

Beer’s sentiment, and this conflict ultimately renders Propp’s analysis inadequate for 

charting the evolution of a genre. His structualist analysis has value in classifying the 

romance, but for the purpose of analyzing its development there is a need to embrace the 

difference inherent within this genre. 

 It is Beer’s concept of romance that provides the avenue through which this 

chapter will investigate romance’s development while accepting its inconsistent nature. 

She argues that, “although some of the literary properties of romance have changed 

beyond recognition over the centuries, many of its imaginative functions remain 

constant” (8). While it may seem egregious to refer to anything as timeless, the principles 

of imagination have remained relevant through the generations; although they do not 

always take the same form, there is always a sense of a heightened reality that engages 

the reader. Not only is romance itself difficult to define, but the imagination has been 

similarly ephemeral over time. There has been no period where people have stopped 

looking for the escape provided by imagination, although looking in different places, and 

romance has proven one of the most versatile ways in which this is reflected.  
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However, there is no guarantee that literature can survive changes in culture or 

literature to live on as romance has. Beer believes that “only the finest works of art can 

survive the shifting needs of readers and this is peculiarly so in the romance form” (13-4). 

Beer’s argument asserts that certain types of romance would be unable to transition from 

one period to another; she argues that such romance “is frequently as ephemeral as 

fashion and, though completely beguiling in its own time, unreadable to later 

generations” (12). This cultural phenomenon is not new, nor is it limited to the 

development of romance. Especially in modern times, the forms of entertainment popular 

during a given time period are enormously disconnected from the consciousness of the 

generation that follows. However, there is something distinct within romance which 

speaks against Beer’s reading of the genre’s indecipherability. Derek Pearsall, in 

“English Romance of the Fifteenth Century,” boils down a definition of romance to “a 

narrative intended primarily for entertainment” (57). While he himself acknowledges this 

is too simple a definition to survive much scrutiny, it is important to remain cognizant of 

the intentions of the authors of romance. Pearsall’s argument implies that these authors 

are connected by a sense of imagination, and in general this imagination has an expressed 

purpose of entertaining the people. Beer herself establishes that the romance “releases us 

from the ordinary conditions of life” (79); this sense of escapism, of wonderment, is one 

of the core values present not in the content of romance, but rather in its intention. It is a 

genre which allows the reader to experience something different from his or her normal 

life, providing a general definition of romance that, due to its vague nature, could likely 

encompass most texts which belong to the genre. 
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While Beer is correct that this could create some confusion between the romances 

of different generations, she seems to forget her own assertion that romance’s purpose is 

to provide an escape of sorts – while all forms of literature serve as a mediation of their 

own time period, there is great potential for the escapism of one generation to appear 

similar to that of another. Beer’s argument depends on a reading of history wherein 

romance is “acutely fashionable, cast in the exact mould of an age’s sensibility” (12). She 

asserts that it is possible for “works which read like realistic fiction to the audience to 

whom they were first addressed, read like romance to future generations” (13). This 

analysis, however, is only one of the ways that literary meaning can change over time. 

Firstly, there is great potential for the opposite to be true: in our forward-moving society, 

many texts which once seemed far-fetched and escapist have with time gained newfound 

meaning from a realistic perspective.1 Second, in our study of literature we are required 

to be aware of the environment in which a text is written, and as a result we are capable 

of discerning whether or not a text was realistic for its time period. While there is bound 

to be a cultural gap of sorts, presuming that readers will be incapable of mentally 

bridging that span is one of Beer’s greatest oversights, as she creates a barrier to the 

understanding of romance that is more than capable of being broken down in ways she 

does not outline. 

While Beer may not provide a perfect definition of romance, she does provide a 

classification which will lead us into the next stage of romance analysis. Although the 

issue of classification is contentious considering the validity of Propp’s analysis, Beer 

introduces a classification within The Romance which provides further context for the 

                                                
1 An example, although unrelated to the subject of romance, can be found in George Orwell’s 1984 – at its 
time a pessimistic view of the future, the text has gained new context in an increasingly paranoid and low 
privacy universe in the twenty-first century. 
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author’s initiative to write within the genre. She makes a distinction between aristocratic 

and popular romance, although acknowledging that they remain extremely similar. 

They call on the same themes and properties but differ in scale. The 

aristocratic romance . . . makes clear its descent from the epic; it is a large-

scale work interweaving many narrative threads. The popular romance 

tends towards simplicity and concentration, as in the ballad. It sets out to 

tell a single story. (6) 

This classification, albeit one drawn out for convenience as opposed to clarity, helps us to 

overcome the common misconceptions placed on romance as outlined at the opening of 

this chapter. The defining feature of the aristocratic romance is a level of complexity not 

found in the modern romantic comedy, or in what many people consider to be romance 

based on the modern definition of the term. Based on this definition, then, we should be 

more likely to find examples of romance in a popular sphere, in forms where simplicity is 

paramount. However, for the sake of this thesis, the popular romance is largely irrelevant. 

Rather, it is in the aristocratic form that we find the more interesting and lasting impact of 

the genre. 

 It is within the realm of medieval literature that we discover perhaps the iconic 

example of aristocratic romance, Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte Darthur (1486-90). 

Helen Cooper, describing why the text has become dominant in English literary history, 

identifies how its writing conforms to this tradition. 

It is exceptionally well written . . . in an understated style that requires its 

readers to fill in the hinterland of what is said, so giving them a deep 

imaginative and emotional investment in the text – a quality that 
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conformed powerfully with the Romantic search for works that fed the 

imagination. (107) 

This imaginative and emotional response Cooper describes is not unique to Malory’s text, 

as previous analysis has demonstrated how Beer and others have identified it as a key 

feature in any romance work. However, there are distinctive qualities of Le Morte 

Darthur which elevate it to another level within this definition. As Beer demonstrates, 

aristocratic romance is a large-scale enterprise and is not instantly accessible. 

Accordingly, Malory has created a world and a narrative which invites the reader to 

question its intentions, expand on its developments, and to look beyond plot and 

character to the larger social implications of the text. At the same time, the text does not 

conform to every definition of romance, and presents an aristocratic yet complicated 

example of the genre. 

On a surface level, Le Morte Darthur contains the sense of imagination and 

emotional context that render it a romance text. The “Tale of Balyn,” while seemingly 

insignificant to the core narrative, is an ideal microcosm for the purpose of analyzing the 

level of escapism and imagination present within the text. Immediately, the reader is 

thrust into a courtly setting and confronted with a moral dilemma in the form of Balyn’s 

decision to keep the cursed sword. The warning of the mysterious damsel not only tells 

Balyn of his fate, but also prepares the reader for what is to follow: 

Ye ar nat wyse to kepe the swerde fro me, for ye shall sle with that swerde 

the beste frende that ye have and the man that ye moste love in the worlde, 

and that swerde shall be youre destruccion. (40.43-6) 
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This passage contains a mystical prognostication of a gruesome fate, but also real 

consequences for this character – the impact is both vaguely supernatural and extremely 

relative to the average reader. It is immediately clear that one is in an environment with 

similar relationships as our own, but with other forces at work which emphasize the 

imagination at hand. Despite only just meeting this character, Malory creates a pressing 

desire to follow his path and to understand his role within the world of Le Morte Darthur. 

 The Morte draws its imaginative elements from two sources, the chivalric past 

and the supernatural. In the case of the imagination of the past, the court of King Arthur 

and the adventures therein create a realm which is similar and yet distant from that in 

which Malory was writing. Cooper argues that one of the other qualities which has 

allowed the Morte to remain potent in literary study is that it deals with “the life of 

Arthur, the greatest British hero, and, incorporated within that, the adventures of his 

fellowship of knights” (107). While the concept of adventure in general will be expanded 

in the following chapter, the form that adventure takes is important to acknowledge here. 

While there is some disagreement amongst critics, there is at the very least a consensus 

that Malory’s text contains a mediation of contemporary concepts of chivalry with that of 

his thirteenth century sources.2 As a result, there is a certain level of nostalgia for a 

different set of values within Malory’s text, values which serve as the driving force for 

characters’ decisions. In the “Tale of Balyn,” the importance of these ideas is paramount 

as Balyn realizes that his fate has been decided: “I am right hevy that my lorde Arthure ys 

displeased with me, for he ys the moste worshypfullist kynge that regnith now in erthe; 

                                                
2 For further analysis on the intricate nature of chivalry’s modern impact and Malory’s mediation see 
Whetter, “Historicity” 261-70; Barber, “Chivalry” 19-35. The honour-driven society created by this 
amalgamation will be further discussed in the nextchapter. 
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and hys love I woll gete othir ellis I will putte my lyff in adventure” (44.14-17). This is a 

world where the bonds of chivalry drove society, and on the surface Malory tends to 

portray this structured society as a form of escape for his reader. 

 The importance of this development is that it is not for the purpose of simply 

displaying knighthood and chivalry, but rather to make a political statement within an 

escapist framework. Cooper notes that “Malory may offer his readers glimpses of a 

mysterious world of strange knights on white chargers in quest of adventures, but what 

gives the work its sustained power is . . . political possibility” (109-10). Cooper identifies 

two ways in which this presentation of chivalry serves as a commentary on Malory’s 

contemporary society as opposed to on the distant past. Most directly, she identifies 

Malory’s comparison of the Morte to the Wars of the Roses, the real-life war over royal 

succession. Cooper argues that within both the beginning (Arthur’s kingdom under siege) 

and the end (Mordred and Civil War) of the narrative, a similar dynastic struggle emerges 

as an important theme. However, Cooper also notes that “despite its affiliations with 

romance, the Morte is finally about the impossibility of reaching or maintaining ideals in 

an imperfect and fallen world” (110). While Cooper does not go so far as to say that this 

particular analysis keeps the Morte from being a romance, it is implied that there is little 

that is entertaining or imaginative about a lesson regarding the futility of positive 

thinking in relation to an ongoing conflict of succession. 

 “The Tale of Balyn” is a story which could fit into Cooper’s description of the 

Morte’s moral, as it ends with the tragic death of both brothers who end up killing one 

another mistakenly. However, by the same token, there is a lesson to be found in this 

ending, and the ending of the text as a whole, beyond futility. At the end of the tale, 
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Arthur eulogizes the two men in a way which speaks not to their faults, but rather to their 

valour; he says that “thys ys the grettist pité that ever I herde tell off of two knyghtes, for 

in thys worlde I knewe never such two knyghtes” (59.5-7). While Cooper’s analysis is 

correct that there are roadblocks to achieving one’s ideals, the message here is less about 

not trying than making the better choices. The text as a whole does not send a message 

that it is impossible to maintain ideals in an imperfect world, but rather that certain 

decisions carry a lot of weight and must be taken carefully. This may seem an unromantic 

message, emphasizing not the escapist tendencies but rather the dangers of such radical 

impulses. And, as K.S. Whetter notes, there is no question that the Morte “has from 

outset to conclusion a somber and tragic outlook which is generally out of place in 

romance, and Balyn and his tale present one of the earliest and clearest indications of 

this” (“Misunderstanding” 162). However, this complicated picture of romance is a direct 

call to action for readers to engage with their own society and their own concerns; it is a 

mode of reflection as opposed to a mode of definition. While Malory may not have the 

highest opinion of the contemporary political landscape, his romantic vision into the 

world of Arthur and the Round Table is meant not to emphasize the futility but rather to 

shed light on the complicated nature of his own society. 

 “The Tale of Balyn” is also one of the first places where we begin to understand 

the dichotomy created between reality and the supernatural within Malory’s text, and the 

role that plays in the romance form. Helen Cooper notes that “the Morte is a wonderfully 

capacious work, encompassing with equal ease a shape-shifting Merlin and the pillagers 

on the field of battle, enchantresses and holy virgins, bloody combatants and Eucharistic 

miracles” (110). In other words, it thrives on these divisions in order to create a wide-



17 

 

ranging environment in which Malory can stage the action of his text. However, there is 

something distinctive about the connection between the romance’s emphasis on creating 

a world similar to yet different from our own and the use of magic. For Fredric Jameson, 

writing about the development of romance as genre, the presence of magic is one of 

romance’s defining elements. Specifically, he argues that “the formulation in terms of 

magic . . . orients us towards the economic organization of the society in question and the 

relations it entertains with the world of nature” (141). Admittedly, Jameson is 

generalizing with his emphasis on economics, a facet that is certainly not present within 

Malory’s text. However, the relationship with the world of nature, and the rules of that 

natural world, is something which is extremely important within Le Morte Darthur. 

 The reason for this is simple: as romance is about imagination, there is little more 

effective at distinguishing the natural from the supernatural than the magical. In the case 

of Malory, this magical element is subtle yet pronounced, specifically within the “Tale of 

Balyn” where the supernatural begins to take hold. Merlin has a large presence in the 

volume despite not being its subject, and his is a presence defined by magical qualities as 

opposed to general character. As King Mark proclaims, “thou [art] a merverylous man . . 

. that spekist of such mervayles. Thou arte a boysteous man and an unlyckly, to telle of 

such dedis” (45.19-21). There is a strange combination of wariness and interest 

surrounding Merlin: Mark and Balyn, in particular, follow his guidance and yet treat him 

as an uncanny figure. His role in the text is part spiritual guide and part harbinger of 

events that will follow. Ultimately, however, one wonders to what degree his passivity 

condemns him: he is able to prognosticate a future battle between two characters yet to be 

introduced in Lancelot and Tristram (45.16-8), and yet he is not capable of warning 
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Balain and Balyn that they will kill each other in due time. Even more compromising, he 

foretells Balyn’s death to Arthur (37.36-38), and yet never passes this information onto 

the brothers themselves. One leaves the story pondering to what degree his supernatural 

knowledge actually helped these men, or was rather a passive contributor to their 

downfall; as Bonnie Wheeler puts it, “the reader’s faith in [Merlin’s] advice . . . is 

shaken, if not broken” (“Romance and Parataxis” 115). 

