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CHAPTER I

IRTRODUCTORY

The fourteenth~century alliterative, metrical ro-

mance Sir CGawalin and the Green Knight is one of the most

brilliant examples of medleval verse, In spite of perslst-
ont study, scholars have been unable to 1dentify the poet,
but the genius of the man 1s easily realized., The Gawaln-
poet, as he rust be called, combines brilliant realism
with the fabulous, elements of the Christian ideal with
pagan folklore, as the nuances of mood balance on the exact~
ness of wording and description,

Since the poem wos first published by Sir Frederick
“adden in 1839, it has initlated much discussion and much
study, For the most part, the emphasis of nineteenth and
twentieth century scholarship has been placed on the inter-

pretation of Sir Gawaln and the Green Xnight, Unfortunately

the question 1s an elusive one, Criticg, hoping to find a
clue to the meaning of the poem, have sought to trace.the
origing of the threc basic motifs--the Beheadlng Game, the
Tesptation, the Exchange of ¥Winnings themes--through verlous
folklore patterns. Contemporary scholarship has sought to
idontify the archetyral patterns of the poen, kach element

of the Sir Gawain and the Green Knight--the pentangle, the
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shield, the colors of green and gold--hes been exanmined for
symbolic weaning, INumerous candlidates have been proposed as
being the counterpart of Sir Gewnin or the Green Knight., Tho
concluding motto, "Hony soyt qui mel pence,” has led to the
sugpgostion of certain correlations between the poem and the
Order of the Garter., In spite of such thorough analysils,
critics have yet to agree as to the essential meaning of the
poem,

It will be the object of this paper to review the vari-
ous apprcaches to the poem and to show that most of the avall-
able study and analysis tends to lead to one basic Interpreta-
tion, The point of comrion emphasis is that the poot lived
in an age which sought to revitalize the ties with England’s
glorious past, Ingland of the fourteenth century under the
direction of Edwerd III knew many succoesses on the battlefields
through the valour of its armles and leaders. England of the
fourtecnth century witnessed the founding of a new Hound Table
and the Order of the Gerter, Both organizations harkened to
the chivalric cede of the anclent Arthur, The Inglend of
the fourteenth century evidenced the sophisticeted society
of a court which had the lelsure to cultivate the pleasant-
ries of life and living. Ihether the poect knew or thought
of the archetypal patterns of which he made use can only be
surmised. That the poet 1lncorporated such patterns, coupled

with folklore motifs, to create a work which would chemplon
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the chivalric ideal cen be recdily seon,. Whether the poet
sought to oulogize a noted fourteenth century hero can only
be surmised., That the poet personified the knightly virtues
in the most perfect knight of Arthur’s court can be readlly
gseen, Whether the poem be definltely identiflied with the
Order of the Garter cen only be surmised, That the poem
mokes use of certain courtly traditions concerned wilth the
founding of a royal order can be readlly socen. Vlewlng the
poem in such a way leads to the inevitable conclusion that
the poet--regardless of specific personal Inferences--had a
besic aim, to illustrate how man could and should act 1n the
most difficult of situations, In short, the poet sought to
revitalize the chivalric tradition, as a way of life for the
fourteenth century, by showing the nobility and significence
and strength of such a tradition,

The poem deals with the entry of the Green Knight
amidst the Christmas festivitles at Camelot, He issues a
rather stertling chanllenge~~he will accept a blow from a
single knight in order to return the blow a year hence, Ga-
wain 1s the only knight who steps forward and begs Arthur’s
permission to accept the challenge. Permission is granted

and Gawain procceds to behead the Green Xnight who-~-in knigh-

ly fashlion--picks up his head and leaves with the instruction
that Gawain will find him at the Green Chapel the next New

Year’s day.
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Activitiea of the year are dealt with In a minlmum

of detail until All lallow’s Eve as Gawaln prepares to seek
the Green Chapel, His search leods him through dangerous
forests and bouts with fantastic crestures and the wintry
elements, In desperation, Gawain prays to the Virgin for
aid, iis prayer is immediately answered when he finds Ber-
cilak’s castle ahead, Gawain reaches the castle with 1its
warmth and comfort on Christmas Eve. He 1s welcomed and
enjoys the holilday festivitles and the hospitellty of Ber~
cllal and his wife, ILater in the week, Bercilak proposes

a game wherein he will hunt for thres days while Gawain
rests at the castlo, FEach evening the two will exchange
any "prizes" taken during tho day.

The first day of hunting finds Bercllak chasing a
stag and Gawalin hunted by the lady of the housechold, 1In
response to the hostess’s ovortures, Gawain offers a kiss,
At day’s end Bercilal and Gawaln exchange the stag and the
kiss. “The munts of tho second day result in tho exchange
of a boar from Boercilek end two kisszes from Gawain, The
third day’s hunt brings complication, Berellak hunts end
i1ls & fox and is unhappy over the ignoble kill, Gawain
not only accepts threo kisses from Bercilak’s wife but also
accepts a girdle or lece which has certain life-saving pow-
ers, That evening Gawain receives the fox and offers the

three kisses; he says nothing of the girdle since hs has



Hidden it for his own use,

The next day, New Year’s day, Gawain loaves for the
Green Chapel, His gulde tries to persuade Gowain to flee;
Gawain, of course, refuses, The Chapel iz reached, but it
is only a clearing in the wood rsther than a church or chapel,
The Groon Knight appesrs and feints with hls sx twlece before
finally nicking Gawain in the neck,

After the third siroke Gawaln leaps to hls defense;
1t 48 then that the Creen Xnight reveals himself as Bercl-~
lak, He further expleins that he has been a vehicle of
Horgan le Fay to test Arthur’s court, The tests offored
by Bercilek’s wife had been made toward Gawain at Bercilak’s
insistence as the girdle had been given Gawaln with Bercilak’s
knowledgoe,

Gawain 1s most grieved when he recaliges his broken
vow and pledges thst he will always wear the girdle as a
renembrance of his shame, He returns to Camelot and explalins
to Arthur the badpge of shame., Arthur sees strength in Gawain’s
quest and nobility in Gawaln’s failure and asks all of the
knights to wear the same badge to make it a badge of honor,
| This brief sumrmary in no way glves evidence of the
brilliant descriptive passages or of the delicate balance
of Imagery and actlon achlieved by the creative genius of
the unnamed peet, The following rages will atterpt to show

how the poet shaped his mumerous resourcses to present a
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poem vital and alive with themes, symbolism, and characteril-

zetlon directed to the rovitallzation of the chivalric 1ldeal,



CHAPTER II
ORIGINS OF THE POEHM

Thore can be little doubt, in 1light of modern criti-
e¢ism, that the Gewaln-poet followed the pattern of his tlimes
and borrowéd heavlily from other sources for his themes, his
motifs, and his story, Because of the oxtended work of Loom-
1s end Kittred@e,vagreement has been reached cencerning the
Celtic origins of the poen.

