While The Great Gatsby is quite clearly a story of the 1920s, it does not mean the book is not related to the rest of literary history. About 500 years prior to The Great Gatsby, there were popular stories about knights and their exploits known as Medieval Romances. As you read the excerpts below, think to yourself, what does Gatsby have in common with the heroes of the Medieval Romance and how is his story similar to that of a Medieval Romance?
So what makes a story a medieval romance? The next two entries endeavor to answer this question.
Wikipedia Entry on Medieval Romance
“Many medieval romances recount the marvellous adventures of a chivalrous, heroic knight, often of super-human ability, who, abiding chivalry's strict codes of honour and demeanour, goes on a quest, and fights and defeats monsters and giants, thereby winning favour with a lady. The story of the medieval romance focuses not upon love and sentiment, but upon adventure.”

Ms. Jokinen on “Heroes of the Middle Ages”
“The virtues of a chivalric hero are similar to those of his epic counterpart—valor, generosity, loyalty, honor, and skill in battle—however, the sense given to 'loiautee,' loyalty, at this period is more intricate and more significant. It is a quality of the soul; 'Of coer loiall' (Mathew. p.69). The chivalric knight must also know temperance, courtoisie, a reverence for women, and courtly skills.
 It is not enough that he perform on a field of battle; he must also be presentable at court. As Jelena Krstovic writes of Gottfried' s Tristan:

Gottfried goes to great lengths to portray Tristan as a consummate artist: his 
education includes training in speech, good manners, and foreign languages, 
in addition to riding, hunting, wrestling, and fighting. Tristan is also a skilled musician, a master of stringed instruments.
                                          (Krstovic. p.245)
As in heroic poetry, the chivalric knight is tested through feats of arms. However, whereas the epic hero fights only when circumstances require, the chivalric hero sets out to find a test or an aventure in which he can prove himself. As Eric Auerbach says: "trial through adventure is the real meaning of the knight's ideal existence" (Auerbach, p.135). The chivalric hero rarely fights in defense of his people, but in defense of an ideal or an abstraction. Finlayson asserts that the chivalric hero himself is "largely an idealization which bears little relation to social reality and certainly did not spring from it" (Finlayson, p.54).”
In many medieval romances, as part of his quest or adventure, the hero seeks the Holy Grail. But what exactly is it? The next entry answers this question.

From “The Camelot Project at the University of Rochester”

“The Holy Grail is generally considered to be the cup from which Christ drank at the Last Supper and the one used by Joseph of Arimathea to catch his blood as he hung on the cross. This significance, however, was introduced into the Arthurian legends by Robert de Boron in his verse romance Joseph d'Arimathie (sometimes also called Le Roman de l'Estoire dou Graal), which was probably written in the last decade of the twelfth century or the first couple of years of the thirteenth. … In medieval romance, the grail was said to have been brought to Glastonbury in Britain by Joseph of Arimathea and his followers. In the time of Arthur, the quest for the Grail was the highest spiritual pursuit.”
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The hero of a medieval romance was almost invariably a knight. This next entry describes what the life of a medieval knight was like.
From “Knights and Armor – Life of a Knight”

Training for knighthood during medieval times usually began at an early age. Often the prospective knight was sent to live with a relative or lord who had the resources to train the young boy in use of weapons and, most importantly, the skills to handle a horse in combat. A knight-in-training would often serve as a squire (assistant) for an established knight, attending his needs, helping him don his armor, and making ready his horse and weapons. 

Once his training was completed and he reached "fighting age" (usually around 16-20 years old), he would ceremoniously become a full-fledged knight. The ceremony became more elaborate as the Middle Ages progressed, until only the richest nobles or a king could afford to "knight" someone. 

The new knight now served his liege lord (which may or may not be the king himself), bound to offer military service up to 40 days a year in peace time, more, as needed, in war time. Military duties included castle guard, serving in the lord's "bodyguard", and participating in battle. 

Apart from military duties the knight could also participate in administering justice (as part of assizes--a medieval form of our modern juries), managing his estates (which was his prime source of income), and continuing to hone his combat skills in tournament. 
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Alnwick Castle, Northumberland, England
Knights lived by a code of conduct known as chivalry. This was important not just to real life knights, but also the fictional knights depicted in medieval romances. In short, these are the rules by which a knight should live.
A Code of Chivalry
Prowess: To seek excellence in all endeavors expected of a knight, martial and otherwise, seeking strength to be used in the service of justice, rather than in personal aggrandizement. 

Justice: Seek always the path of 'right', unencumbered by bias or personal interest. Recognize that the sword of justice can be a terrible thing, so it must be tempered by humanity and mercy. If the 'right' you see rings agrees with others, and you seek it out without bending to the temptation for expediency, then you will earn renown beyond measure. 

Loyalty: Be known for unwavering commitment to the people and ideals you choose to live by. There are many places where compromise is expected; loyalty is not amongst them. 

Defense: The ideal knight was sworn by oath to defend his liege lord and those who depended upon him. Seek always to defend your nation, your family, and those to whom you believe worthy of loyalty. 

Courage: Being a knight often means choosing the more difficult path, the personally expensive one. Be prepared to make personal sacrifices in service of the precepts and people you value. At the same time, a knight should seek wisdom to see that stupidity and courage are cousins. Courage also means taking the side of truth in all matters, rather than seeking the expedient lie. Seek the truth whenever possible, but remember to temper justice with mercy, or the pure truth can bring grief. 

Faith: A knight must have faith in his beliefs, for faith roots him and gives hope against the despair that human failings create. 

Humility: Value first the contributions of others; do not boast of your own accomplishments, let others do this for you. Tell the deeds of others before your own, according them the renown rightfully earned through virtuous deeds. In this way the office of knighthood is well done and glorified, helping not only the gentle spoken of but also all who call themselves knights. 

Largesse: Be generous in so far as your resources allow; largesse used in this way counters gluttony. It also makes the path of mercy easier to discern when a difficult decision of justice is required. 

Nobility: Seek great stature of character by holding to the virtues and duties of a knight, realizing that though the ideals cannot be reached, the quality of striving towards them ennobles the spirit, growing the character from dust towards the heavens. Nobility also has the tendency to influence others, offering a compelling example of what can be done in the service of rightness. 

Franchise: Seek to emulate everything I have spoken of as sincerely as possible, not for the reason of personal gain but because it is right. Do not restrict your exploration to a small world, but seek to infuse every aspect of your life with these qualities. Should you succeed in even a tiny measure then you will be well remembered for your quality and virtue. 

� Courtly skills can be interpreted as social virtues and graces.
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