 Attempting to understand and categorize Merlin’s role in Le Morte Darthur is an 

entirely different thesis, but important to this argument is that Merlin’s role is uncanny 

and disconcerting to those involved, which is precisely the role of magic. While magic 

can play a role which is whimsical and enlightening for the reader, more often it provides 

an extension of fear and mystery instead. As Jameson argues, “the reader craves the 

mystery inherent in the form, much as a sick body craves the elements in which it is 

deficient” (145). Just as the other characters in Malory’s text sense something strange 

about Merlin, the reader questions his motivations and ponders the ramifications of his 

action or inaction. The reader is able to imagine his or her own world as magic, and as 

noted earlier can begin to understand their own world in different terms. Magic is one of 

the key forms through which the imaginative capacity of romance is reached, yet the 

form of magic seen in Malory is not as acceptable in the twenty-first century as it was in 

Malory’s time. Considering this, Jameson argues that “the fate of romance as a form is 

dependent on the availability of elements more acceptable to the reader than those older 

magical categories for which some adequate substitute must be invented” (143). While 

there are many potential options that may fit Jameson’s prescription, there is one in 

particular that stands as the most prominent. 
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 Gillian Beer’s conclusion to her 1970 publication The Romance ends with a look 

to the future, and specifically to a genre on the rise: 

In science fiction we find a mode which questions in an often 

revolutionary way, our assumptions about our own world . . . Science 

fiction plays upon [direct sense impressions] by distorting our sense 

expectations and making us think through again the material means by 

which we reach judgements. Its ‘ideal’ worlds are more often nightmares 

than serene gardens . . . [and] it obliges us to look back at life, and our 

assumptions about the possibilities of life, with cold re-appraisal. (78-9) 

This is not quite the condemnation of science fiction present within some sectors of the 

population, but it is nonetheless a skeptical point of view towards a rising genre based on 

a presumption of its dire subject matter. Tom Shippey, in his introduction to J.R.R. 

Tolkien: Author of the Century, identifies that “authors of the twentieth century who have 

spoken most powerfully to and for their contemporaries have for some reason found it 

necessary to use the metaphoric mode of fantasy, to write about worlds and creatures 

which we know do not exist” (viii). He lists what he qualifies as areas of “the fantastic,” 

and science fiction is amongst them along with, unsurprisingly, medieval romance. For 

Shippey, the fantastical is not purely an escape but rather a means to an end: in his 

introduction to Fictional Space: Essays on Contemporary Science Fiction, he identifies 

how “science fiction has coped as an exploratory mode in ‘taboo’ areas such as Vietnam 

or radicalism” (31). Although Beer may have felt that science fiction was a problematic 

vehicle for romance, there is a fair amount of evidence to contradict this perspective. 
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 Beer’s argument is centred on the idea that science fiction is not the idealized 

wish-fulfillment that romance is presumed and expected to be. However, as demonstrated 

earlier, Le Morte Darthur is unequivocally a romance and yet is certainly not an ideal 

example of wish fulfillment. The social purpose of a romance text may often be in direct 

opposition to the idealistic notions put forward by critics; Malory’s text may not 

represent a futile struggle, but it certainly creates a tragic tale of warning to its readers. 

Many stories of science fiction fit Beer’s description perfectly, so it is impossible to 

argue with Beer’s astute observational powers. However, she is viewing science fiction 

through a definition of romance which ignores much of her own analysis; rather than 

pointing out that science fiction diverges from romance, it is entirely possible for texts to 

represent romance on a different level. Considering that Beer is writing her analysis 

centuries after Malory wrote the epitome of medieval romance, chances are that many 

principles have changed and that romance will no longer appear in the same forms. Her 

own acknowledgement of the existence of popular and aristocratic drama, “sometimes 

converging, sometimes standing in opposition” (6), opens the door for different 

perspectives on the purpose of the romance genre. 

 Kathryn Hume, in one of her many articles on the connection between medieval 

romance and science fiction, states quite plainly that “science fiction is generally 

assumed to bear a similar, if not identical, relationship to the medieval romance” 

(“Anatomy” 15). Her work will bear great weight later in this thesis, but for the moment 

it is important to elaborate on this particular statement. Assumptions when it comes to 

genre theory are always dangerous, particularly in this case. Carl Freedman, writing in 

Critical Theory and Science Fiction, claims that “critical discussion of [science fiction] 
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tends to devote considerable attention to the problem of definition – much more so than is 

the case with such superficially analogous genres as mystery fiction or romance” (13). 

However, as demonstrated by this thesis’ capacious definition of romance, there is little 

analogous about that particular genre either. If this is the case, and these two genres are 

so broadly defined that individuals can assign qualities as they please, then one questions 

whether a statement like Hume’s could stand up to any scrutiny. Considering the vast 

range of texts which are considered science fiction, one could pick and choose an 

illogical example that is in no way indicative of the generic norm. 

 However, I am willing both to defend Hume’s thesis and to identify a single 

science fiction text which shall stand as evidence of the generic connection between the 

medieval romance tradition and modern science fiction. I have no intention of arguing 

that these two genres are one and the same, and a complete analysis of how they differ 

and in what ways they present various romance qualities will follow in the second 

chapter. Instead, here it is important to note the role romance once played, of providing 

an imaginative view into what Beer identifies as “the past or the socially remote” (2). 

Equally important, the principles of romance have not only evolved in their own right but 

have also contributed to the development of emerging genres. Freedman himself argues 

that the beginning of the twenty-first century signaled a crucial time for the imaginative 

faculties:  

Not since before the October revolution itself . . . has it been harder and 

lonelier to imagine a social organization beyond alienation and 

exploitation, or to imagine sociopolitical forces more decisive than the 

regime of exchange value . . . Such imagining, however close to 
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impossible it may be, must now be the principal vocation of science 

fiction. (199) 

There are some differences present, clearly, as this imagination does take a strikingly 

different form; as Freedman notes, science fiction “has . . . its general orientation 

primarily to the future” (199), compared to the emphasis on the past within Beer’s 

analysis of romance. However, these elements of past and future are both means of 

escape, and the entire concept of future, Freedman argues, rises from the very invention 

of a forward-looking society as in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (199).  As society has 

changed, the ways in which literature uses imagination to engage the reader have changed 

in kind. 

 And yet, at the same time, there have also been changes in what is considered 

literature, especially when it comes to the rise of science fiction. While there remains a 

great deal of contention surrounding what is considered a literary text in today’s modern 

society, many of the most prominent examples of science fiction have emerged from film 

and television. Whether cult television series such as Star Trek, or the societal juggernaut 

which was Star Wars, it is through visual media that many of these ideas have become 

most prominently displayed. When discussing the role of postmodernism in science 

fiction, Freedman refers to these new media as “those partly literary and partly visual arts 

enabled by the development of film and television technology” (181). This perception of 

film and television as only partly literary is not a new argument, and was one of Northrop 

Frye’s contentions regarding modern culture. He argues that “television, because it 

presents the visual image directly, is not the best medium for training the imagination” 

(161). In other words, the argument is that Philip K. Dick’s Do Androids Dream of 
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Electric Sheep, a novel, is more capable of stirring up one’s imagination than Ridley 

Scott’s Blade Runner, a film based on the same novel, simply due to the loss of the visual 

imaginative capacity. 

 However, this sense of the imagination as purely visual ignores the element of 

time and social consciousness identified earlier. Even if a visual representation is 

provided, there are still elements of the imagination to be found in the political structures, 

the characters, the storylines, and the entire concept of asking “what if?” While television 

may provide a different sense of imagination, it does not provide an inadequate one; 

instead, it could actually prove more engrossing as viewers begin to relate to characters 

and scenarios in unique ways. And while there have been substantial science fiction 

novels that have made an impact on society, it is within a television series that some of 

the most substantial recent developments have taken place. To my mind, the most 

distinctly meaningful example of romance fiction in the twenty-first century is Ronald D. 

Moore’s Battlestar Galactica. 

Battlestar Galactica is a name which conjures up a great deal of different 

reactions, something which I can attest to in writing this thesis. For some, the name 

means nothing at all, reflecting the understandable ignorance amongst certain parts of the 

population. For others, the name refers to a campy attempt to jump on the Star Wars 

bandwagon in the late 1970s, with the first television series to bear the title. And yet, for 

others, Battlestar Galactica represents perhaps the pinnacle of modern television. In 

2003, Ronald D. Moore dusted off the show’s characters and ideas and developed them 

into a Peabody Award-winning drama series. Battlestar Galactica tells the story of the 

last vestige of humanity running for their lives and driving towards a hopeful conclusion 
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after their home is destroyed by technology they created. It is a story of hope, honour, 

adventure, love, and heroism, and offers a distinct commentary on our own modern 

society through a complex quest narrative. These elements form a relationship between 

Battlestar and the romance tradition it builds upon, and yet there are obvious differences 

between a modern television series and Malory’s Le Morte Darthur in how they 

demonstrate romance principles. The remainder of this thesis will look at individual 

elements of each work, but for this chapter the development of the imagination within the 

two texts is most distinct. As identified above, the general purpose of the imagination has 

stayed the same but the form it takes is largely dependent on the time period; as a result, 

the escapism seen within both of these texts appear on the surface to be vastly different. 

And yet, despite the vast expanse of time between these two works, the sense of 

imagination present in each is correlative to the other. As identified earlier, magic plays 

an important role in emphasizing elements of romance which relate to the role of nature; I 

also identified that Fredric Jameson argues the need for a substitute due to the changing 

cultural perceptions of magic. In the case of Malory, these elements are in the form of 

Merlin, a magician of sorts who seems all-knowing and capable of disguising himself. 

However, although the generally fantastical is certainly more popular now than it was 

when Fredric Jameson formed this argument, the sense of magic to be found in medieval 

literature is no longer as relevant in modern society. Considering the persistence of 

romance to weather centuries of social change, Jameson poses the question of “what, 

under wholly altered historical circumstances, can have been found to replace the 

constitute raw materials of magic and otherness which medieval romance found ready to 

hand in its socioeconomic environment” (142). Jameson argues for a psychological type 
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of effect to fill this gap (143), and yet within the very premise of science fiction in 

general, and within Battlestar Galactica in particular, lies the ideal substitute for an 

unexplained phenomenon. 

The central premise of Battlestar Galactica is explained within its unique opening 

title sequence: “The Cylons were created by man. They rebelled. They evolved. There are 

many copies. And[,] they have a plan.” The ramifications of the Cylon evolution will be 

discussed in earnest in the third chapter of this thesis, but for the moment the emphasis is 

placed on the concept of technological creation. The revolution of the Cylons against 

their human creators sets the stage for the series’ action, as humanity is forced to go on 

the run after a vicious attack from their own creation. The result is a cautionary tale, a 

warning to our own modern society regarding the dangers of technology. The “science” 

aspect of science fiction is one which is often present to varying degrees within different 

texts, and one could argue that the science of Battlestar Galactica is often forced into the 

background by its intensely human focus to be discussed in the second chapter. However, 

the very binary created at the beginning of the series is that of the danger of science and 

technology going too far. Much as magic brought attention, according to Jameson, to the 

socioeconomic elements of society, the capitalist emphasis on technological advancement 

and obsolescence is certainly being commented upon within the rise of the Cylons and 

the basic premise of Battlestar Galactica. 

Of course, the presence of technology or magic does not define Battlestar 

Galactica as a romance text, especially if they do not coincide with the sense of 

imagination this thesis has identified as inherent to romance. Between the argument from 

Frye that television is not an adequate medium for imaginative faculties, and the concern 
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from Beer that science fiction as a genre is too pessimistic to reflect the wish-fulfillment 

of the romance, there is a wide range of critical perspectives which would discount the 

generic qualities of Battlestar Galactica. However, as the evolution of medieval romance 

to science fiction and magic to technology demonstrates, there is room for change within 

this generic convention; considering Le Morte Darthur’s element of tragedy, there is 

moreover no prerequisite of idealized presentation within the romance tradition. 

The serialized and episodic format of television may not invite the reader to create 

his or her own world in the same way as other forms of literature, but this newly evolved 

form has a unique ability to present a world which is diverse, engaging and fully realized. 

In “33,” the first episode following the mini-series that began the show’s run, Moore 

portrays a society on the run struggling to come to terms with its new reality. In “Home,” 

a two-part episode in the show’s second season, the series demonstrates the political rift 

between the government and the military, and the division between spirituality and 

secularism within its universe. In “Final Cut,” the series delves into the questions of 

media rights and drug abuse within the colonial fleet, while in “Scar” a space duel 

between a veteran Cylon fighter and heroine Starbuck emphasizes the role of adventure 

and its effect on the individual. In “Occupation/Precipice,” the series confronts the 

question of post-colonialism through the Cylon occupation of the human settlement on 

New Caprica, while “Dirty Hands” sees a political manifesto from political prisoner 

Gaius Baltar dispersed through the fleet, threatening to spark a rebellion. And, in the third 

season finale, “Crossroads,” Lee Adama delivers an impassioned address on the witness 

stand about the power of forgiveness and the collective mistakes which took place in the 

events previous to the trial at hand. 
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This thesis will be delving further into many of these specific episodes to examine 

their demonstration of the romance form, but more important than each specific example 

is the power of their collective whole. By telling a story drawn out over such a large 

number of episodes, Moore has the ability to examine more elements of society than a 

single novel ever could, or even that a single film could attempt to accomplish. While 

there is the loss of the imaginative “filling in the blanks” (“Modern Culture” 160) as 

noted by Frye’s analysis of television, what you gain through the television format is a 

larger canvas on which to address important issues. A single episode of Battlestar 

Galactica may not be able to spur the imagination possible within a novel, but the series 

as a whole with its compelling story arcs and breadth of focus have far more power in 

terms of addressing society and engaging with its audience. As a result, to return to 

Gillian Beer’s definitions, television science fiction of this serialized nature is decidedly 

aristocratic in nature, relishing in its complex structure and near-epic narrative. Despite 

being on television, and accessible to millions, Battlestar Galactica is nonetheless a 

deeply complex show dealing not with a simplistic sense of romance but rather an utterly 

complicated one. 