"he poem revolves about three basic themes, the "Be-
heading Gamo" and the “Temptation,” both of whlch are deeply
rootédAin Celtic tradition, and the "Exchange of Winnings"
theme, of Latin origin, It 1s undorstood that these themes
originated in distinetly separste and unrelated storiles,
Whether the Gawain-poet derived his themcs from a single
P'rench source or from soveral different sources, romains a
point of conjeoture.l

The Beheading Game has been traced to an Irigh mamu~
script of 1106, There the love triangle of Cuchulain, Blath-
nnt, Curio foreshadows the Gawaln, Bercilak’s wife, Bercilak

2
triangle., In the "Terror" version a number of correlations

1
Laura Alandis Hibbard, Adventures In the lilddle Agpes:
A Hemorial Collection of Essays (New York, 1962}, p, 303,

2
Alice Buchanan, "The Irlsh Framework of 2ir Gawaln
and the Green Kni_p;ht," PHIA, XLVII (1‘932), 116,
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with Sir Gawain and the Creen Enight can be made, In both

versions the challenger is anxious to submnit to the stroke
of an ax on the condition thét he be able to return the blow,
The bargain is completed in both versions in a wild, uninhab-
ited areas, Ench hero i1s gulded to the meeting place by his
host, Each challonger lowers the ax three times, and in
each eplsode thé host and the challonger are rovealed to be
the same 1ndividua1.3

Throughout the "Visit to Curio’s Castle" in Bricius’

Foast comparisons may be made with Sir Gawaln and the Green

Knight., In each may be found the "Temptation" theme. In
each work the host?’s wife greots hor guests with famillarity
and cordiality,. in each poem the purpose of the visgit is
that of a test which is arranged--in the Bricius’ Feast

through the, connivance of Curlo and Blathnat-~as it 1s done

in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight by Bercilak and his wife,

In the Irish work three heoroos are tested during the host’s

absence, much as Gawaln is tested thrse times, The parallel
| 4

here, of course, 1s in the fact that there are three tests,

In "The Death of Curio" in Bricius’ Feast, Cuchulain

rust walt a year, as does Gawoln, before answoring the challonge,

3
ibid., p. 317,

It
Ib_i..d_,': p. 325,
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Both heroes must seek the challenger since hls location 1s
unknown. The herces rmat go to a "Terror" or "Shape Shift-
er" who thon proposes the head-cutting test. The way to the.
"Tofror" is found through the visit to the host’s home, and
both challengers folnt with thelr axes three times, In botﬁ
poemsymnch strese 1o laild on the description of clothing.
The challenger of the Irish poem 1s dressed in grey and rides
a grey horse, The Green Knight not only is dressed in greon
and rides a green horse, but also has green flesh esnd green
hair, The groy and green present. little problem since grey
in Irish often means greon, It 1s therefore logical to say
that "The pattern of the old story , . . can be distinctly

traced in Sir Gawain and the CGreen ¥night, and the modifica-

tlons can bo explained," According to Ilibbard, "When this
legend passed out of Ireland, it lost its most primitive and
savage elements, and, somewhat rationplized and simplified,
it passed eventually into several Arthurian romances."7

Minor Celtic eslements reflected in 8ir Cowain and the

Grocn Knight appear in the uso of the girdle and the pentangle,

The girdle, also referred to as a lace or belt, aproars iﬁ

6
Buchanan, op, cit., pp. 325-327.

7H1bbard, op. cit., p. 296.
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The Violent Death of Curio, and The Cattls Raid of Cooley.B

While the pentangle ag a part of Arthurian heraldry is found

only in Sir Gawain and the CGreen Knlpht, 1ts use as a Christ-

ian symbol was well-known., The pentangle appears on the Car-
melite Prlory of Aberdeen and is found in the i1llumination
of the Tiptoft Hissal which was copled into Inglish about
1325, The nurber five as a Christiah number 1s evidenced
through John of Gaunt’s request for his funeral arrange-
ments: "en llonur des cink plaies principalx nostre selg-
neur Jesu , , . ."9
The name “"Bercilak! is also a possible tie with Celtic
tradition, It seems that the nanme is actuslly a portmanteau
of the Celtic "Guingarbresil," from the Celtic. Acallamh nd
Senorach, In this poem the hero Ban is described as: 'mac
Bresail bratusine" or the "green-mantled son of Bresal
(1, 1391), This Indicates, cortainly, possible evidence of
the Irish source providing a preen knight., The argument
galns impotus when it is renlized that the "ach" suffix is

comnon in tho Irish and Celtic languapes. Thus "Bresalak"”

meaning “contentious” is derived from the Irish "Bresal,"

BRogcr Sherman Loomis, "More Celtic Xlements in Ga-
weln and the Green Xnight," JEGP, XLII (195;3), 152,

C}Ib:z'Ld., pPp. 167~ 168,
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Supported by such a possibllity, Holand Swith has said:
"All signs polint to written transmission of Irish names and
the evolution is due to sbribal misreading."lo
Another possible solution 1s that the challenger in
the "Champlon’s Bargain" 1s called "Bachlsh" meaning "ehurl,"

According to Hibbard the challenger in Sir Gawain and the

Green Knipht "plays the same role, is the same character as

the challenger in the ¢‘Champion’s Bargain,’" It is thus
reasonable to assume that the Irish common noun survived in
the English nama,ll

Another of the early sources which may have been

avellable to the Gawain-poet 1is in the Livre de Caradoc.

This earliest known version of the challenge or "Bohoad-

ing Game" prosents the closest correlation to Sir Gawain

and the Green Knight.12 Both poems transform the court of

Ulster to that of Arthur and refer to his custom of delay-
ing the feast until a marvel hns occurrod, The gueen is
present in both poema and the challengor i1s well described
as he comes riding into the hall, Both challengers, dressed

In green, offer a combination of merriment, beauty, and

loﬂobert H, Smith, "Guinganbresil and Sir Gawain and
the Green Xnight," JEGP, XLV (19L6), 2-19,

llﬁibbnrd, op. cit.,, p. 297,
lalbid., P. 296,
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menace, &ach prefaces his challenge with pralse for Arthur.13
In each poem the challenger taunts the court for 1ts hesltance
in accepting the challenge, On this point of the green knights?
ridicule, both poems elaborate on the Ulster version, The
acceptence is made by e single horo who calls himselfl Arthurss
nophew and the most foolish of knights., Both courts agree
that anyone accepting the challenge i3 quite mad, and at the
heroes® departure to answer the anniversary challenge, there
is & feeling of woe and grlef.lu The return blow in both cases
15 8 light one, and ss tho hero fulfills the bergain, he is
pralszed by the chsllenger, This attlitude can be explained
since both challengers are clesely related to the heroes,

In Caradoc the hero’s father 1s the challenger while in Sir

Gawain and the Green EKnlght ﬂorgan le Fay, the prime motivator

of challenge, is Gawain’s aunt.15 Faced with such correlations,

it 1s suggested that the Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and

the Livre de Caradoc

vere individual versions of a lost French
story . ., . for only thus could those Irish
features which are found exclusivolX in one
poem or the other be accounted for. 6

Larry D, Benson, "The Source of the Beheading Epi-
sode in Sir Gawaln and the Groen Knight," P, LIX (1961), 3.

Wibbard, op., clt., pp. 296-297.

15
61391’18011, OP. Cito) pPP. 7=9.
1

Hibbard, op. cit., p. 297,
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The temptation theme has been traced to Ulrich von
Zatzikhoven’s lLanzelet, translated from the Anglo~FNorman
in 1194, In this work the host’s daughter tempts threeo
knights on three successive avenings, Here the young tempt-
ress sits beside each knight’s bed, walts for him to awaken,
and later offers him a gift--a gold ring., Although her pro-
posals are frank and urgent, the dsughtor 1s rejected. ©OShe,
1ike Bercilalk’s wife, is a youthful, attractlive, generous
hostess, lHor father, Galandriez, rosembles Bercilak in
that he is a human figure and, while playing the host, sug-
gests little of the supornatural, He chellengee Lanzelet
to a contest where each will throw inives at the other,

This poern provides, according to Hibbard, tha "earliest
instance of the combination of the Challenge themo with
that of Temptation,"!! Howover, 1t should be noted that

in the Lanzelet no mention 1s made of the host’s and wife’s
colleboration against the hero,

“organ le Fay enters the poem in the Vulgate Lance-
lot, She tries, in this work, three times to seduce the
hero, IHor attempts are in vain so she then sends her daugh-
ter to repeat the overtures toward the recumbant kmight, Sir

Gawain and the Green Knight echoes this situation through the

effective contrast drawn between the aged Morgan and the

young temptress who 1s perhaps Horgan’s othor self; in both

L7
Ibid., p. 300,
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poems HMorgan could be called the "prime mover of the plot,
and the agent of tamptabion.dlalt should be rememberod that
never doos the Gawaln-poet indicate that the host and host«
oss aroc morally resﬁcnsible for their actions, Both Bercl-
lak and his wife seem tb be vohicles for the powers of the
vicilous ilorgan, Apparently her magic and vindictivoness are
explanption enough, with the result that Gawaln and his host
are able to separante on a friendly basis.19

The earliest evidence of the temptation themne reosem-

bling that of Sir Gawain snd the Groen Enight is that found

in the eleventh contury "Habinoge" of Pwyll, The rather
broad similarity in this Wolsh poem 1s found in Arown, a
hunts~an, who elso poses as an Otherworld Xing, It 1s saiad
that

Arawn hunts with fairy hounds, wears grey wool,

and engages 1ln annual combats with Havgan

{Surmer-Winter)--an apparent reminiscence of

the strife of summer and wintor.?
He has his wife tempt Puyll in order to test the latter’s
chastity; a year later Pwyll battles a supernatural enemy

at a river crossing, Hibbard summarizes the correlations

181bid,, p. 301.

i
114,

20
Ibid,, p. 302.



In these poems by saying:

The differences 1n 11 and GGK forbld any
thoughl{t] of direct literary connexion ., ., . .
Undonisbly Pwuyll offers the oldest example

of a traditional story pstiern In which carnal
temptation, whether passively or sctively
offered, and a Hospitabls Host who constrains
wife or gaughter to tempt a guest, are recurrant
themes.2

The "Exchange of Winnings'" motif 1s possibly derived

from a medleval Latin poem liles Gloriosus, In thils work a

poor knight and a rich citizen are friends, The citizen’s
wife bocomes the lmight’s mistress; she, in turn, steals
her husband?s treasure and gives it to the knight, This
twelth century fabliaux shows the citizen driven from his
horme whlle the knight thrives in hils newly established secure
1ty 22

Other sources which were acveilable to the Cauaine
poet were numerous myths and archetypal patterns, Whether
these motife were used purposely by the poet can be only

surmised, llowever, certain pattorns such as the vegetation

-

myth have been traced through Sir Gowaln and the Green Enipght
Critics have yet to agree, however, to the role of this myth

in tue poem., Although Hibbard argues that since the Green

2114,

22Ibid., pp. 303-30k.
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Knight and Bercilak "have only mid-winter associations, thelr

' other

groeenness . . » can hardly be due to vogotablo traits,’
critics argue for tho vegotatlion myth 1nf1uence.23 Nitge
derives "the challenge from vegetatlon riltual cr‘myth."eu
Speirs argues that the ritusl underlying the story and "the
poet’s belief in its value ns myth [hrc] what gives the poen
its life."25

Francis Berry offoers, possibly, tho most valid approach
by saying that the poet’s awarenoss of

‘the generic forces of 1life , . . realizes 1t-

self in the image of the Groon Knight. , . .

fie [Gawaine~poet] testifies to an assumption

that moral behavior ., ., ., 18 subscrvient to

and dependent on the same oripinal patterns.26

It 13 in the French Perlesvavs that the most obvious tie

with vegetation rituesl can be found, Here tho theme is a

part of the wasteland motif, and Iancelot~-us the first

2
31014., p. 299.

Zuw“n. Ritze, "Is tho Groen Xnight Story a Vegota-
tion Nyth?" NP, XXXIII (1936), 3.

: 25John Spelrs, "Sir Gawain and the Greon Enight,"
Scrutiny, XVI (1949) 274,

26Francis Berry, The Are of Choucer (U
\ie of Cho Yew York
lgllh-)’ Ps 157. ' ik
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knight to keep the covenant-~enables the city to be reoncopled,

Sir Gawnin and tho Groeen inight deals with the cyclic, anmual

pattern in the beheading (death) snd 1life of the Green Knight
as well as with Gawnln’s faclng of death to snve others at
Arthur’s court., The poem takes place during winter, the death
soaaon, and also during Christmas which has ever reprosented
the time of birth and salvation, The chapel scene is barren
and the nearby mound has an opening at either end, possibly
to indicate the fwomb, tomb’ nature of earth,
Hit hade a hole on pe ende and on
ayber syde,
ind cuergrowen with groesse in glodes
aywhers , , . . 27
(11, 2180-2181)
To pursue the myth pattern or archetypal study of
Sir Gawaln and the Green Enipght, 1t 1s necessary to follow

this theme into other arseas, Both in Sloux myth and in
Viedle tradition stories ebound concerning monsters with
‘aevered heads, The head, in these cases, bounces away to
become the sun--1itself a life-giving source, The separa~-
tion theme, as such, occurs in the separation of heaven

and earth, the mortal and the Immortel, and countless other

exarples, Tho sacrificial death usually makes possible the

2Tp11 quotations from the S1r Gewaln and the Green

inight como frow the J. R, B, Tolklen and £,V Gomamr——
2ir dawain and the Green Knight (Oxfora, 1925). orden,
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releaso of prisoners or wmore often Imprisoned, life-glving

water, In the Vedlc myth Indra, the hero, seovers ths head

of Harmieli or. Pharoah who ﬁill not reolease the flood waters

or the people in bondage, Through the sacrificed king, the

people and waters are freed and the wasteland becomes agaln
28

repopulated,

Following this tradltion into Sir Gawaln and the

Green Knight, 1t is significent that Artinar and his court

cannot eat until some miracle or feat has been porformed,

And elso an ober maner meoued him eke
Bat he purz nobelay had nomen, he wolde nsuer ete
Vpon such a dere day, er hyn deuised were
Of sun aventurus pyng an vncoupe tale,
Of sum mayn meruayle, pat he myzt trawe,
0f aldores, of akmes, of oper auenturus , ,
(11, 90-95)

Later Gawain rmst go into the wilderness to face nis enemy,
and when he pnases the tost, he 1s npdo whole and set frea

epnin, Such corrospondences have led to the possible con-

clusion thnt

« + « the romances repose eventually not

upon p poet?’s Immpgination, but upon the

ruins of an eugust and snciont ritual, a

ritunl which once claimed to be the accrod-
ited guerdian of the deopest secrets of life.z9

28 fnanda ¥ Cooraraswayy, "Sir G
. - v ™ ’ 1 LGawalin and the Green
Znight: Indra and Nemuel," Speculum, XTX {(I901, 7, I04=109,

29
M‘ 14 P. 1250
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It is easy to see in Gawain the image of the sacrifi-
clal lamb as he willingly takes upon himself tlie quest which
any of Arthur's court could have accepted-~but did not, Fried-
man believes that Morgan le Fay sent Bercilak to Camelot to
"purge and heal the court of its moral corruptness . . .
through Morgan le Fay's plan the behecading eplsode 13 no less
an apotheosization of chastity . . . M0 fnege traditional
patterns found in 3ir Gawaln and the Green Khight have yet

to be thoroughly identified and traced through the poem,
But they do offer an interesting approach to the text,

It 18 safer, however, to interpret the poem in light
of what 1as known about the fourteenth century--its events
and traditions-=-which could have positive influence on the

Gawain-poet,

3OAlbert B. Friedman, "lor
. worgén Le Fay in 8
and the Green Knight," Specﬁlum, XXxv (l9ég)on26if 2omein