Throughout this chapter, there has been no attempt to define precisely what a 

romance is, and as a result the romance qualities of Le Morte Darthur and Battlestar 

Galactica shall remain somewhat tenuous for the time being. However, rather than 

attempting concretely to classify anything, this chapter has sought to explain both the 

purpose and the longevity of the romance form. While the complications of any sort of 

explanation are inherent within this chapter, the concept of imagination appears as a 

constant both within the romance form and within society itself. No matter one’s place in 
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history, there is always a need to escape to a world similar to yet different from our own, 

and as a result the romance form has remained constant. This chapter has demonstrated 

that medieval romance and science fiction, particularly in the form of these two texts, 

interrogate the romance genre and essentially prove that no matter how you choose to 

define it the romance remains an influential literary genre. 

Yet, the purpose of this thesis is not simply to compare these two texts and 

demonstrate the longevity of the romance. Through changes from magic to technology, or 

from the written word to the visual arts, there is no question that there have been changes 

in what we consider to be romance. However, this is a natural occurrence, present in any 

literary genre which has managed to stay the course through intense social change. These 

evolutions of romance are incredibly important to understanding the impact which that 

social change has on literature, and the following two chapters will emphasize how some 

of the key classifications of romance have specifically evolved based on the vastly 

different environment in which these texts are written.  They may both be romance, and 

certainly more worthwhile evidence of the genre than the paperback novel on the drug 

store shelf, but their relationship is complex to the point that further analysis is warranted. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

CLASSIFYING THE ROMANCE 
 

In the previous chapter, Vladimir Propp’s Morphology of a Folktale was pushed aside as 

a form of classification too restrictive to define the romance genre. However, there 

remains value in Propp’s analysis in terms of defining how, if not why, romance as a 

genre has developed over the past six centuries. My first chapter accordingly charted the 

ways in which the impetus of romance as a drive for imagination and escape from one’s 

own time has remained a constant throughout the period of history from the medieval to 

the modern. However, this is not to say that the romance of Sir Thomas Malory is in any 

way a direct antecedent to the types of romance portrayed by Battlestar Galactica. There 

is no question that there is a relationship between these two texts, as there is a connection 

to a larger romance tradition and a wide range of various other tropes related to the genre. 

It is these tropes which Vladimir Propp would use in order to define a text on its own, but 

as the previous chapter demonstrated this is too limited in its scope for a genre as broad 

as romance. Rather, these classifications are a fine source for a comparison between these 

two romance texts, charting the relevance, development, and characteristics of tropes 

often associated with the genre. When combined with the analysis of numerous critics 

who go beyond Propp’s analysis into the realm of the cultural and social implications, a 

greater understanding of how romance has either changed or not changed is possible. 

 In drawing such a comparison between Le Morte Darthur and Battlestar 

Galactica, it is important to acknowledge that this is not a simply correlative relationship. 

While this thesis was initially partially founded upon various superficial comparisons 

between these two texts, this analysis owes its debt to an explication of these 
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comparisons from a broad literary and social context. It is possible to draw parallels 

between each text, casting Arthur, Lancelot and Guenevere within the likes of Admiral 

Adama, his son Lee, Kara “Starbuck” Thrace, and Laura Roslin; admittedly, in its early 

stages this thesis probably resembled such an analysis. However, the point of this chapter 

is not to marvel at how similar these two texts are, but rather to gain an understanding of 

why they are either similar or dissimilar based on various classifications. This may not 

solve the mystery of the romance genre, but it will at the very least allow us to gain an 

understanding of the texts associated with it. Whether it is their depiction of adventure, 

one of the themes most associated with romance, or their unique depictions of the quest 

narrative and heroic structures, these two texts share relationships to a common genre 

while retaining certain unique qualities. 

 When discounting the effectiveness of Vladimir Propp, one must note that despite 

later concerns he begins his argument with an understanding of the dangers of generic 

classification. He argues that “a majority of researchers begin with classification, 

imposing it upon the material from without and not extracting it from the material itself” 

(5). The problem, of course, is that Propp’s analysis is not perfect either; however, his 

point still resonates in terms of the dangers of any sort of genre study. On a surface level, 

a large number of texts could be called romance without any sort of analysis, and yet they 

will not hold up to any sense of scrutiny at a deeper thematic level. This thesis itself runs 

a risk of looking at only the broad strokes of both Le Morte Darthur and Battlestar 

Galactica, specifically in the latter case where there is far less critical material on the 

subject. As a result, Propp’s method serves as a strong starting point in identifying which 

tropes of romance have found their way through literary history to television sets across 
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the world; finding the answer to this question can help shed light on the evolution of the 

genre’s tropes. 

 Propp’s form of analysis is a structuralist approach to the development of the fairy 

tale, a distinct type of Russian folk tale. This means that there is no ability for anyone 

directly to apply Propp’s near-mathematic methods to any other type of literature, 

especially not one as complex as the romance. However, the conclusion of his volume 

demonstrates his impetus. As he quotes from Veselovksij: 

When the synthesis of time, that great simplifier, in passing over the 

complexity of phenomena, reduces them to the magnitude of points 

receding into the distance, then their lines will merge with those which we 

are now uncovering when we look back at the poetic traditions of the past. 

(116) 

This is the starting point for Propp’s analysis, and the legacy of his writings; rather than 

adopting his methods, per se, critics tend to adapt his use of various terms and his overall 

concept in order to extend his ideas to other genres. In the introduction to the text’s 

second edition, Alan Dundes argues that “Propp’s analysis should be useful in analyzing 

the structure of literary forms (such as novels and plays), comic strips, motion-picture 

and television plots, and the like” (xiv). There is critical consensus that Propp’s analysis 

is far from perfect, but his emphasis on the structure of literature has had a profound 

impact on how critics study the development of numerous forms of text. 

 One of the critics who has taken Propp’s intention and turned it into a more 

definitive study is Helen Cooper, whose The English Romance in Time is designed as 
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a study of the memes of romance.3 Its broad argument is that whilst 

romance motifs remain superficially the same, sometimes even down to 

verbal detail, the usage and understanding of them changes over time, 

rather in the way a word may change meaning. (4) 

Cooper recognizes, and rightfully so, that this is a different purpose than that of Propp, 

who was worried less about cultural use and understanding and more about a purely 

structural analysis. Cooper’s perspective is ultimately the right way to approach Propp’s 

emphasis on classification, as it takes Propp’s emphasis and combines it with an 

understanding of why these motif changes have taken place. A purely structuralist 

approach is not useless, but it needs to be combined with other forms of analysis in order 

to be productive. The result of a comprehensive analysis of this nature is the very basis of 

this thesis, a reading which analyzes the structure of romance in its many evolutions in 

order to understand what has affected it over centuries of development. 

While the structure of romance is varied and diverse, there have been a number of 

elements which have, as Cooper argues, remained relatively constant over the centuries 

which have passed since Malory wrote Le Morte Darthur. In her introduction to A 

Companion to Romance, Corinne Saunders generalizes that “adventure is central to 

romance, as is the quest form: the hero moves through conflict and struggle to self-

realization” (3). It is not a coincidence that within this single statement are the three main 

areas of investigation to follow within this chapter; each represents an integral aspect of 

the texts this thesis covers, although not quite in the same way in all instances. As 

discussed in the previous chapter, and as summarized by Cooper, it is important to 

                                                
3 Coincidentally, meme itself is an example of linguistic development, having been taken from its original 
meaning to being now popularly used as a term for internet fads – another sign of technology emerging as a 
sign of cultural advancement. 
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remember “that no single [generic feature] is essential for definition or recognition taken 

individually” (9). Considering this, then, it is important to remember that the absence of 

one or more elements does not denote a text unrelated to the romance; however, by the 

same token, the three elements Saunders identifies in this passage are both staples of the 

genre and, more importantly, interlinked. 

 Adventure is perhaps the only element in romance which cannot be disconnected 

from any other. It is a reason people can fall in love, the content of any quest, the 

qualifying test for any hero, and one of the primary elements of escape within any 

romance text. Adventure is generally something that is far-removed from the daily lives 

of most romance readers or viewers no matter what time period you live in; the reality in 

both Malory’s time and in the twenty-first century is that medieval tournaments and epic 

space battles are not part of the standard daily routine. Rather, they serve as a reminder of 

the distance between the world being presented and the reader’s own world. Erich 

Auerbach argues in Mimesis that “the means by which [courtly values] are proved and 

preserved is adventure” (117); this association between the social distance of courtly 

values and adventure is integral to the development of the romance tradition. As it relates 

to elements such as courtly values, which are disconnected from the reality of the reader, 

it is one of the primary elements of escape within a romance text. This relationship 

between adventure and escapism means adventure is one of the foundational elements to 

romance’s imperative of transportation to another time or another world; without this 

sense of adventure, then, it would prove difficult (but not impossible) for a romance to 

differentiate itself from other literary genres. 
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 The breadth of content to be found within Le Morte Darthur manages to 

emphasize a majority of the tropes of romance, but this does not mean that its sense of 

adventure is diluted. From its opening lines, Malory’s text is defined as a world where 

war and battle are commonplace: Malory writes how “hit befell in the dayes of Uther 

Pendragon, when he was kynge of all Englond and so regned, that there was a myghty 

duke in Cornewaill that helde warre against hym long tyme” (3.1-3). While early readers 

may have related this persistent Arthurian war to the contemporary Wars of the Roses to 

which Malory probably alludes, there are some distinct differences between adventure in 

Le Morte Darthur and a modern or even everyday medieval perspective. There are two 

major elements which render an action adventurous: the action itself, and also the reasons 

why the action is being taken. In terms of the action itself, Malory presents a type of 

adventure which is somewhat removed from the warfare or actions of his own time. The 

major change is an emphasis on one-on-one combat and individual adventure, a 

romanticized alternative to the mass armies which in Malory are reserved for the enemies 

of Arthur’s kingdom seen in the Roman War. Adventure is far more pronounced, and 

removed from the contemporary conceptions of Malory’s own time, within this type of 

format. 

 However, as mentioned, the other element of adventure is why it is undertaken, an 

element which is again somewhat removed from contemporary perceptions. The Wars of 

the Roses were fought over a disputed succession, calling into question a sense of 

leadership and family-driven honour. In the case of Malory, however, this sense of 

honour is unique, and defined within the Pentecostal Oath: 
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[The Oath] charged them never to do outerage nothir mourthir, and 

allwayes to fle treson, and to gyff mercy until hym that askith mercy, 

uppon payne of forfiture [of their] worship and lordship of kynge Arthure 

for evirmore: and always to do ladies, damsels, and gentlewomen 

succour[;] . . . also that no man take no batayles in a wrongefull quarrel for 

no love ne for no worldis goodis. So unto thys were all knightis sworne of 

the Table Rounde, both olde and young. (75.38-45) 

While Malory may be using considerable source material to create his story, thematically 

speaking, D.S. Brewer argues, “he never hesitates to take what he wants, to add, and to 

reject” (“Introduction” 24). In this case, the Oath is Malory’s addition to the sources, one 

which creates and foregrounds a strange sense of honour foreign to readers both 

contemporary to Malory and in modern times. The result is that the knights’ actions 

themselves are not only foreign, but their motivations are far removed from the reader’s 

own society. 

Rather than fighting over succession or related issues, in many cases Malorian 

adventure is taken to live up to a standard of honour to which there is no realistic 

equivalent. “The Noble Tale of Sir Lancelot” is perhaps the best example of this, a 

complicated labyrinth of adventures in which Lancelot covers the gamut of adventurous 

causes. There is no questioning Lancelot’s chivalry, as Malory writes that “in all 

turnementes, justys, and dedys of armys, both for lyff and deth, he passed all other 

knyghtes, and at no tyme was he ovircom but yf hit were by treson other inchauntement” 

(149.6-9). However, what follows is not adventure in the sense of pure competition but 

rather adventure for the sake of family, adventure for the sake of women, and adventure 
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for the sake of living up to the standard of honour put forward by the Pentecostal Oath. 

The sense of adventure becomes not just action and excitement, but also something 

profound and abstract in its own way. It is both the action itself and the purpose of that 

action which contributes to the sense of adventure displayed within Le Morte Darthur, 

effectively relating it to the romance tradition.  

When it comes to extending these principles to modern television, however, it is 

difficult to find deeper meaning in actions when they are the epitome of stylization. 

Modern visual media is specifically prone to a sense of adventure thanks to the dawn of 

special effects which have taken action sequences to a new level. The adventure of 

Battlestar Galactica is defined by space battles, where the colonial Vipers wage war with 

the Cylon Raiders. When dealing with this type of subject matter grounded in science 

fiction or fantasy, there was once concern that the visuals could not meet the expectations 

of adventure – written text has the benefits of an unlimited imagination, while television 

as discussed in the previous chapter is somewhat challenged in this area. However, times 

have certainly changed, which plays to the benefit of the series in question. The sense of 

adventure in these battles as portrayed in the 1970s series by the same name, due to the 

mediocre special effects available at the time, was limited by the campiness of these 

scenes. Within the twenty-first century re-imagining, meanwhile, the Emmy-winning 

effects transport viewers into the cockpit and into the fray of the battle, resulting in a 

sense of action and adventure which is far removed from the written word. 