31por correlations betwee
n Sir Gawas
Enight and earlier works see Appendlix T, p{neznd the Green




CHAPTER III
CONTEMPORARY INFLUENCES

Like most authors and poets, the Gawaln-poet seems
to have been greatly influenced by contemporary attitudes
and happenings., Whether his intent was to honor the Round
Table of Léward III, or to honor some now forgotten hero,
or to commemorate the founding of the Order of the Garter,
or;to stlmulate lagging interests in the fading courtly
traditions remains elusive in spite of energetic, scholarly
pursuit. At the present time it 18 possible to interpret
the poem in & number of ways--and to pursue that interpre=
tation thoroughly. But until more conclusive evidence is
uncovered, it remains for us to continue speculation and
exgmination of what is known of the contemporary situstion--

ever correlating Sir Gawaln and the Green Knight with the

possible intent of the poet himself.

| The poem deals rather clearly with the idesls which
were at the very base of knighthood--refined love and loyalty.,
As Geuwain accepts the challenge, "I beseche now with sajeg
sene/tﬁia melly mot be myne," (11, 341-3/2) and 1is tempted
by Bercilak's wife, much of his reaction is prompted in the
firat incident by his love and loyalty to Arthur, and in
thg second incident, he is constantly sware that ﬁe is

Berollak's guest. In both situations, Gewain rescts with
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dignity end courtesy., In so doing he becomes the embodi-

ment of the perfect knight,

Fyrst he wat3 funden fautlez in his fyue
wyttey,

And efte fayled peuer pe freke in his fyue
fyngres,

And alle his afysunce upon folde watz 1in
pbe fyue wounde

Pet Cryst kazt on pe croys, as be crede

tellezs
ones (11. 6L0o-643)

The poem begins and ends in the most colorful, most glori-
ous center of Engliah history~-the court of King Arthur,
What better cholice could be made 1f the author sought to
revitalize, through Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the

patriotic fervor of his countrymen.

| In order to present more convineingly and more re=-
alistically the chivalric 1deal, it is conceivable that the
gawain-poet patterned his hero efter one of the outstanding
heroes of the fourteenth century. Henry Savage believes
such & knipght to be Enguerrand de Coucy. Coucy, like Gawaln,
Journeyed into a far country to fulfill a feudsl obligation.
Through the victories of Fdward TII, Cherles V of France was
forced to conceds to the victor numerous hostages; Couey
was of thet number, During bis stay in England Coucy married
Isabells, eldest daughter of kdward III. His marriage freed
bim of the responsibilities of @ hostage, Since he found

great favor with Fdward III, Coucy was given numerous
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lahdholdinga which had been earlier conflscated from some
of his ancestors in England. These holdings ﬁsre; for the
ma jor part, in Lancashivé, the suggested home of the Gawaln-
poet.

Shortly after his merriage, Coucy was admitted to
the select society of the Order of the Garter even though
be was still technically in the aérvice of Charles V of
France. AS & result Coucy was placed in an equivocal posi-
tion, as Gawain was, While Gawain was a guest of Ber¢llak
and owed his host loyalty and allegiance, he was tempted
by his host's wife, Gawaln was thus faced with the situa-
tion of betraying the host to appease the wife or appeasing
the wife and betraying his hoat, 1In elther solution, he
must break his knightly oath, The situation 1s both false
and impossible.,

Coucy maintained such a position from 1363-1377.

In 1377 while in France, he decided to reject his wife and
his English allisnce. Isabella returned to Iknglend in
grief and humility.l Coucy sent to Richard II, now, king,

1A couplet, written in a8 different hand above the

Cotton Nero A X menuscript, could easily allude to the
distresses suffered by Isabella de Coucy, Countess of Bed-
ford, The couplet indicates certain sympathy a3 it says:

My minde 18 mukel on pbat wil me nozt amende
Sum time was trewe as stons and from scham
coupe hir defende

Henry Savage, The Gawain Poet: Studies in 1
and Backgrouﬁd"TChEﬁgI“ggxI:~1956), 5 212}318 Personality
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his resignation from the Order of the Garter and relsased
his claim on his English landholdings. A short while later,
8 new order, L'Ordre de l2 Couronne, w§s established 1n
France either to honor Coucy or at his insistence. The

order created by Arthur at the end of Sir Gawsin &nd the

Green Knight was established in honor of Gawain upon the

complstion of his quest.

Pe kyng comfortes pe knyzt . . . and
luflyly acorden ~

Pet lordes and ledis pat longed to be
Table, |

Vche burne of be broberhede, a bauderyk
schulde haue,

A bende asbelef hym aboute of & bryzt
grene, ,

And pet, for sake of pat segge, in swete

to were,
(11.2513-2518)

The following lines, which may describe Gawain's
colors, possibly allude to the Coucy arms which were six

bara of gules and vair {ver):

Sone a8 he on hent, and happed perinne,

Pat sete on hym semly wyth saylande skyrtes,
Pe ver by his uisage verayly hit semed
Welnez to vche hapel, alle on huwes,

Lowande and lufly alle his lymmez vnder,
pat a comloker kny3t mever Kryst made hem

bogt.
Gawain's colors include vair (ver, 1. B66) or tincture of

white. The ver has caused much confusion in translation
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and perhaps it meens, as Ssvage indicates, that Gaweln
"was wearing & robe of alternate bande of vair and gules,
and that there were six of these banda.“a

A battle cry 1s elluded to in the Sir CGawain and

the Green Knight, and it seems that Coucy had several such

battle ories. His best known was: "Notre-Dame au seign-
leur de Coucy.“5 Gawain also appealed to the Virgin in
moments of dureas, for he hed sn image of the Virgin painted
inside of his shield so that he migbt’gain 1népiration

through her visage.

Pat alle his fernes he feng at be fyue-
joyes |

Pat pe hende heuen quene had of hir chylde;

A% pis cesuse be kny3t comlyche hade

In pe more half of his schelde hir ymage
depaynted,

Pat quen he blusched perto his belde neuver

paryed,
(11, 646-650)

. - * . . - * . * - L4 » L4 * * * - . * L4

And perfore sykyng he sayde, I beseche ps,
lorde,

And Mary, pat is myldest moder so dere,
Of sum herber ber he3ly I my3t here masse. . . .

(11. 753-1755)

Thus immedlately can be seen several basic correlations

21bid., p. 186,
51b1d., p. 116,
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betwesn the romance, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, and

the reallity of the life of Enguerrand de Coucy: the rejec-
tion of the lady, the infraction of an oath, the foundation
of a8 new order of chivalry, and the similarities in colors
end oaths,

Savage involves the Pentangle in his trestment of
the Coucy~Gawain correlation. In 1351 Jean le Bon of France
established the Ordre de 1t'Etolle, perhaps in opposition
to the Fnglish Order of the Garter. The French order sought
elso to revive the Round Tgble ides and invoked the guldance
éf St. George, the Virgin, and the Lady of the Fleur-de-lis.
one feast day was held on January 6, 1352, the Feast of the
Tﬁraelxinga. The costume of this group included a red mantle,
furred with vair, over a white surcoat., On the shoulder of
fbe mantle wes a white star clasp, The star worn by 8 knight
vas wbite (argent); that worn by the king wgs pold The
device of a pold star on red became the device of the French
kinga. Although the order under Charles V collapsed through
‘lack‘of his support and interest, the star was continued as
8n honored decoration. It wes possibly granted to Coucy in
i358 shortly before he becames an Fnglish hostage.l! It should

be remembersd that the gold star on red waB borne on Gawain's
shield:

b1vid., pp. 161-163.



26

pe'apparayl of be payttrure and of pe
proude skyrtez . . .
And al watz rayled on red ryche golde
naylez . « » o«
(11. 601-603)
and: ,
Then psy schewed hym pe schelde, pat was
of sohyr goule3
Wyth pe pentangel depaynt of pure golde hwei.
(11. £19-620)

Since it is generally sccepted thet the Gaualn-poet
apent much of his Iife in the Northwest Midlend area, and
that the dialect of the poem 18 of this area, 1t 1is entirely
possible that the poet lived in one of the two larger es-
tates of this section--the home of Coucy or his brother-in-
law John of Geunt., These wWere the only tuo knights of the
Garter in the Northwest Midlanda., 1In either household
Coucy, even after his return to France, was held in esteem.
He hsd always been 8 favorite of John of Gesunt. Philippe,
the daughter of Isabella and Coucy, had heen very close to

her father and after her mother's death enjoyed a8 reunion

with the famous Coucy. Such a poem as Sir Gawsin and the

Green Knight, which possibly honored Enguerrand de Coucy

ard viewed sympathetically the position in which he had

been placed, would have been welcomed in elther household.?

JIbid., pp. 211-213,



CHAPTER IV
 INFLUENCES OF THE ORDFR OF THE GARTER

The motto of the Order of the Garter "Hony soyt qui

mal pence," which appears at the end of the Sir Gawaln and

the Green Knight, has initiated much speculation as to the

poem's relation to the Order, because the motto, written
in a later hand than that of the rest of the manuscript,
was added to the poem as an obvioﬁa ettempt ﬁy elther the
poet or the copylat to relate the poem to the Order of the

1

Garter.™ The parallels in 8ir Gawaln and the Green Knight

and the Order of the Garter, suggests Jackson, are "too
close to be accidental."?

Edward III in 13LL, in en attempt to revitalize
fading courtly traditions, sought to honor many of his
outstanding knights and so re-established the Round Table.
So grest was his interest that he called some three hun~
dred knights to take their vows on gsscred relics and to
swear to uphold the order. This assembly was called on
Whitsunday, a feast day in the Arthurian tradition. From

this rather unwieldy group came, some four years later,

188vage, op. ¢it., p. 106.

2
I. Jackson, "Sir Gawailn and the Green "
Anglia, XXXVII (1913), 399. fnlent,
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the more gelect, more secret Order of the Gamrter. This
groupy it is understood, was not subject to English Com-
mon Law. It 1is diffioulﬁ to specify particulars of the
Order of the Garter since, according to Garrett, the
Order's "records before the time of Henry V have mysteri-
ously dlsappeared."§

The vestment of the order included cloak, hood, sur=-
coat and garter. Generally éhe order was known‘as the Blue
Order for the predominant color of its costume; however,
the colors of the garments changed yearly.h Correlatlion
between the Order of the Garter costume and that worn by

Gawain can be seen in the following lines:

He were a bleaunt of blwe pat bradde to

pbe erthe,

His surkot semed hym wel pat softe watsz
ferred,

And his hode of pat ilke henged on his
schulder

Blande al of blaunner were bope al aboute.

(11, 1928-1931)

The green girdle of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight possibly

equals the collar of which the ornaments and long braid

5Bobert Max~
ax Garrett, "The Lay of Sir Gawain and the
Oreen Knight," JEGP, XXIV (1925), 125-12F,

hOs C
car Cergill and Margaret Sehlauch, "The Pearl
snd Ito Jeweler," PMIA, XLIIT (1928), 119, &= —— ———
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became a feature of the Garter costume.5 According to Loomis
such girdles or belts or laces were often worn as a baldric
over the shoulder.6

Since the Order of the Garter's early records are
few, many of the anclent symbols-~including the garter 1t-
Self--have lost thelr meaning., G. Beltz, the historian of
the Order of the Garter, believes that the gerter may have
been intended as an emblem

of the tie or union of warlike qualities

to be employed 1n assertion of the Founderta

[(Edward III] olaim to the French crown; and

the motto as a retort of shame upon him who

should think 111 of the enterprise, or of

those whom the king had chosen to be the in-

struments of its sccomplishment . . . . The

tastes of that age for allegorical conceits,

impresses, and devices, may reasonably warrant
such & conclusion,

The garter, worn on the left leg, according to Sevage,
"symbolized the bond which united him [the knight] with
hls fellow members in support of the royal claim to the

throne of France.“8

1b1d., p. 120.
6Loom18, op, cit., p. 151.
Tsavage, op. oit., p. 155.

81v14., p. 104,
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A more colorful veraion of the origins of the Order
of the Garter has been generally dlaregarded as having any
pertinent significance to the orgenization., In that story
Edward III gallently recovered the loat garter of the Count-
ess of Sslisbury and then placed the garter on hia'arm. To
prevent any embarrassment to the Countess he acclaimed:
"Hony solt qui mal pence." FEdward later gave symbolic garters
to his friends, and so--according to tradition--established
the Order of the Garter.9

Gawaln returns to Arthur's court and discusses his
wearing of the girdle or baldric by saying:

Pis 1s pe bende of pis blame I bere in

my nek . . .
Pis 1s pe token of vntrawpe pat I am

tanne inne,
And I mot nedey hit were wyle I may lasste. . . .
(11. 2506-2509)
If the "bende" passed across the shoulder, 1t could reflect
the well-known "bend of shame" as it is represented in Eng-
11sh heraldry. Since the bend of shame was adopted as a

badge of honor by other members of the order, the motto,

"Hony solt qul mal pence," gains more significance and mean-

ing.lo

1bid., p. 156.
103801{30:1’ ER. S‘&.’ po hlsc
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It 1s known that the Order of the Garter invoked
8t. George as its patron and that the fifteen days of the
Garter festivities equal that fifteen-day feast held by
Arthur at Camelot., In the St. George legend there is cere

tain correspondence with Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.

8t . George beheads a dragon as (Gawain beheaded the Green
Knight., St. George requgsta the lady in attendance to

pass a girdle around the waist of the dragonxta render it
harmless in much the ssme way thaet the green girdle renders
the ax harmless. Although the story may not be & source

for Sir Gawaln and the Green Knight, it doss have certain

slmilsrities to the poem and establishes the possibility
of the poem es & Garter paem.l1

It 18 generally sgreed that the Order of the Garter
was established in 15&8.12 Perhaps the youthful appearance
of the knights surrounding Arthur reflects the infancy of
the orgenization. The Green Enight calls Arthur's knights
"berdlez chylder" (1, 280), and Gawain claims to be the
weakest of 8ll, Thig portrait, of course, varies from the
traditional portrayal of the atrong and powerful Gawaln,

If Sir Gewsin and the Green Enight is a Gsrter poem,

there 18 reason to believe that many of the trials through

11 '
Cergill and Schleuch, op. cit., p. 120,

12
Savage, -O_E-o citu’ P 1’45-
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which Gawain must psss should be 2quated with initiation
rituals which usually sccompany membership in a secret order,
It is therefore easier té understend and t6 interpret some
'og‘the sctions of the Green EKnight. For instence, the Green
Kﬁight's 8x 15 decorated so a3 to suagest en instrument of
initiation.

Wyth tryed tasseley perto tecched 1nno§he
On botouns of pe bryzt grene broden ful riche.