However, the detriment of this is that viewers are unable to see through the 

pyrotechnics to the fact that, like in Malory, there is more to this adventure than a 

simplistic desire to fight. First and foremost, the very premise of the series means that the 
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crew onboard Galactica is not simply fighting the Cylons for the sake of action, but 

rather because they are the last remains of humanity and are fighting for survival. More 

important, however, is understanding the types of pressures created. In “Final Cut,” a 

reporter is invited onboard Galactica to complete a story on the human side of 

Galactica’s crew; as a result, the viewer also begins to understand the emotional costs to 

those who seek adventure in this environment. There is a strong juxtaposition between 

the drive for adventure and these human consequences in Kat, a rookie pilot struggling 

with the grueling hours. As her mind is rattled by an over-reliance on stimulants, we see 

footage where she explains her love of flying: “When you come back after a successful 

run, let me tell you, it’s better than a great meal[,] . . . better than hitting a jackpot. It’s 

better than sex!” Juxtaposed with her struggles, this statement identifies the harsh reality 

that is often missed when everyone focuses on only the action itself. There is a human 

side to these space battles, beyond the special effects, that Battlestar Galactica reflects in 

its storytelling. 

That storytelling, also, gives further meaning to the adventure present in the text, 

as there can be a wide range of reasons for adventure. As seen in Malory, adventure does 

not come in a single value; whether an isolated story like the “Tale of Balyn” or the epic 

conquest of the Roman War, there is a wide range of ways in which adventure manifests 

within Le Morte Darthur. In the case of the episodic content of Battlestar Galactica, this 

element becomes even more explicit. In “Scar,” for example, the series tells an isolated 

story of Kara “Starbuck” Thrace and Kat battling for supremacy in a battle against a 

notorious Cylon raider known by the episode’s title. The adventure of this episode is 

limited, and yet the end result remains a powerful moment for the series when Starbuck 
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lists the names of the pilots that Galactica has lost since the Cylon attack. This sense of 

camaraderie and honour is built within the series, constructing an understanding of the 

dire situation that humanity faces and the struggles therein which cannot be disconnected 

from Cylons and the plight of Galactica’s crew. As Kat emphasizes within “Final Cut,” 

“there are no replacements coming up, there is no down time, this is it.” That harsh 

reality is something that is emphasized both within these smaller adventures and also in 

the large, epic space battles where dozens of Vipers square off with the Cylon fleet. 

However, those large scale adventures have a particular purpose which relates to the 

other substantial trope of romance present in both texts, although in slightly different 

ways. 

If there is a single romance trope which elevates adventure to another level, it is 

the quest. Adventure always serves a purpose, but often times that purpose is left 

relatively vague and serves as more of a broad concern rather than a specific goal. In the 

case of the quest format, however, there is something far more substantial at work. 

Whether it is a religious pilgrimage which threatens the fabric of a society, or a quest for 

a new home which is merely an avenue of hope, these quests can take on many forms. 

For Helen Cooper, the quest represents one of the most complicated classifications for 

romance: 

The quest provides both the subject of a work and its shape, and to discuss 

quests is to discuss the point where form and content meet. It is therefore 

much baggier than the other motifs of romance . . . even though the 

underlying meme, the idea with its powerful capacity for replication, is 

immediately recognizable. (Romance in Time 46). 
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In other words, the quest format is both a complex literary device which helps to shape 

the form literature takes, and also something which is repeated often in popular forms of 

literature such as Cooper’s examples of George Lucas’ Star Wars or J. R. R. Tolkien’s 

The Lord of the Rings. Cooper identifies that a quest “will consist largely of a series of 

adventures encountered along the way: adventures that are usually in some way related to 

the final object of the quest itself” (46). As a result, the quest gives form and structure to 

adventure and develops into a driving force for romance literature. 

 In terms of recognizability, Le Morte Darthur contains numerous individual 

quests which unfold in a way similar to that which Cooper describes. The “Tale of 

Balyn,” identified in the previous chapter as a microcosm for the remainder of the text, 

takes the form of the titular knight’s quest to find adventure and fulfill the fate bestowed 

upon him by the sword he carries. It is a loose quest, lacking the grandeur often 

associated with the form, but it ultimately provides a structure for adventure which drives 

the story towards a tragic conclusion. The “The Noble Tale of Sir Lancelot,” mentioned 

earlier as a prime source of adventure in Malory’s text, also forms those adventures in the 

span of a loosely-defined quest to rescue his brother “Lyonell, whyche was departed 

frome hym  he wyste not where” (154.39-40). Perhaps presenting a causal link between 

adventure and quest, it begins only after Lancelot informs Lionel that “we muste go seke 

adventures” (149.18-19) Along the way, of course, Lancelot finds himself competing in 

tournaments and rescuing maidens, which Cooper identifies as one of the benefits of the 

quest structure. She argues that the quest “allows for the easy addition of further 

adventures, for extra stopovers or digressions or diversions” (46). This is particularly 
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convenient for Malory, as it allows him to digress from his source texts at will, simply 

adding an extra adventure to an existing story to emphasize a key theme for his text.  

 However, Le Morte Darthur also contains a full-fledged quest, and the “Noble 

Tale of the Sangkreal” plays an integral role in the structure of the text as a whole. It 

most directly relates to one of the types of quests Cooper identifies; she notes that “since 

the root meaning of ‘quest’ is ‘search’, it follows that even if you know what you are 

looking for, you do not know where to find it: a quest is a journey to an unknown 

destination” (67). In the case of the Sangkreal, after it appears briefly before the Round 

Table, Gawain pledges to locate the Grail despite having no sense of how this quest can 

be achieved: 

Wherefore I woll make here a vow that to-morne, withoute longer 

abydynge, I shall laboure in the queste of the Sankgreall, and that I shall 

hole oute a twelve-month and a day or more if nede be, and never shall I 

returne unto the courte agayne tylle I have sene hit more opynly than hit 

hath bene shewed here. (522.13-18) 

In this instance, all of the knights of the Round Table embark on a quest to a destination 

that will reveal itself only as they go along, which is a structure that leaves things 

extremely open for Malory to interpret as he pleases. In this instance, he uses the quest as 

an opportunity to insert an assortment of hermits or other individuals, each with a pearl of 

wisdom regarding vices and other digressions from spiritual chivalry. Helen Cooper 

identifies this, quoting a passage whereby Gawain is told by a good man that “thou muste 

do penaunce for thy synne” (535.24). The role of these passages is to test the knights 
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involved based on their connection to the religious element of Malory’s text. In other 

words, as Cooper identifies, “the topography has turned allegorical” (86). 

 While the question of Malory’s view on the debate between earthly and spiritual 

chivalry is an important one, it is largely answered by the quest’s location within a larger 

text. It may be the least subtle of the quest structures found within the volume, but there 

is a larger journey at hand which spans the entirety of the text as opposed to a single 

story. The quest for honour, the type of honour which is unique to Malory, runs through 

each and every story; it is the goal of this chivalric society, and therefore the Sangkreal is 

only a single part of its development. As Cooper notes, it is not the spiritually pure 

Galahad who engages the imagination of the reader in this story, but rather the flawed 

Lancelot. She argues that “his success may only be partial, but it is the hardest won, and 

his struggle towards that engages the imagination far more than Galahad’s Teflon 

perfection” (86). As a result of this, the Quest for the Sangkreal is rather one part of a 

larger quest, a driving question which influences the behaviour of the characters and 

allows Malory to tell a variety of stories from a diverse range of sources while relating 

them to a central theme. This is the value of the romance quest structure on a broad scale, 

giving the entire text a literary and thematic value which takes its various adventures and 

gives them entirely new contexts outside of their normal conventions. 

 If there is a single element of Battlestar Galactica which relates most directly to 

Le Morte Darthur, it is its presentation of the quest romance. Kathryn Hume, writing 

about the connection between quest romance and science fiction, argues that “early in the 

history of [science fiction] such romances were mainly adventure stories, but now they 

tend to explore either technological or scientific problems, or they investigate social 
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patterns (human or alien)” (“Quest Romance and Science Fiction” 488). While Hume has 

concerns with the equivalency of science and magic, as discussed in the previous chapter, 

she identifies that these qualities are not new, but rather relate back to the medieval 

tradition. This is not particularly surprising: as demonstrated, the quest structure allows 

for adventure to gain new meaning, so it is bound to develop into a popular form of 

narrative structure in other literary periods. Hume identifies some ways in which the 

structure has changed, such as the de-emphasizing of love in favour of an emphasis on 

the mind, but ultimately the structural elements remain within the same literary 

understanding. 

 This does not quite explain, however, the similarities present between medieval 

romance and science-fiction romance. With their home destroyed by the Cylon attack and 

the surviving colonial forces forced to run for their lives, Commander Adama gives an 

impassioned speech at the end of the show’s opening mini-series that establishes the 

quest upon which the remainder of the series is based: 

Life here began out there: those are the first words of the sacred scrolls. 

They were told to us by the Lords of Kobol, many countless centuries ago. 

And they made it perfectly clear that we are not alone in this universe[.] . . 

. I know where it is. Earth: the most guarded secret we have. The location 

is only known by the senior commanders of the fleet, and we dare not 

share it with the public[.] . . . it won’t be an easy journey. It will be long 

and arduous, but I promise you one thing: on the memory of those lying 

here before you, we shall find it; and Earth will become our new home. 
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Of course, there is no map to Earth; as a non-believer in the scriptures which tell of its 

existence, Adama does not believe his own words. As a result, much as was seen in the 

Quest for the Sangkreal, there is no set path ahead of the fleet, and their journey instead is 

a fabrication designed in order to keep hope alive amongst the survivors. Adama’s 

reasoning is not only resonant within his own storyline, but also to the general purpose of 

the quest: he says in “Battlestar Galactica” that he lied “because it’s not enough to just 

live, you’ve got to have something to live for.” This construct creates a scenario in which 

the adventures that follow are not simply for the sake of victory, but rather survival and 

hope; these are powerful tools in defining the nature of this quest. 

 And in the case of the remainder of the series, this quest is what breathes life into 

the series and provides both its central drama and its central adventure. Much as the 

Quest for the Sangkreal raised the question of religious versus secular chivalry in the 

Morte, the quest for Earth in Battlestar divides the fleet along the religious perspective of 

President Laura Roslin and the secular militarism of Adama. In “Home,” a two-part 

episode in the show’s second season, this conflict comes to a head as the fleet divides 

between those following Roslin to their ancestral home on Kobol to search for the Tomb 

of Athena and the map to Earth versus those following Adama’s secular emphasis on 

simple survival. Although this quest may appear on the surface similar to the types of 

quests found in Malory, there are some important differences. One of the elements 

Cooper focuses upon is that “the quest places the focus of a story squarely on the knight 

as an individual” (Romance in Time 50). However, in the case of Battlestar Galactica, 

the individuals involved are not just single knights but rather an entire society – the 

decisions made by Laura Roslin and Commander Adama not only impact their own lives 
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but also the lives of the other survivors. Cooper addresses this concern by observing how 

“the readiness of the individual knight to step forward from his larger community puts the 

quest romance in tension with its larger social purposes” (53), but in the case of “Home” 

it seems impossible to disconnect the leaders’ decisions from the fate of that larger 

community considering the mythology involved. 

 And, to an extent, one could argue that the same can be said for Malory’s text, 

since the way in which this quest operates is on a societal as opposed to individual level; 

this is something which finds its parallel not with the Sangkreal, but with the search for 

honour mentioned earlier in this thesis. The search for Earth is a quest which spans the 

entirety of Battlestar Galactica, existing as a reminder even in those episodes where the 

larger story stands still in favour of smaller ones. It is the thing which motivates their 

decisions, and only occasionally becomes the central facet of the storyline, which is 

strikingly similar to the role that honour plays in Malory’s text. It is always present, 

always motivating the decisions of Lancelot and Arthur, and yet only in particular 

occasions does this quest for an honourable society explicitly take centre stage. The 

Quest for the Sangkreal is one of those times, as the honour of the Round Table as a 

whole is thrown into question, and the civil war which follows demonstrates the tragic 

demise of an entire society, not just the individuals involved. Arthur’s prognostication 

that “at this quest of the Sankegreall shall all ye of the Rownde Table departe, and nevyr 

shall I se you agayne hole togydirs” (520.39-41) is reflective of the fabric of society 

which is at stake in this process. Cooper is correct that many quests surround the question 

of the individual, but there is something larger motivating their decisions than their own 

thoughts and desires. That central concept of honour is driving those individuals, and 
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there are consequences to the whole based on them; the same can be said for the 

trajectory of humanity changing based on the decisions of Roslin and Adama within 

Battlestar Galactica. 

 It is telling that, to this stage, there really is no fundamental difference between 

the way in which Le Morte Darthur and Battlestar Galactica operate as romance texts. 

The principles of adventure have not significantly changed since the time Malory was 

writing, and the use of the quest narrative to contextualize that adventure is nearly 

identical on a broad scale and similar on a lesser one. The message this sends about the 

romance genre is that Propp is right in one sense, that structural analysis does yield 

results in terms of generic evolution (6). On a structural level, these classifications of 

romance operate to give meaning and context to the stories which defines them as 

aristocratic, as opposed to a simpler form. John Finalyson gives a basic definition of 

romance in such a simple sense, stating that “it is a tale in which a knight achieves great 

feats of arms, almost solely for his own los et pris in a series of adventures which have no 

social, political, or religious motivation” (55). However, what both of the texts under 

consideration here prove is that adventure within the structure of the quest romance can 

emphasize social and political motivations, along with the question of spirituality – at 

least in these two texts. These are not simple romances, but belong instead to the 

aristocratic tradition of the romance genre. 

However, the level to which each text is aristocratic is one of the larger questions, 

and represents an introduction to the point where these two texts diverge. The reason 

adventure and quest structures are largely similar despite centuries of literary 

development is due to their lack of dependence upon social norms; the basic meaning of 
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adventure and the quest have not changed, even as the surroundings have. There is an 

element of romance, however, which is inherent within both adventure and the quest 

narrative, and which is very much affected by contemporary society. Heroism manifests 

itself within these structures, becoming the centerpiece of adventure and the fundamental 

operative within a quest. Throughout this thesis, we have addressed numerous heroes, 

from Lancelot to Adama, Balyn to Roslin; they all share a commonality as an integral 

part of any romance text. For as John Finalyson believes, “it is in the concept of the hero 

that the greatest and essential difference is to be found between the chansons de geste and 

the romance” (54).4 If heroism is one of the ways in which romance is differentiated from 

other genres, it is logical that it is also one of the classifications which would help track 

its development. 