(11, 219-220)

The Green Knight sets the return bout 8 year and
a day from the first beheading scene., This 1s, perhaps,
reminiscent of the periods of "good conduct" often requirsed
of an initiste before he is granted full privileges in a
secret order. The chastity tests to which Cswein must sub-
mit es well as those tests of loyalty and fidelity complete
the year's period for the initiste. The pentangle, repre-
sentative of the five knightly virtues, becomes a fitting
symbol of perféction which Gawnin must prove worthy to
carry. Finally, the three incffectual strokes of the
Green Knight*s 8x are echoic of the dubbing of the novice
in the knighting service. pPointing out these correlations,
Carglll suzgests that "the point to be noted i1s the obvious

¥
connections of the poem with some secret order."13

13Cargill and Schlauch, op. cit., p. 119,
&

For complete listing of orders founded {
fourteenth century see Appendix II, p, 87. n the late



CHAPTER V
THEMES

Upon revieuwing the themes of the poem, there seems
to be little doubt thet the Gawaln-poet used mythclogical
and archetypal petterns, Celtic and Irish traditions to
create a poem designed to arouse patriotic interest 1n the
revival of the chivalric traditlon., It is only reasonable
that such a revival would be stimulated by King Edward III
and his newly-established Round Teble and the later Order
of the Garter, Any poem dealing 1in the courtly tradition
in genersl and one of the orders specifically was very
likely to find a receptive audience.

It 1s entirely possible that the Gawain-poet, in
light of the chivalric interest, created a work to show
how the best of knights would react in the worst of situa-
tions. A reel knight, Gewain, is pitted against the fabu-
lous, the Green Knight and Morgen le ¥Faey. The opening
challenge of the Green Knight

Forpy I oraue in pis court e Crystemas
gomen, .
For hit 1s 30l and Nwe‘ger, and here er :
3ep mony:
If any 8o hardy in pbis hous holdez hymseluen,
- Be 30 bolde in his blod, brayn in hys hede,
Pat dar stifly strike e strok for an oper., . . ,

(11. 283-2§7)
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gests Gawain's loyalty to Arthur. Although Gawain admits
to being the "wakkeat, I wot, and of wyt febleat" (1. 35h)
of all the assembled knights, he alone stands beside hils
lord and meets the challenge of the Green Knight. Through
his acceptance of the challenge, Gawaln sets, perhaps, the
théme of the poem and summsrizes the authort's intent. Ga-
wain reacts in the way that all men should in fscing the
impossible:
Quat schuld I wonde?

Of destinés derf and dere
What msy mon do bot fonde?

(11. 563-565)

A yesr later, as Gewsin goes to meet the Challenger,
he faces the hostile elements of winter slone save for his
horse Gringolet,

Pe gome vpon Gryngolet glydez hem vnder,
Ppurz mony misy and myre, mon’'al hym one, . . .

(11, 7L8~749)

There is nothing about Gringolet which makes him anything
more than a noble beast. There is nothing of the fabulous
about him, But Gawain, the fine equestrian, treats Gringo-
18# a8 the excellent knight should and sees to the steed!'s
comfort before seeking his own comfort,

Sere segge3z hym sesed by sadel, quel
he lyzt,
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And sypen stebeled his sted stif men
innoge.,
Knyzted and swyerez comen doun benne

For "to bryng pils burne wyth blys into
: halle. « « &

(11. g22 -825)

The love teat wrought through Bercilak's wife again
places Gawain in s realvsituatioﬁ. Three times he facesa
the test of chastity; three times he refutes the challenge.
Through bhis scceptance of the girdle, the poet makes Gawaln
intensely human, He preéénts'g maﬁ who realizes that he
faces certain death, and sees in the girdle a chance to
survive the coming match. Would any man do leas?

It 18 to be remembered thaﬁ Gawain, throughout
the Arthurian materi#i, has been sssociated with the solar
deities, His strength is sald to ﬁéx and wene with the

strength of the sun. But in Sir Gewain and the Green Knight

there {s nothing which indicates thet Ggwain is more than
man., He is, rather, the embodiment of all that man should

be. One critic suggests that Gawain is

the 1deal feudal Christian knight who
not only represents the very highest
reaches of human behavior but who also
holds out for our evaluation those qual-
ities in 8 masn which his age, and the
feudel age at lasrge, admired most.

1p1an M. Merkmsn, "The Meaning of Sir Gewain and the
Green Knight," PMLA, LXXII (1957), 576.
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the poet pailnstakingly indicetes how Gawain stands ass the
best knight who ever lived, He has the physical fitness
required of the excellent knight~-atrength, endurance; skill
in weaponry and horsemanship. For'instance, Gawain is strong
enough to wleld the Green Enight's ax, and with one blow
Gawain decapitates the Challenger and drives the ax into
the floor:
Gauan gripped to his ex, and gederes
hit on hyzt, V ‘
Pe kay fot on pe fold he before sette,
Let hit doun 1lyztly 1lyzt on pe naked,
pat pe scharp of pe schalk schyndered
pe bones, ' \
And achrank purf pe schyire grece, and
scade hit in twynne, ‘
Pat pe bit of pe broun stel bot on pe
grounde,

(11. L21-426)

A8 Gawaln beglns his qguest, he is forced to ride
into the Wirral forest. Here the poet uses the elements
of a real situation, 8 situation familliar to his audlence
in order to intensify the reality of the dangers which the
hero must féce. A fourteenth century audience recognized
thp forests as a menace to the traveler. The Wirral for-
@8t was on s promontory between the Dee and Mersey rivers

in the northwest portion of the county of Cheshire.g

aSavage, op. cit., p. 7.
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The robbers and thleves who inhabited the forest created

suoch havoo in the surrounding countryside that the citizen-
ry of that ares petitioned Ldward III to have the woods
deforested. In answer to thia plea, writs were granted
by Edward III on July 20, 1376, which eatablished specisal
commissions to arrest all criminels in the Wirrsel area.
The problem was so perslistent that such writs were again
1ssued in 1386 and 1392;3 Both audlence and poet would
have been aware of the dangera and terrors of the Wirrsal,
It i1a 8 tribute to the genius of the poet that he used a
contemporsry situation to heighten the terror which Gawain
faced. The poem thus becomes more realistic, more believ-
able,

Not only must Gawein face the evil of the foresst,
but he must also face an even grester adverssry--the winter
season., The elements are more hostile then all the wormez

and wolues and wodwos, bullez and berez snd borez that he

faces in the wilderness.

For werre wrathed hym not so much, bpat
wynter was wors, ‘

When be colde cler water from be cloude3
schadde,

And fres er hit falle my3t to pe fale erbe;

New sleyn wyth be slete he sleped in his :
yrnes

Mo ny3zte3 pen innoghe 1n naked rokke3z

per as claterande from pe crest pe colde

borne rennegy,

Ibid., p. LS5.
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And benged heze ouer hls hede in hard
1ilsse-ikkles,

{11, 726-752),

Geéwain survives this test in spite of bis oun despair of
success,

Later at the Green Chapel when he has received the
return blow and is wounded in the nedk, Gawain agsin exhib-
itz his physical prowess as he moves with deftness snd agil-
Vity to place himself in a2 defensive position,

bat be schene blod ouer his schulderes
schot to be erpe;

And quen pe burne sejpe blode blenk on
pe snawe,

He sprit forth spenne-fote more ben a
spere lenps,

Hent bheterly his holme, and on his hed
cagt,

Schot with his schulderez his fayre
schelde vnder, ]

Brayde3 out a bryszt sworde and bremely

h KeZm-
¢ peRes (11. 2315-2519)

In addition to these physical qualities and the
demonstrated intiative, courage, end fortitude, the Gawain-
poet has combined in his hero all of the knightly virtues--
bﬁmility, courtesy, and loyalty.

As 1s shown in Gawain's scceptance of the challenge
(11, 3L41-35L), his humility 1s well established early in
poem since he indicates that it would be bebter to sacrifice
the least of the knights, himself, than any other of the
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Round Tsble, This humility is further illustrated through
what should have been Gawain's most triumphant moment--
when he has met the challenger and survived the return blow,
The Green EKnight reveals himself to be Bercilak snd explains
that he had sent his wife to Gawain with the gift of the
girdle. 1The Green Knight then pbéisea Gawsin, but the latter--

shamed by the memory of his false moment--can only grieve:

Pat oper atif mon in study stod a gret
whyle, . :
So agreued for greme he gryed withinne;
Alle pe blode of his brest blende in his
face
Pat al he sohrank for schome bat pe schalk
~talked,
Pe forme worde vpon folde pat be freke meled:
'Corsed worth cowardyse andé couetyse bobe.,
In yow 1s vyleny and vyse at vertue disstrye3s.!'
Penne he kazt to pe knot, and pe kest lawsez,
Brayde bropély pe belt to pe burne seluen:
‘Lol per pe falssyng, foule mot hit fsllel
For csre of Py knokke cowardyse me tagzt
To scorde me with couetyse, my kynde to for-
sake
Pat 1s larges and lewté at longeg to knyztes.,
e

liow I am fawty and falce, and ferde haf bén
euer ,

Of trecherye and vntrawpe bope bityde sorze
and carel

(11, 2369-2388)

Of Gawain's courtesy, much can be seid, for the poet
devotes numercus stanzas to reveasling Gawain's refutation
of the Lady!'s overtures. Esch parry and thrust is couched
in terms of courtliness and delicacy &8s Ggwailn seeks to

remain loysl to his host without arousing the ledy's anger
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or displeasure, This same courtesy, the same finesseof
expression was exhibited in Arthur's court as Gawaln re-
quested his lord's permission to accept the challenge of
the Green Knight;

Wolde 378, worpilych lorde,!' quop Wawan
to pe kyng,
Bid me boze fro pis benche, and stonde
by ‘'yow pere,
Pat I wythoute vylanye my3t voyde bis table,
And pet my legge lady lyked not ille,

I wolde come to your counseyl bifore your
cort ryoche. '

(11. 343-347)

Of all these attributes of Gawain, loyalty is per=-

haps the strongest, most powerful accoutrement in Sir Gawain

and the Green Knight, It is loyalty, after all, which moti-

vates the action of the poem, It is Gawain's loyalty to
Arthur which moves him to accept the Green XKnightts challenge.
1t 1s loyalty which forces him to keep the appointment, an
appointment which indicetes certain death:
Forpe, iwyase, bi 3owre wylle, wende me
byhoues, ,
Naf I now to busy bot bare bre dayesz,
And me als fayn to falle feye as fajyly
of myyn ernde,

(11. 1065-1067)

It 18 loyalty to Bercilak which keeps Gawain from capitu-
lating to the invitations of the host's wife. And it is
1oyalty to the lady when Gaﬁain refuses to reveal her identity



L1
when questioned by Bercilak as to the origin of those kisses,
'pat watz not forward, ! Quop he, 'frayst
me No mores=

For Ze haf tan pat yow tyde;, trawe 3a
non- oper-"
(11. 1595-1396)

It 1s the strong sense.of duty, of lopyslty, that compels
Gawain to do whatever must be done at & given moment,

In the ultimate test on Gawain'a loﬁalty, he falls,
By refusing to relinquiahkthergirdla ﬁo Bercilak, Gseswailn
violates his own word and the ﬁledge to his Eost.‘ When
he returns to Arthur's’cdurt;'ha‘détermines to weaf unfil

death the badge of shame.‘

P1s 18 be token of vntrawpe bat I am
And 1 mogaﬁeéggehit were wyle I msy last;
(11. 2509-2510)
Arthur turns the badge of shame into one of honor, and
all of the court come to wear the symboliec girdle, Does
1t not appear that the badge becomes 8 symbol of the need
for loyaltyé In the final moment, loyalty 1s the basls
for the entire courtly, feudal soclety. Without it, that
society, like Gawain, will fail,
True to the knightly tradition CGawain is a favorite

of the ladies, ms Bercilak's wife freely admits:

1fe prys end pe prowes pat pleses al
- oper,
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If I hit lekked oper set at lyzt, hit
were littel daynte;

Bot hit ar ladyes innoze pat leuer wer
nowpe ,

Eaf pe, hende, in hor holde, as I pe
habbe here, ,

To daly with derely your daynte worde;,

Keusr hem comfort and colen her cereg,

pPen much of be garysoun oper goldepa K
pay hauen,

(11. 12L49-1255)

It would be easy to combine these characteristics

and conclude that Gawain of Sir awain and the Gresn Knight

is simply too good to be real, If this were indeed the
case, then the Gawain-poet would have defeated his purpose,
Had the poet made his hero more than man, Gawaln would cease
to be the effective men that he is. The genius of the poet
presents & hero who thrbugh his sction and behavior is dis-
tinctly human. For example, Gawain is nesr despair as he
facea the forces of winter. “
He rode in his prayere,
and cryed for his mysdede,
He sayned him in sypes sere,
And sayde, 'Cros Kryst me spede.!
( .
(11. 758-762)
He accepts the girdle in order to save his 1life in the
most -human of resctions.
He bonkked hir oft ful swype,
Ful pro with hert end pozt.
Bi bat on brynne aybe
Ho hat3 kyst pe kny3t so togzt,

(11. 1866-1869)
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It is here that it is realized that the temptation theme
has not really teated; not actually chellenged Gawaint's
vows of chastity. The 1érger test was a test of his integ-
rity--end that test he fails in part, Gewain has been dis-
tracted by the feint of the chantity teats and has become.
a.victim of the unauspeeted.‘ Vhen he realizes that he has
been tricked his response 1s a& natural one: "Bot your gor=-
dell quodp Gawa&p 1God you fcr;élée“ (1.2429). |

As Gawsin's departure from Camelot csuses much weep=-
ing-and despair, his return causes feasting and celebration.
Both sets of circumstances create exceptlonally bellevable
situations, and Gawain's reactlion at both times shows bim
to be serious, devout, capable, and humble, Never does
the poet make him more then he could be; but he is always
all thst he should be. As suck he fulfills his function
@3 a romance berd, the chaépion’uf the human‘rsce.

Much of the poem's charm, however, lies in those

elemsents of romance foundlin Sir Gawain and the Creen Knlght.

The gawein-post begins his poem with historical references
fe¥této be suthentic--Troy, encient Briton, Cemelot. Came-
lot, wwith 1ts color and glitter, seemed to be the very seat
of Englandts plorious pest, a past real to the fourteenth
°°nt?r?. Amid & scene of festivity, & scene which musat
havggbeenrfamiliar to the medieval courtly audience, the

Poetgintroduoesvthe somewhat spectacular Green Knight,
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The gigantic green figure, with his amazing hold on life,
his ouriocus color, porsonifies the unreel, the unexplained,
the unknown terrors which allimen fear, It iS'thrdugh'the
device of the Green Knight that one can say the "known is
brought into contention with the unkncwn."& Since Gswain
combines the finest of human characteristics, it 1s hecea-
sary that something more than humen test him, By creating:
8 world that is half real (Arthur's court) and helf unreal
(Green Knight-Bercilak's castlse), the post creates a world
which 8llows the hero to face any situation end to demon-.
strate his finest qualities, A more-than-puman element
appears in the Green Knight later revealed to bs Bercllsk
who 1s a normal, pleessant individual csught in the hold

of Morgan le Fay:

tBeroilesk de Hautdesert I hat in pis londe.