If the quest narrative identified within Le Morte Darthur and Battlestar Galactica 

helps relate the adventure of each story to a larger and imperiled social framework, then 

heroism is largely the arena of the individual. This is particularly true within the romance 

genre, as Cooper writes that “the stress of the individual over the group is one of the 

motifs that most clearly separates romance from epic or chansons de geste” (54). This 

similarity to Finalayson’s own claim is unsurprising, as there is no question that heroism 

has changed since the time of that more simplistic chanson form even to the time of 

Malory. The question then is not whether heroism exists, as it is clearly present within Le 

Morte Darthur; rather, it is a question of whether or not the heroism present in Battlestar 

Galactica is presented in the same traditional romance guise that is evidenced in the 

adventures of Lancelot and the actions of the Quest for the Sangkreal. For Finalyson, “the 

                                                
4 The chansons de geste is a form of heroic song which preceded romance in Europe and in which heroism 
was more focused on structure and hierarchical nobility without the same level of individual 
characterization. For more, see de Vries; and Daniel 
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character of the romance hero is largely an idealization which bears little relation to 

social reality and certainly did not spring from it” (54). The end result of this 

characterization is a hero who bears no resemblance to the modern landscape, cares only 

for him-or-herself as opposed to the larger society, and yet plays an integral role in 

perpetuating the romance genre. 

The problem with this analysis is that it really does not fit with Le Morte Darthur, 

in particular the larger question of honour and chivalry in the text. In particular, it is King 

Arthur himself who flies in the face of this definition of romance heroism, in particular its 

nearly self-centered nature. D. S. Brewer observes that “when Lancelot rescues the 

Queen from burning in the third of her misfortunes, and absconds with her, it is for the 

fellowship of knights of the Round Table, which is destroyed, that Arthur laments, and 

not for Guenevere” (27-8). Now, Finlayson offers himself an out of sorts, arguing that 

“the romance hero conforms to a code of behaviour which was largely a literary creation 

and convention, rarely observed in practice” (54). As a result, Arthur’s concern for 

society is, as Brewer himself argues, an abstract concept which does not have a point of 

relation for Malory’s contemporary audience. One could argue that Lancelot’s decision to 

rescue Guenevere was in fact a selfish act, but the protection of maidens is one of the 

most important elements of the Pentecostal Oath, which as earlier demonstrated is what 

dictates the question of honour within Malory’s text. This complex question of honour 

provides not only a reason for general adventure, but also for many of the more heroic 

acts to be found within the text. While each individual has their own interpretation, 

ultimately their motivation goes beyond what Finalyson calls a “pursuit of a private 

ideal” (54); rather, as Dorsey Armstrong argues, “Malory’s text reveals that identities of 
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self and community are inextricable both from one another and from the chivalric 

enterprise” (Gender 36). 

If self-interest does not plague Malory’s heroes, however, there is one area in 

which Le Morte Darthur represents a glaring omission. Finlayson identifies a 

commonality amongst Middle English fictitious narratives, arguing that “the only thing 

which many of them have in common is the fact that the personae are aristocratic” (45). 

This thesis has already identified that Malory’s text is essentially aristocratic, presenting 

a complicated social structure wherein there exists a wide range of motivations and 

interpretations of heroism and such ideas. However, as Finalyson identifies, the 

individuals who inhabit this world do have something in common: they all belong to the 

upper class. In actuality, upper class is perhaps a misnomer within Malory’s text since 

there is nothing in particular to relate it to; the text all but ignores the class system, 

providing a glimpse only into the lives of the privileged. While there are occasional 

glimpses into other lifestyles, including the various hermits the characters encounter 

throughout the Quest for the Sangkreal, few are given names and none of the signifying 

elements of a class structure, such as an economy or governmental hierarchy, are present. 

Also, while there are certainly prominent female characters within the structure of 

the story, they are in a strange position related to but ultimately removed from the core 

values of society. The Pentecostal Oath acknowledges women by informing knights to 

“allwayes to do ladyes, damsels, and jantilwomen and wydowes [socour:] strengthe hem 

in hir ryghtes, andd never to enforce them, uppon payne of dethe” (75.41-3). This 

protection, however, is not the same as inclusion or equality; in fact, Armstrong argues 

that “even as the Pentecostal Oath offers explicit protection to women in the ladies 
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clause, it also simultaneously and deliberately constructs them as ‘feminine’ in the 

chivalric sense – helpless, needy, rape-able” (Gender 36). It defines women, even those 

as powerful as Guenevere, as gentle creatures who must be protected, and as a result it is 

nearly impossible for them to be defined under the same heroic values as that of their 

male counterparts. They are able to play important roles in the text, as they are an integral 

part of the definition of honour central to its development, but their role within that 

structure is one which de-emphasizes even as it elevates on a superficial level. 

Of course, in Malory’s own time this type of heavily aristocratic and patriarchal 

society was perhaps less egregious, but from a modern and Western perspective these 

values are no longer acceptable. Modern literature is held to a different standard, and the 

result is that these types of limitations of romance heroism as found within Malory’s text 

are no longer found in Battlestar Galactica. Despite telling many of the same kind of 

adventures, and with the same type of quest central to its development, the contemporary 

science-fiction romance is reflective of the cultural reality of modern times. This, of 

course, goes against the individualistic and isolated sense of heroism to be found within 

Finlayson’s argument, as there is a definite impact of social reality present in these 

actions. If the principles of adventure and the quest have not changed, the individuals 

who are allowed to partake in these elements of romance has certainly changed compared 

to medieval literary examples. 

The twenty-first century re-imagining of Battlestar Galactica made many changes 

from the original 1970s series, but one of the most substantial and controversial involved 

a direct confrontation of the question of gender by changing a male character into a 

female. Kara “Starbuck” Thrace may only be one of many hero figures, but as a woman 
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she is not relegated to a secondary role. Perhaps more than any other character, she is 

rebellious and independent of any type of authority. In “Kobol’s Last Gleaming,” she 

disobeys orders and sides with Roslin’s spiritual search for Earth by travelling back to 

war-torn Caprica in order to capture an artifact; she becomes an important individual 

player in the war, and in fact may represent the character who fits most closely the self-

centered definition of heroism found within Finlayson’s argument. She is an inherently 

flawed character, certainly not an ideal female figure based on a modern feminist 

analysis, but that is part of the larger implications of her gender; in the end, the character 

is not distinctly female but rather distinctly heroic. She is a skilled pilot, a well-trained 

strategist and one of the most distinctive characters in the entire series. Her gender does 

not define her, but rather is an example of the ways in which a more tolerant 

contemporary viewership has changed the perception of heroism. 

Beyond the question of gender, however, there is also a greater sense of the class 

system, including the presence of such individuals in a central heroic position. In Malory, 

readers are provided an image of knights whose valour is rarely tainted by the presence of 

a servant or assistant who helped them; to place it in more modern terms, Malory rarely 

thanks the so-called “little guy.” However, the societal structure of Battlestar Galactica 

includes not only bureaucracy and skilled pilots, but also the deck crew who is in charge 

of servicing the Vipers and supporting the missions. Chief Galon Tyrol began the series 

only indirectly related to romance, having been involved in a love relationship in the 

show’s first season. However, starting with his trip to the surface of Kobol in “Kobol’s 

Last Gleaming,” Tyrol emerges as something more than a simple labourer. As the series 

has progressed, his character has become more and more associated with heroic 
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behaviour, particularly in “The Eye of Jupiter,” where it is Tyrol who discovers the Cylon 

Temple deep within the mountains of a planet they were exploring; this suddenly turned 

him into a central figure in the series’ principal quest, a position cemented by the 

conclusion of the third season. Tyrol was one of four individuals who came to a sudden 

revelation that changed the course of humanity and the series, along with the quest 

central to that process: he is really a Cylon, though at this point neither he nor we know if 

he is a sleeper agent or one of those few Cylons whose attempted humanity causes them 

to align with the human side of the war. The end result is that a character unrelated to the 

aristocratic concepts traditionally seen within the history of romance heroism has 

emerged as a heroic figure nonetheless. 

The result of these discussions of heroism is not to say that in any sense Malory 

was oppressive towards women or in any way depreciative of lower classes. Rather, the 

cultural values of the time dictated much of his analysis, and comparatively speaking a 

modern television series is bound to present something far more socially and culturally 

progressive. That being said, it is important to note that not all series have as successful a 

track record in terms of their mediation of such values. Kathryn Hume argues that in the 

presentation of squires or other assistants in romance and science fiction “the companion 

is subtly but pervasively dehumanized” (“Medieval Romance and Science Fiction” 18). 

Her example of Chewbacca (18) is a bit too obvious, while her presumption that Samwise 

Gamgee of J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings is not developed (19) makes one 

wonder whether she would have felt that Tyrol’s triumph would not matter unless he was 

given a work-related promotion. It does demonstrate, though, that science fiction as a 

whole does not necessarily contain the same level of heroic progressivism as Battlestar 
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Galactica; as an example, Star Trek Voyager may have introduced the first female 

captain in Star Trek history, but it also included the most provocatively dressed female 

cast member (7 of 9) in the franchise. 

These differences within science fiction are the same types of differences evident 

within the divergence of Malory’s Le Morte Darthur from some of Cooper and 

Finlayson’s general comments regarding medieval romance; this is not surprising when 

we consider that the entire problem with romance as a genre is that it can take on an 

almost infinite number of forms as long as it contains a number of key, but not required, 

components. These three elements of adventure, quest narrative and heroism are perhaps 

three of the most prevalent and most often used, but there are many other variables which 

could be added which would result in different presentations. What Le Morte Darthur 

and Battlestar Galactica have in common is that these three elements are extremely 

prevalent, particularly in terms of their storytelling structure. However, when one focuses 

on the level of heroism, one sees an extremely different perspective from each text. For 

Propp, and from a structuralist perspective, these two texts could not be more similar. 

From a cultural perspective, however, their similarities give way to a sense that the 

principles of heroism, if not the ways heroism is enacted, have changed in the past half a 

millennia. Even as both texts remain romance, related to the same principles and the same 

drive towards imagination, they are nonetheless bound to present different perspectives. 

As both somewhat singular within their own genres, Le Morte Darthur and Battlestar 

Galactica are unique examples of the romance; however, that heroic singularity is far 

more complicated than questions of gender or class, and creates one of the most 

compelling points of comparison between the two texts. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

HEROIC HYBRIDITY 
 

Heroism is a concept which, regardless of its diverse representations throughout literary 

history, consistently forms the foundation for a wide range of literature. As seen in the 

previous chapter, it is also one of the primary ways in which romance is evoked within a 

text. The romance hero can take many forms, but at its core is a mediation of both 

individual achievement and a larger social structure to which the hero must adhere. In Le 

Morte Darthur, each knight strives towards an individual sense of heroism although all 

are ultimately held accountable to the Pentecostal Oath which defines chivalry and 

honour in Arthur’s realm. In Battlestar Galactica, individual prowess must coexist with 

the sense that any mistake could threaten the entirety of civilization, allowing the Cylons 

to finish the job they started and wipe out humanity. In both of these instances, the 

protagonists’ heroism takes forms which are familiar to the reader: they fight gallantly, 

they exude valour and honour, and there is something about them which attracts the 

reader’s attention. While the previous chapter did demonstrate that perhaps there is more 

variance in the heroes of Battlestar Galactica, nonetheless they take the form of the types 

of heroes we are used to seeing.  

 This does not tell the entire story, however: characters in both narratives may 

appear heroic on the surface, but there are a wide range of complications which 

fundamentally change these heroic guidelines. The Pentecostal Oath may define 

knighthood in a secular chivalric fashion, but Malory’s text is also greatly concerned with 

celestial chivalry; when religion begins to play a role, the text differentiates its heroes 

based on their adherence to religious principles. As mentioned in the previous chapter, 
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examples such as how Lancelot fails to adhere fully to the Grail due to pride and adultery 

are still related to romance, but also raise more important questions. Similarly, the heroic 

deeds of Galactica’s crew gain an entirely new context when they are the deeds of a 

Cylon, enemies of humanity who walk amongst the population with society none the 

wiser. In both of these examples, the idea of the romance hero is placed on trial as feats 

normally associated with the heroic are associated with individuals who do not share the 

same values. To put this in simpler terms, a binary is created between the hero and those 

individuals who do not share the same religion or the same biological makeup. These 

differences range from the philosophical to the physical, but the importance is that they 

present a division between the heroic figure and qualities which complicate that image. 

This creates the binary between hero and Other, which forms one of the most long-

standing and integral conventions of romance heroism. 

 Fredric Jameson, whose work forms one of the central theoretical tenets of this 

chapter, outlines this binary in explaining the very concept of good and evil, a binary 

central to any romance. What Jameson argues, contrary to a great deal of common 

thought, is that there is nothing natural about the concept of good and evil. There is a 

pervasive view which argues that this opposition has its “roots deep in the nature of man; 

yet to think so would be to take particular conceptual category at face value and on its 

own terms, rather than to attempt to estrange it” (140). The concepts of good and evil do 

not simply exist because they have always existed, or because humans have historically 

thought in these terms; rather, they represent a direct influence on the social structures 

which define our relationships with those around us. In this case, Jameson argues, “the 

concept of evil is at one with the category of Otherness itself: evil characterizes whatever 
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is radically different from me” (140). As the article outlines, much of our historical 

background has been populated with representations of good and evil; however, the 

definition of evil has been presupposed based on the evil-doer’s difference from what we 

consider to be good. For Jameson, “it is not that . . . the Other is feared because he is evil; 

rather, he is evil because he is Other, alien, different, strange, unclean, and unfamiliar” 

(140). 

 For the purpose of this thesis, this concept will be presented as a binary between 

the hero, the figure most closely associated with good within romance, and Otherness. 

While good and evil may be present in any text, Jameson specifically outlines their 

importance within romance. He states that 

any analysis of romance as a mode will then want to come to terms with 

the intimate and constitutive relationship between the form itself, as a 

genre and a literary institution, and this deep-rooted ideology which has . . 

. the function of drawing the boundaries of a given social order and 

providing a . . . deterrent against deviancy. (140) 

While romance is defined by other categorizations (many of the most prevalent were 

discussed earlier in this thesis), and good and evil certainly do not exist only within 

romance, this binary provides us with an important glimpse into the development of the 

romance hero. Both Le Morte Darthur and Battlestar Galactica have clear, but fallible, 

binaries between good and evil; whether heroic knights and godless heathens or humans 

and their destructive doppelgangers, each text contains a clear conflict. What this chapter 

will analyze, however, is how these binaries have been constructed to provide something 

beyond a definition of hero and Other. In both of these cases, the presentation of 
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Otherness is designed for the reader or viewer to question the very foundational binary 

upon which it is predicated. 

From a structuralist standpoint, both Le Morte Darthur and Battlestar Galactica 

introduce and substantiate the binary between hero and Other in much the same fashion. 

For Sir Thomas Malory, this is actually fairly simple due to the pre-existing cultural 

binaries which are readily accessible at the time. While there are various facets to 

Otherness within the Morte, the most direct and authoritative form of Otherness is the 

Saracens. There are a whole host of definitions of Saracens, but Donald L. Hoffman 

perhaps puts it most simply: “Whoever they are, they are quintessentially Other even if 

that Otherness is not always determinate” (43).5 Specific to Malory and the Morte, the 

Saracens are people of Eastern-descent who represent a different belief system, a 

different social order, and are put in direct opposition to the values set forward by Arthur 

and his court. Most importantly, however, is a difference of religion: while there is some 

concern with treating Saracen and pagan as synonymous terms, there is no question that 

the two societies believe in distinctly different value systems. 

Malory’s presentation of the Saracens does not require a great deal of 

contextualization: his society’s view of the East was skewed due to the Crusades, which 

resulted in a flawed, but widespread, understanding of this binary. However, Malory’s 

introduction of the Saracens into his text plays a crucial role in how this social reality is 

portrayed. Our first experience with the Saracens takes the form of a brief mention from 

Merlin, whose significance is due to the construct of Merlin as soothsayer within the text; 

he tells Arthur not to worry about the external threats to his kingdom from would-be 

                                                
5 All four authors of Saracen-specific articles in this special issue of Arthuriana devoted to Saracens 
provide unique and divergent definitions of Saracen in their introductions. The chances of there being a 
conclusive definition beyond Hoffman’s simplistic one seems unlikely. 
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invaders and rebels, “for the Sarezynes ar londed in their contreies mo than fourty 

thousande, and brenne and sle and have leyde syege to the castell Wandesborow” (25.5-

7). Peter H. Goodrich argues, quite persuasively, that this depiction of the Saracens en 

masse greatly depersonalizes them against the various but non-persuasive individual 

Saracens (16). They are a horde in this moment, as opposed to a group of individual 

human beings. This association of the Saracens with large numbers continues into 

Arthur’s invasion of Rome, where Saracens are amongst those fighting on Emperor 

Lucius’ side. While this particular tale does feature the episode devoted to single combat 

between Priamus and Gawain, which presents a more human side to these enemies, there 

is disagreement amongst critics whether Priamus is in fact Saracen.6 There is no question, 

however, that the conquest takes the form of Arthur and his knights against “these other, 

Romaynes and Sarezens” (132.14). The result of these representations of the Saracens is 

to define them as Other: they are portrayed as the enemy based on their difference of 

religion, which is compounded by their presentation as a numberless horde with violent 

tendencies.7  

The definition of Other is far more complicated within Battlestar Galactica 

because it is not a traditional form of otherness. The binary between human and Cylon 

does relate to a fear of technology as discussed in the first chapter, but this is both a 

largely abstract concept and one which is determined by long-term tensions that we as the 

audience do not get to see. The binary between humans and Cylons is complicated by this 

unique history, along with a physical similarity which complicates everything tenfold. 

                                                
6 Within Arthuriana, Goodrich explicitly excludes Priamus from the discourse due to a lack of direct 
association with the term Saracen; other critics, meanwhile, have made this association based on other 
evidence (14). 
7 Contributing to this violent horde atmosphere, the other principal ally of the Romans during the conflict is 
a group of giants. 
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Understanding the creation of this binary, however, is necessary in order to understand 

the motivations of both humans and Cylons; more so than the binary demonstrated in 

Malory, the genesis of the human/Cylon binary is rife with deep personal conflict. 

As the series develops we learn through repeated allusions and flashbacks that, in 

the beginning, the Cylons were a robotic labour force created by humankind and designed 

to improve their standard of living by completing important tasks. The initial otherness is 

defined by the nature of artificial intelligence – while the Cylons were programmable and 

capable of completing the tasks put before them, they were incapable of the sentient 

thought which makes humanity human. However, all of this changed when the Cylons 

developed sentient thought and rebelled against their human masters. In this moment, the 

concept of otherness becomes far more complicated – the first human/Cylon war 

represents the moment when the Cylons became self-aware, and thus became more 

similar to the humans who created them. However, at the same time, this self-awareness 

coincided with an all-out war against the human race that ended with an armistice. 

Regardless of the development of sentient thought, the central difference between human 

and machine lies at the core of this binary. This definition of Otherness represents the 

main reason that humans and Cylons, despite a forty-year truce, remained fundamentally 

at odds with one another.  

Having established these basic differences, Battlestar Galactica operates much 

like Le Morte Darthur and vilifies the Otherness of the Cylons. Jamesonian critics would 

argue, in this instance, that the Cylon would be defined as the series’ villains purely 

based on this development: a Cylon is not feared because it is evil, but because it is 

“Other, alien, different, strange, unclean, and unfamiliar” (Jameson 140). This is 
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complicated, however, by the severely one-sided second Cylon/Human war; breaking the 

armistice, the Cylons infiltrate human-defence systems and annihilate 90% of Caprica, 

home to the human race.8 This moment, discussed earlier in the thesis as one of the 

primary elements of the series’ narrative, cements the binary between humans and Cylons 

due to its severity. On the one hand, this seems extremely similar to the presentation of 

Malory’s Saracens, as nuclear weapons and starships have a way of depersonalizing an 

enemy. While this is true, however, there is also an extremely interesting development in 

their genesis which severely complicates their portrayal. 

When the Cylons return to lay waste to Caprica at the beginning of the series, 

something has changed that fundamentally alters this hero/Other binary. Within the forty 

year period of their absence and self-development, the Cylons mastered technology in 

order to mimic human biology and appearance.9 They look like humans, talk like 

humans, and share the same basic anatomy as their creators. Some of them have even 

been introduced into the human population as sleeper agents, unaware that they are 

secretly Cylon spies. (This construct served as the foundational development of the first 

season, with Boomer, while the climax of Season Three saw this question return to the 

forefront of the narrative with the revelation of four other characters as sleeper Cylons.) 

Now, the fundamental otherness has not been altered in this instance: not only are the 

Cylons still biologically different than humans, but the mystique surrounding their 

transformation still defines their sameness as a function of the Other. This development is 

a considerable shock to humanity, as it removes the physical appearance of the binary 

                                                
8 This takes place during the 2003 Miniseries, simply titled “Battlestar Galactica,” which sets into motion 
the events of this reimagined series. 
9 While relatively unexplained in early seasons, more light was shed on this process in Battlestar Galactica: 
Razor, a 2007 television movie. Razor details the creation of a human/cylon hybrid which allowed for the 
development of the evolved Cylons to begin, although at the cost of human experimentation. 
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which was extremely straight-forward and simple for them to understand. The Cylons are 

potently no longer simply overblown “toasters,” as they are often called in the series; 

with that simplicity gone, the question of Cylon Otherness is even more complicated. The 

Cylons’ attack on humanity, and their subsequent role as the hunters of the remaining ten 

percent of humans who flee into the vast expanses of space, certainly assists in 

establishing their role. However, on a level below the attempted destruction of 

humankind, the binary between human and Cylon has become far less clear. The result is 

that Battlestar Galactica becomes fertile ground for the exploration of hybridity. 

As an element of post-colonial theory, hybridity refers to a space in which both 

sides of a binary, in this case hero and Other, come into direct contact. While this term at 

one time was used in regards to racial mixing, Homi Bhaba and others have re-purposed 

the term to discuss ways in which Otherness begins to infiltrate and mingle with the 

existing social order. When this takes place, Bhaba argues in The Location of Culture, 

there is potential for the binary itself to begin to alter the principles on which it is based 

(109): the heroic, then, can be deconstructed based on its new and complex relationship 

with the concept of Otherness. In the case of Le Morte Darthur and Battlestar Galactica, 

this hybridity takes the form of individuals who straddle the line between hero and Other. 

Inevitably, the appearance of such individuals within these narratives affirms the binary; 

there is no denying that there are fundamental differences between Christians and 

Saracens, or humans and Cylons. However, the hybridity of Palomides, a Saracen knight 

who dreams of joining the Round Table, and the two Sharons of Battlestar Galactica, 

also present a deconstructive influence on the presentation of romance heroism. 
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Palomides is, without question, the most prominent Saracen present within 

Malory’s Le Morte Darthur. Dorsey Armstrong identifies this as a result of the fact that, 

of the other Saracens in the text, “none of them achieve the status and renown of 

Palomides, none occupy the narrative space Palomides does, and none desire full 

membership in the Round Table order as desperately as Palomides does” (“Postcolonial” 

177). These three factors are incredibly important because they connect Palomides to the 

narrative center of Le Morte Darthur. While his appearance in one of the text’s most 

misunderstood sections, the “Tristram,” has led to him being underrepresented within 

Malory studies, he plays a central role within this tale despite being an Other. He 

becomes a rival for Tristram, within both the realm of knighthood and as part of a love 

triangle for the love of Isode. From a chivalric perspective, despite his feud with 

Tristram, his actions are heroic: “all manner of knyghtes were adrad of sir Palomydes, 

and many called hym the Knyght with the Blacke Shylde; so that [day] sir Palomydes had 

grete worship” (239.42-4). There is no question that, within the “Tristram,” Palomides 

plays a central role in the presentation of chivalry and heroism. 

Many critics, myself included, become aware that these chivalric efforts are 

fundamentally altered by the fact that they are being committed by a Saracen, a fact 

which both holds back Palomides and presents a unique challenge to the chivalric order. 

The presence of Christianity in Malory’s text, while subtle in this pre-Sangkreal portion 

of the Morte, is an important element to understanding Palomides’ role. While he is an 

exemplary knight based on chivalric standards, he is also diametrically opposed to the 

religious values of Arthur’s court; according to Armstrong, “it is this simultaneous 

distance from and proximity to the world of good knighthood that marks Palomides as a 
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hybrid” (“Postcolonial” 194). This places Palomides in a limited role, requiring the 

adoption of both chivalric honour and Christian religious views. As he prepares for his 

final battle with Tristram, it is clear that he has all but been converted: 

I may nat yet be christened for a vowe that I have made many yerys agone. 

Howbehyt in my harte and in my soule I have had many a day a good 

beleve in Hesu Cryste and hys mylde modir Mary, but I have but one 

batyle to do, and were that onys done I wolde be baptized. (208.24-8) 

However, the impact of Palomides’ hybridity is not defined by his betrayal of his Saracen 

roots. Rather than reaffirming the power of Christianity, the impact of his actions is 

instead the disruption of what Armstrong refers to as “the fantasy of wholeness and 

inclusiveness that undergirds the organization of Arthur’s kingdom and its knightly 

agents” (179). In other words, Malory’s characterization of Palomides as a powerful 

Saracen knight forced to convert to Christianity in order to be recognized reflects more 

on the Round Table itself than on his own character. 

This has profound ramifications on the text as a whole, as it draws attention not 

only to differences but also to similarities between Palomides and the other knights of the 

Round Table. Palomides is as skilled as many other knights, but in order to join the 

Round Table he is forced to mimic their actions and convert to their religion. For a 

society that is supposed to centre on honouring the principles of knighthood, the 

treatment of Palomides is a strong indictment. The negative reaction from both critics and 

Arthur’s court to Palomides’ actions identifies the fact that his religious difference is 

more powerful than the principles established in the Pentecostal Oath, the text’s yardstick 

of heroism. Inevitably, what Armstrong argues is that this sheds light on how the 
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structure of this society is contingent on these binaries, and how “the Other slips into the 

Same (and sometimes back again) with an ease threatening to the ideal of communal 

unity and stability that is foundational to Arthur’s kingdom” (“Postcolonial” 181). This 

deconstruction of Arthurian society is only possible due to Palomides’ efforts: as a 

character struggling to reconcile his desire to achieve status in Arthur’s court with his 

Saracen background, his futile efforts to define a hybrid identity inevitably result in his 

marginalization to the outer reaches of Malory’s narrative; Armstrong notes that 

“Palomides largely disappears following his baptism” (“Postcolonial” 201). Nevertheless, 

Malory’s presentation of Palomides within the “Tristram” ultimately serves as an 

effective deconstruction of Arthurian ideals. 

The creation of a hero/Other binary within any text is going to result in the 

potential for hybridity, but Battlestar Galactica presents a particularly meaningful 

example which extends and evolves the deconstructive tradition found within Malory in a 

new form for the romance genre. While there are many potential examples, the series 

spends considerable time and energy establishing the hybridity of Sharon “Boomer” 

Valeri, a pilot aboard Galactica.10 While there are other relations between Cylons and 

humans within the show’s narrative, Boomer represents the most compelling case. She is 

one of the aforementioned sleeper agents, a Cylon who believes herself to be a human 

until the moment her programming kicks in. As viewers, we are aware of this from the 

end of the two-part miniseries which started the show’s first season; Boomer, however, 

only slowly becomes aware of this as the season progresses. Her journey emphasizes 

what it means to be human, and to what degree her difference removes her ability to 

                                                
10 For the purpose of avoiding confusion with her Cylon copies, this Sharon will be referred to as Boomer 
throughout this thesis. 
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serve humanity as a military officer. Her storyline comes to a head in “Kobol’s Last 

Gleaming.” This, the final two episodes of Season One, sees Boomer at her lowest point: 

fearing what she may be programmed to do, she attempts to commit suicide. This suicide 

attempt demonstrates the level of internal struggle between Cylon and human 

perspectives, and its ultimate failure demonstrates that the Cylon side is winning.11 In a 

season-ending cliffhanger, Boomer returns after a heroic attack on a Cylon Basestar and 

promptly places two rounds into Adama, her commanding officer. While Boomer desired 

to remain defined by the human life she knew, inevitably her Cylon programming was 

the overriding element of her hybridity. 

If Palomides’ hybridity presents a deconstruction of medieval chivalry and 

heroism, Boomer’s betrayal destroys not only the simply dichotomy of hero and other but 

also the fabric of society. The realization that some Cylons look like humans leads to 

considerable paranoia: scientist Gaius Baltar is enlisted to create a Cylon testing device, 

and President Roslin investigates the possibility of Commander Adama being a Cylon in 

“Tigh Me Up, Tigh Me Down.” However, Boomer being revealed as a Cylon puts all of 

her heroism into a new and disturbing light: if Cylons are capable of having human 

relationships and seamlessly integrating themselves into military structures, the very 

definition of humanity is changed. Humanity has signified the Cylons as the Other, the 

evil villains who destroyed their society and are wholly unlike those survivors who 

remain. However, this terrifying possibility that humans and Cylons could be similar 

becomes a reality when Boomer fires upon Adama. The reaction is epitomized by the 

decision of Cally, a young deck hand, to kill Boomer in cold blood before she can reach 

                                                
11 It is important to note that the suicide only eliminates the temporary threat and not the Cylon side itself: 
when Cylons die, their minds upload to a new body via a “Resurrection Ship,” as revealed in the season 
two episode of the same title. 
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trial in “Resistance.” This reaction seems extreme, but the hybridity between humans and 

Cylons is an extremely destabilizing influence. Based on this event alone, the hero/Other 

binary evolves from a basic definition of good and evil for narrative purposes to a grand 

philosophical question which confronts the shattered remains of humanity. 

However, Boomer’s journey is simply one step in the appearance of hybridity 

within Battlestar Galactica. She represents the vulnerability of humanity to Cylon 

insurrection, and thus ultimately her actions can be removed from human decisions or 

human choice. This hybridity reaffirms the foundational binary while opening a door for 

self-investigation. That door is blown wide open, however, by the appearance of Caprica 

Sharon.12 A version of the same model as Boomer, Sharon is placed in a unique role of 

playing a human in order to manipulate Karl “Helo” Agathon, who remained on Caprica 

following the initial attack. Posing as Boomer, who was Helo’s flight partner, Sharon is 

ordered to enter into a relationship with Helo which we eventually learn would result in 

the creation of a hybrid in its original sense: a child born of both human and Cylon in 

Season Two’s “Downloaded.” However, Sharon’s mimicry of human memory is 

intensely complicated by her identification with Boomer; while not a wholly collective 

mind, as with Star Trek’s Borg, the Cylons do share a level of consciousness, and Sharon 

begins genuinely to fall in love with Helo and to identify with her own projected 

humanity. This inevitably leads her to turn her back on her Cylon roots and assist Helo 

and Starbuck in escaping from Caprica, inevitably entering into the realm of humanity in 

which she is a defined Other in “Home.” 

In this eliding of the binary and her sense of belonging and not belonging, 

Sharon’s hybridity most resembles that of Palomides, but there are significant differences 
                                                
12 For the purpose of this thesis, Caprica Sharon will henceforth be referred to as “Sharon.” 
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between the ways these characters react to the general perception of their actions. In 

“Home,” the two-part episode in which Sharon is introduced into the fleet for the first 

time outside of her dealings with Helo and Starbuck, the reactions of the various heroes 

of this story are extremely telling. With his father’s near-death fresh on his mind, Lee 

Adama immediately puts a gun to her head before being talked down by Starbuck and 

Helo. President Laura Roslin orders her to be thrown out the airlock, a common 

punishment for Cylons, and repents only when Sharon offers information that would 

assist the fleet’s mission to the surface of Kobol. Commander Adama, meanwhile, attacks 

Sharon at first glance and only eases off when pain from his gunshot wounds overcomes 

his body. However, Sharon’s reaction to this adversity is not the same as Palomides’, 

whose colonial mimicry contains no level of subversion or resistance to the social order. 

Perhaps demonstrating the naiveté of Malory’s Saracen knight, Armstrong argues that he 

“seems unprepared for the conflicted reactions his excellent knightly behavior provokes 

in those he seems to impress” (194). The opposite can be said for Sharon: “Home” 

represents Sharon’s self-awareness of the concerns presented by her willingness to assist 

humanity, as she anticipates and confronts these reactions. 

The result of this is that Sharon’s hybridity is in no small part self-defined, and 

consequently is able to make a more profound impact on the binary as presented within 

the series. Ultimately, Palomides’ willingness to convert to Christianity does speak to the 

resistance facing his inclusion in the Round Table, but it also inevitably marginalizes his 

character, and the question of Saracen Otherness removes itself from the central narrative 

once he repudiates his religion as identified earlier. However, Sharon does not convert to 

a human belief system, nor does she stop identifying with her Cylon roots: rather, her 
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shift of allegiance presents a catalyst for change on a larger scale. Sharon’s acceptance 

into the heroic order of society is not dependent on her becoming human, and the result is 

that, over time, the crew of Battlestar Galactica and humanity as a whole are forced to 

confront this Otherness on a regular basis. The series emphasizes this in “Pegasus,” 

where a lost group of human survivors aboard Battlestar Pegasus reunites with the fleet, 

and Adama’s superior officer takes over. The reaction of the Pegasus’ crew to Sharon, 

however, is to treat her as any other Cylon: their chief interrogator attempts to rape her 

before she is rescued by Helo and Chief Tyrol. Even when her Otherness is clearly 

identified by a superior officer, Adama ultimately values Sharon’s helpfulness to 

humanity’s fight against the Cylons in “Flight of the Pheonix,” where she protects the 

fleet from a Cylon virus; Sharon has become central to Galactica’s journey, even as the 

Other. She is neither marginalized nor forgotten, as seems to be the case with Palomydes. 

This becomes most clear when Sharon is christened with a callsign, “Athena,” by 

Admiral Adama in “Precipice,” and becomes a colonial officer without losing her Cylon 

consciousness. 

This lack of marginalization of the Other in Battlestar Galactica inevitably 

reflects the freedom of fiction based on human imagination as opposed to freedom within 

a story based in human reality. When Malory wrote Le Morte Darthur, he was writing in 

an England defined by a Christianity which offered no religious alternatives. As a result, 

the Otherness of the Saracens would ultimately need to remain intact at the end of his 

text, or else it would present a statement far too subversive for public consumption. 

While the presentation of Palomides inevitably opened the door for a deconstruction of 

Christian exclusion, the narrative of the Other disappears following his baptism at the end 
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of the “Tristram.” At that moment, Palomides’ centrality to the narrative ends, as he 

becomes just another knight whose inclusion dampens his Otherness to the point that he 

no longer represents an element of hybridity within the story. Also, to an extent, it was 

not actually a central narrative: while Palomides does present a Saracen-specific 

narrative, it is only important relative to his rivalry with Tristram, his love for Isode and 

his desire to become part of the story’s chivalric narrative. There is no glimpse into 

Saracen society, or Saracen values, within Malory’s text. This is not surprising, 

considering the society in which Malory is writing, but it inevitably limits the 

deconstruction of this binary. While there is a critical tilt to Malory’s presentation of the 

Saracens, there is ultimately nothing concrete which breaks down the hero/Other binary 

established by Christianity within the text. It is telling that the conclusion of the volume 

confirms the omnipresence of this Otherness: it tells of how the remaining handful of 

Round Table knights “dyd many bataylles upon the myscreantes, or Turkes. And there 

they (dyed) upon a Good Fryday for Goddes sake” (726.7-9). It is clear in this passage 

that Palomides’ baptism was in no sense a watershed moment for the state of Otherness 

within the Round Table. 

However, the definition of heroism based on a binary of hero/Other has evolved 

into something far more complex, much as the romance traditions have changed to reflect 

cultural advancement. Battlestar Galactica establishes a narrative of the Other, providing 

the Cylons with motivations beyond black-and-white. This begins in “Downloaded,” an 

episode which tracks two human-model Cylons who are killed, and subsequently 

resurrect on Cylon-occupied Caprica. The story follows Caprica Six, the original Six 

model who coerced Baltar into infiltrating the human defence system, and Boomer, who 
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resurrects still coming to terms with her human life being revealed as pure fiction. These 

characters in one sense are hybrids much as is Sharon. They desire human connection: in 

the case of Caprica Six it is her love for Gaius Baltar, and in the case of Boomer it is her 

former human life. However, their crises of conscience are inevitably tied up in a greater 

Cylon order. Caprica Six and Boomer begin to question the Cylon purpose, and the 

former wonders whether the destruction of humanity was in fact the right path: 

Genocide, murder, vengeance, they’re all sins in the eyes of god. That’s 

what you and I know, that’s what they don’t want to hear . . . because 

they’d have to rethink what they’re doing, they have to consider that 

maybe the slaughter of mankind was a mistake. 

While the narrative of humanity will always be central to Battlestar Galactica, 

“Downloaded” establishes a concurrent Cylon narrative which provides both a reflection 

on humanity and a complication of the Other within the series. 

The impact of this development is made apparent in “Lay Down your Burdens,” 

where the Cylons invade the human settlement on New Caprica with the desire to 

colonize humanity. Their justification, however, is to start a new relationship no longer 

defined within this binary: in “Occupation/Precipice,” Caprica Six explains that “the 

entire point of coming here was to start a new way of life, to push past the conflict which 

has separated us from humans for so long.” This represents an attempt, however futile, to 

break down the binary between Cylons and humans. However, it also twists the image of 

the series around considerably. It is the equivalent of the Saracens marching on Camelot 

and imprisoning all of the Knights of the Round Table, believing that it is their 

responsibility to overcome the Otherness of Christian knights as opposed to the other way 
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around. Obviously, this would be impossible for Malory to convey: it would require a 

fundamental re-ordering of Medieval English society, something impossible considering 

the pervasiveness of Christian values. For Battlestar Galactica, this complex role reversal 

has humans as the Other, the oppressed masses struggling against the Cylons. On the one 

hand, this scenario is no different than before: the Cylons have always been the more 

powerful force, and their consistent attacks on humankind have put humanity on the run 

from their home planet. However, this shift in power relations is less about broad power 

relationships and more about the reaction of humankind to the Cylon invasion. 

One of the defining factors of this hero/Other binary, one which has been 

discussed previously in this chapter, is the nature of barbarism. The Saracens’ difference 

is defined by subtle differences of religion and belief systems on the level of the 

individual; however, as identified en masse, the Saracens represent a barbaric force which 

is removed from civilization itself. The same goes for the Cylons, whose barbaric 

destruction of humankind sparks their otherness and develops them as the villain of the 

story. This sense of the Other, depicted as an inherently violent and uncivilized society, is 

one of the most common. According to Armstrong, in Malory this evokes the rhetoric of 

the Crusades, which were a few centuries removed at the time Malory was writing but 

nonetheless had created a cultural stigma towards those who occupied the Holy Land 

(“Postcolonial” 183); as a result, Malory’s presentation of Palomides as largely unrelated 

to barbaric actions would be subversive, but the elapsed time would have somewhat 

mediated this concern. In the case of Battlestar Galactica, however, the question of 

barbarism is somewhat more relevant for a contemporary audience: human insurgents use 

suicide attacks in “Occupation/Precipice” to kill not only Cylons but also humans who 
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choose to become part of the Cylon police force; Colonel Tigh is even willing to 

euthanize his own wife in “Exodus” after she collaborated in order to protect him. While 

there is clearly some level of justification for the human rebels’ actions, as the oppressive 

nature of the Cylon rule is resulting in the deaths of innocent people, it does blur the 

question of barbarism within this binary. New Caprica as a whole represents a 

fundamental shift in the representation of humanity, a shift which is heightened by 

comparison to Malory’s text. Specifically, as Slate columnist Spencer Ackerman notes, 

Battlestar Galactica “has the benefit of an open-ended, real-life war as its backdrop, 

making its lessons about barbarism unavoidably resonant” (Slate). 

It is impossible to discuss the development of Otherness without acknowledging 

that this fictional development signals Battlestar Galactica’s entry into the realm of 

contemporary American politics. The series as a whole has been considered particularly 

allegorical in the wake of the attacks of September 11th, and social context has certainly 

proven influential on storylines such as the abortion issue raised in “The Captain’s 

Hand,” wherein the dire situation of humanity resulted in the banning of abortion in 

favour of population growth. However, the development of a larger question of 

humanity’s barbarism serves to deconstruct not only the binary of Humans and Cylons 

within the text, but also the new American Imperialism which supports the binary 

between America and the Iraqi insurgency. When the show’s setting forms a parallel to 

the American occupation of Iraq, which began in 2003, the actions of humans take on 

new meaning. The question of barbarism is not only associated with violence, but also 

associated with a historical context that draws a direct parallel between heroic figures of 

this text and uncivilized radicals, at least according to the pervasive American rhetoric. 
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The show’s justification for these bombers seems adequate because the Cylons are, 

despite Caprica Six and Boomer’s intentions in leading them to New Caprica, ultimately 

oppressing the human race for their own selves as opposed to the desires of humanity. 

The allegorical power of this storyline, equating both the murderous Cylons as the 

Imperialist American government and the human resistance to the Iraqi suicide bombers, 

creates a volatile political message that simultaneously distracts from and emphasizes the 

impact of this development on the series’ narrative. 

As the internet and news outlets debated the level to which this allegory 

designated the series as a political statement, they failed to address the inverse 

relationship. The relationship between New Caprica and contemporary American politics 

does not fundamentally alter the political landscape of North America, but rather 

heightens the impact of this colonial exercise on our understanding of the binary between 

humanity and Cylons. On the one hand, Battlestar Galactica does have some political 

value due to its break from tradition: as Edward Said notes, “historically, the American . . 

. media have been sensory extensions of the main cultural context” (295), and the series 

obviously does not follow this tradition. However, the political power of a science-fiction 

television series appearing on basic cable is fairly limited. Rather, the real value in this 

instance is that the political allegory further complicates and emphasizes the actions of 

humanity within the show. After the occupation is ended and the fleet is reunited, a secret 

tribunal aboard Galactica begins to try and execute Cylon sympathizers; based on the 

real-world implications of this action, the fictional human/Cylon binary is elevated to a 

greater cultural resonance not within society but rather within the series itself. 
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In “Occupation/Precipice,” something fascinating happens in the world of 

Battlestar Galactica. In this period where the Cylons have taken over a human settlement 

and are committing various atrocities, and where the binary between human and Cylon 

could not be more apparent, Admiral Adama makes Sharon an Officer aboard Battlestar 

Galactica. When Admiral Adama makes the decision to return to New Caprica, which he 

abandoned in order to save the orbital defence force from the intial Cylon occupation, it 

is because of a conversation he has with Sharon about forgiveness: 

A year ago, when you put me in the cell, I was at a crossroads. I sat in here 

for weeks just consumed with rage about all of the things that had 

happened. Then at some point I realized it was just guilt. I was angry at 

myself for the choices I had made; betraying my people, losing the baby. 

So, I had a choice: I could either move forward or stay in the past. But the 

only way to move forward was to forgive myself. 

In this moment, where all logic would have Adama ignoring Sharon more than ever, she 

plays to his humanity: if Cylons are willing to forgive themselves for what they’ve done, 

should not Adama be willing to forgive himself for leaving his people behind? The 

hero/Other binary may be affected by large-scale incidents like the Cylon attack on 

Caprica or the Cylon occupation of New Caprica, but ultimately this is the moment where 

the hybridity of the narrative is affirmed: Sharon is accepted into the Colonial Fleet not - 

like Malory’s Palomides - due to a radical conversion, but rather a personal introspection 

that inspires Adama to do the same. 

The question of this binary between heroism and otherness is one that ultimately 

could not develop into the predominant narrative of Malory’s text. The fact that 
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Palomides emerges as a character at all demonstrates a subversive edge to Malory’s 

writing that offers a critique of the chivalric order. As a Saracen in a world dominated by 

Christianity, Palomides’ near pathetic attempts to become part of the Round Table 

demonstrate the level to which knightly inclusion is a myth. Bonnie Wheeler’s “Grief in 

Avalon: Sir Palomydes’ Psychic Pain” crystallizes into a single statement Armstrong’s 

arguments and my own thoughts: “Sir Palomydes is the saddest victim of crusading 

colonialism: he pentrates the chivalric world, adopts its strategies and shares its values. 

But he is forever doomed by his ‘almost’ status: almost best, almost Christian, almost a 

Round Table insider” (71). What the Other represents in Malory is a black mark on 

Arthur’s Round Table, and on the chivalric order. Ultimately, these are people who still 

exclude others based on their religion or race as opposed to their honour of chivalry, and 

this is damning to their order. While it may not permeate the remainder of the narrative, 

Palomides’ impact on the story is one of the main reasons for Malory’s inclusion of the 

“Tale of Sir Tristram,” a section often criticized by scholars for its irrelevance to the 

remainder of the text. The groundwork laid by Palomides’ exclusion from the Round 

Table allows for a more complete investigation of chivalry, and of Christianity, in the text 

as a whole; this is perhaps the most definitive justification of the inclusion of both 

Palomides and the “Tristram” within the Morte. While the narrative may ultimately be 

similar without the presence of the Saracens, they add a certain quality that complicates 

the notion of romance heroism within Le Morte Darthur. 

Battlestar Galactica represents a continuation of the tradition of defining heroism 

based on a binary with an Other, and represents an extension of this binary within its 

romance conventions. Unlike the journey of Saracens and Christian Knights, the journeys 
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of Cylons and humans are inextricably linked. Figures of hybridity like Sharon, similar to 

Palomides, represent a microcosm of the larger social binary within a single individual. 

However, that larger social binary is directly challenged through a complex narrative 

structure in this series. Viewers begin to identify with the Cylons as characters, as people 

who have motivations running parallel to and often in conflict with that of humanity. 

While the hero/Other binary will never be destroyed on a broad level, the constant 

conflict provides a consistent check on heroism. The chivalric ideals inherent to romance 

are not subtly criticized, but openly questioned; the very fabric of human society is 

placed in peril at moments where humanity acts just like the Cylons. What was once a 

simple binary between human and machine has developed into an intensely philosophical 

difference that is the lynchpin of the series’ drama. 

The fictional nature of Battlestar Galactica’s binary ultimately provides a greater 

capacity to emphasize the question of difference. The willingness of the series to play 

with expectations and stereotypes based on cultural and historical contexts is notable. 

Religion, one of the binaries which defines the difference between these two societies 

outside of barbarism and violence, is particularly inverse to viewer expectations and to 

Malory’s traditional binary. As I have suggested, for Malory the traditional medieval 

Western mindset expressed in the Song of Roland is entirely correct: “Pagans are in the 

wrong and Christians are in the right” (1015). In Battlestar Galactica, in contrast, the 

polytheistic pagan society is human, while it is the Cylons who believe in a monotheistic 

and benevolent God. This binary of religion is just one example of how the question of 

Other is simply different in a twenty-first century context. However, this is the nature of 

literary development, and relates this question of difference to the larger romance genre: 
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as identified in the second chapter, there are some elements which are more dependent on 

cultural norms than others. The implication of the Other has become more and more 

important as society has become more and more cognizant of difference in general; as a 

result, literature must reflect these differences even within the realm of science fiction. In 

fact, science fiction is a common ground for the representation of Other, as the vast 

reaches of space provide a fertile ground for new and complex societies. The Cylons, 

however, are amongst the most complicated in the history of the genre: their genesis 

presents an Other that fundamentally alters the path and consciousness of humanity. 

Both Battlestar Galactica and Le Morte Darthur have a certain standard of 

heroism, but as the previous chapter demonstrated heroism is not a rigidly defined 

structure throughout the history of romance. The passage of time between Malory and the 

present day has not changed the most basic definition of heroism, but it has altered who is 

able to access it and to what extent their presence challenges the status quo. The Saracens 

and the Cylons are not the only Other present in either of their texts, but ultimately they 

are the most prominent and the most prone to the hybridity which emphasizes this binary 

and forces reflection upon the nature of heroism. The chivalric order of Arthur’s Round 

Table and the sense of order and justice in the Colonial Fleet are not destroyed by the 

presence of the Other, but rather are questioned outwardly by both the texts themselves 

and by readers and viewers. The principle of the romance hero is not one that is purely 

idealistic, and there exists certain questions within both of these texts that cause one to 

consider whether or not the Other may be the true hero within a given scenario. That 

uncertainty may eventually subside in favour of the acceptance of the Other’s marginal 

role, but the presence of that uncertainty is of great importance to the development of 
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romance heroism in both medieval and modern contexts. It is the presence of the 

hero/Other binary which elevates these romances from simplistic morality plays to an 

investigation into society and the very values that we associate with our own humanity; 

without it, these stories would lack the resonance that has allowed the romance form to 

sustain its literary value for centuries. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

“I’ve been to Earth. I know where it is. And I’m going to take us there.” 
– Kara “Starbuck” Thrace, “Crossroads Part Two” 

 
One of the challenges of writing a thesis about an active television series is the great 

unknown potential in the show’s future, some of which could compromise the analysis 

found within this argument When Battlestar Galactica ended its third season in April 

2007, it revealed that four of its human characters were in fact sleeper cylons, and 

Starbuck returned from the dead to tell Apollo that she had been to the long-sought-for 

Earth and was going to lead him there. A large Cylon fleet was approaching, the Viper 

pilots were in the air ready for battle, and the entire fabric of the series was thrown into 

question. While there is concern that the series could head in an entirely different 

direction when its fourth season begins in April of 2008, there is also comfort in the fact 

that this wildly uncertain scenario most certainly belongs to the romance tradition: it has 

adventure, relates to a larger quest, and is both representative of a larger heroic tradition 

whilst simultaneously challenging that tradition. 

Considering the future, however, is an important step in this analysis or any other; 

if the connection between Le Morte Darthur and Battlestar Galactica is simply an 

isolated coincidence, then there is little value to such a comparison. However, what this 

thesis has demonstrated is that, barring the collapse of civilization into some form of dark 

ages, in another six hundred years it should be possible to write a thesis comparing 

Battlestar Galactica with the newest space-age form of literature which reflects the 

tropes associated with the romance genre. Certain values will have undoubtedly changed 

and humanity may all be living on New Earth, but romance has proven itself versatile 

enough to adapt to any period and to any expectation. This type of comparison could be 
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completed with many types of texts, and the broad result would be similar: although 

romance adapts to its unique time period, it also serves much the same purpose and 

operates in a similar fashion. 

However, these two examples were chosen specifically due to their striking 

similarity not only in content and structure, but also in terms of their location relative to 

literature as a whole. The stigmas facing both medieval literature and visual media as 

literature are not insurmountable; certainly, they will not disappear as a result of this 

thesis, but what this thesis has hopefully demonstrated is that despite being on opposite 

ends of the spectrum in the minds of many their function is much the same: to engage 

with the imagination of the readers or viewers. Just as there is a surprising amount of 

relevant commentary on Otherness to be found within Malory’s text considering its time 

period, so too is there a greater sense of literary structure to be found in a medium 

condemned by Northrop Frye and others for stifling imagination. Even though one 

romance is set in a medieval society foreign even to contemporary readers, and one is set 

in a space-driven society on the run from their rebellious cyborg creations, there is 

something within each text to which any reader can relate. 

The value of romance, then, is to help facilitate the state of mind required to gain 

entry into these worlds of literature; once inside, the possibilities are endless, whether it is 

an interrogation of the Other or a fantastical space battle. Battlestar Galactica, in 

particular, still has worlds of potential: the ramifications of the two human-cyborg 

hybrids born into this society, and the resurrection of Kara Thrace, raise important 

questions about the supernatural, about Otherness, and the expansion of these ideas into a 

fourth season could provide even more points of analysis. As a mediator of modern 



80 

 

advances in technology and in ideology, Ronald D. Moore has created a platform from 

which to address pressing social concerns as they arrive; this flexibility, perhaps, makes 

Battlestar Galactica the perfect form of imagination in the romance tradition. 

It is a credit to Malory, however, that the same can be said for his text: as new 

critical trends such as feminism or post-colonialism have emerged over the past century, 

new facets of Le Morte Darthur have emerged, demonstrating just how complex the text 

truly is. This thesis has barely scratched the surface of the romance inherent within the 

text, but the examples provided should demonstrate Malory’s inherent ability to spark 

imagination and espouse romantic principles while making a subtle and yet effective 

social critique. However, there are elements of the text that will likely not gain relevance 

for centuries to come; one day, even beyond the importance of Palomides, the “Tale of 

Tristram” could emerge as the most important part of the text as opposed to what is often 

currently seen as an overlong middle section. 

To an extent, then, the romance genre operates within the study of literature as a 

whole much as its tropes operate within romance texts themselves – it provides a 

structure to periods of literature that connects them as part of a larger tradition, much as 

the quest narrative gives new meaning to adventure. Similar to how the quest narrative 

has not changed over time, so too has romance remained largely the same even as the 

content therein has altered; they may not be the same types of stories, or the same types 

of heroes, but the motifs, protagonists and journeys are strikingly, if not definitively, 

similar. The connection provided by romance between Battlestar Galactica and Le Morte 

Darthur helps open these texts for the audience, taking potentially divisive subjects and 

relating them to a common set of varied generic conventions which is familiar to all 
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audiences; by the same standards, the purpose of romance is to provide an escape for 

readers and to spark their imaginations with worlds similar to and yet different from their 

own. 

Kara Thrace’s season-ending statement from part two of “Crossroads” is a fitting 

statement for this thesis because it simultaneously evokes the quest narrative central to 

the series and provides great promise for the future. To an extent, I believe that this thesis 

serves much the same purpose, simply providing a signpost on the road to Earth as 

opposed to the end destination. Romance as a genre is going to keep travelling, adapting 

and changing as it goes in new and intriguing directions. Its path from Malory to 

Battlestar was a complicated one, from sorcery to technology and from Middle English to 

television, and yet it is a road well-travelled. Gillian Beer writes that “the romance has 

always flourished in periods of rapid change” (78), periods which could also be seen as 

the crossroads of civilization. It is at those moments, those periods where society is 

questioning where its future lies, that romance begins to spark the imagination, where the 

quests begin to take form, and where this genre steps forward and adapts in order to 

remain relevant and valuable. There will be many more crossroads throughout history, 

and at each one romance will choose the right path and remain, without question, the 

most timeless of literary genres. 
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