Purz myst of Morgne de Faye, pat in my hous
lenges,

And koyntyae of clergye, bl craftes wel
lerned=-

De mayatrés of Merlyn mony ho hat3 taken. . . .

(11, 2hhs5-2LL8)
As the role of the Green Knight is that of the antagonist,
he is a vehicle of the sorceresa, The Creen Knight-Bercilak
combination exlsts to ocarry out the will of Morgan, who is

essentially the link between the real world and the unreal.

hMarkman, op. ¢it., p. 576.
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Since Morgen ia often portrayed as the sister of Arthur
and her anger toward Camelot was well‘knqﬁn, the fourteenth-
century audienca-~familiar‘with these traditiong=--could
easlly have found In Morgsn le Fay a uhifyling force in
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Actuelly the ten per

cent of the poem given to the marvelous can be traced to
the machinations of Morgan, And the poet uses the elements
of the marvelous to bind the basic motifs--the Besheading
Game, the Temptation, and the Exchange of Winnings themes--
together, The Deheading Game is the force béhind Gawain's
journey; his journey leads him to Bercilak's castle.,
The combination of the real and unresl gives play
to the poet'é imaginatioﬁ and kis genius. The realistic
description of the forest Wirrals
« + « 8 forest ful dep, pat ferly watz
wylde,
Hize hillez on vche a halue, 8nd holt-
-wode3 vnder B
Cf hore oke3z ful hoze 8 hundreth togsders
Pe hasel snd pe hazporne were harled al
~ samen,
¥With roze raged mosse rayled aywhere,
With mony brydédey vnblybe vpon bare twyges,
Pat pitosly per piped for pyne of pe colde,
| (11, 7h1=747)

Contresta with the fobulous description of the area immed-

tately approaching Bercilak's castle:

Nade he sayned hymself, segge, bot
prye,
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Er he watz war in pe wod of a won in
a mote, _
Abof a lsunde, on s lawe, loken vnder
. bojes -
Of mony borelych bole sboute bl be
diches: ‘
A castel be comlokeat pat euer knyst
. .. 8%te, :
Pyched on & prayere, a park al aboute,
With a pyked palays pyned ful bilk,
pPat vmbeteye mony tre mo pen two myle,
- pat holde on pet on syde pe hapel auysed,
As hit schemered ehd schon pursz be schyre

okeZ. o 4 o o
“ (11. 763-772)

The reality of Gawain's prayer contrastas with the unrealistio
and,suddan‘appearance of the castle itself. (Oswain's rellef
and Joy at finding a moment of resplte contrasts with the
hazarés which he is asbout to face. He has unsuspectingly
walked into the second test--the test of tehptation.

It 1s at this point that meny of the themes and liter-
ary devices of the age are drawn on to enhance the nobility

of Géwainta character. Sir Gewasin and the Green Knight,

like most of the literature and art of the Middle Ages,
abounds in ajmbolism, allegory, end imagery. The struggle
wbich Gawginafacea becomes something of the struggle which
all menjmustifaqe. The struggle between the natural im-
pulses as opposed to the more refined attributcs imposed
by,civi;;zétion,gives a key to the universsl attraction

of the poem. iIt‘isAhere‘perhaps that the greatneas of the
poem lies, Zike the pentangle,'tha perfect, endless knot,
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Gawain is thought to be without a flaw, Because he comes
closest to the realizetion of perfeotion, the pentengle
becomes & fitting emblem for him to bear,

The moat snclent associationa of the pentangle are
to be found in the secret rites and practices agrrounding
Pythagorua and his followers, It is also connected with
the ancient rites of the Greek Christiasns, the Jews, and
with King Solomon. ' The letters S A L U S were often
written at each point of the pentangle to represent health,
qomplatahess;\acundneaa of body and mind. The number five,
being composed of both odd and even numbers, contained both
good and bad properties, However, five could also stand
for the five wounds of Christ and the five joys of the Vir-
gin., Five, because of its holy implications, was often
5

invoked to ward off beaata and unknown evils. The pent-
angle with its numeroua implications thua becomes 8 symbol
of perfection the goal to which all knights should strive,
The pentangle ag 8 holy device serves to proteot Gawain
from the evila wbich he must faae. It should be remembered
that when Gawain 18 so armed he 1s infalllible.

| Because Gawain is 8 man, because he is human, he.
is subject to temptation, to weakness, He realizes his

own inadequacy even if otbers do not. Therefore, he does

rely on the protection of the Virgin Mary. He 18 not

'~Ssavage, op. cit., pp. 158-159,
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unmindful of his need of her nor of -his devotion to her.
Gret perlle bitwene hem stod,
Nif Maré of hir kny3t mynne.
(11, 1768-1769)
As he lies 1n bed, stripped of Bis armoé, stripped of the
shield beéring the pentangle and the likeness of the Vir-
gin, he becomes most §uineraﬁle. It 1s then that he is
most open to temptation; 1t is then that he succumbs to
temptation‘and accepts the girdle of Berdilakfa‘wife;
Although he seeks to safeguard his body with magic,
with the talisman, he 1s not unmindful of the danger to
his soul, He therefore seeks on numerous occasions the
blessings of the mass., As Gawain prepares to leave Arthur's
court he hears thevmasa.
So harnayst as he wat3 he herkne3z his
Offred Aanﬁigéured at pe hese auter.
(11. 592-593)
After each temptation by Bercilak's wife, Gawain goes

to hear the mass .,

And he ryches hym to ryse and rapes hym
sone
- Clepes to his’chamberlayn, choses his wede,
Boze3 forth, quen he wat3z boun, blypely to
masse;

(1. 1309-1311)

and:
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Then rubes hym be renk and ryses to be
~ masse, ,
And sipen hor diner wat3 dyst end derely
serued,
(11. 1558-1559)
Because he is only a man, Gawain seeks the protection and
solace which the Church affords, Because be 1s less than
immortal, Gawain also succumba to the security that super-
stifion can also afford, It is through this capitulationr
that he succumbs to the temptation of the world. The fall
is that suffered by mankind, but the recognition of ﬁeak-
ness is admitted by only the finest of men, And, 1t 1s
then that Gawain comes to know himself-~for to know one-
self is to know one's weaknesses, Englehardt summarises
Gawain'as development in this way:
Gewain had resisted the flesh, he had defied
the devll, he had succumbed to the world, and
he had come to know himself, His humility,
which in the beginning had ssvored somewhat
of polite self-deprecation (11, 35L-357), had
now become pure and genuine. The endleas knot
had been SUperaeged by the knot of green silk.
This was enough.
It should be remembered that as Gawaln prepares to face
the Green Knight on New Year's day, he wears the green

girdle over his surcoat. In other words, he allows

6George J. Englehardt, "The Predicament of Gawain,"
MQ, xvI (1955), 225. |
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superstition (the girdle) to take precedence over the
holy symbol of perfestion (the pentangle).

The flaws which belie the outward facade of Gawsin's
perrectibh are typiocal of numerous points of contrast found
throughout the poem., Such descriptions as the roughhess
of nature as opposed to the glittering comfort of the éourt,
the coldﬁeas of winter versus the warmth of Bercilak's home,
the temptations offered versus the resistence of purity, the
elegance of dreas of Berclilak's lady versus the nakednesas
of her breasts and neck, all establish the constant struggle
which challenge the humen spirit. It can be said then that
thé "Si1y Gewain and the Green Knight 18 a penetrating stﬁdy

of the two aspects of'human experienoé, the twq conflicting
tendenoiéa-in the 1ife of those times--and any time--which
battle for dominence in mants soul."T'

The Green Knight himself becomes the embodiment of
these forces, his greenness (nature) and his knighthood
(court)., The girdle 1s perhaps representative of primal
urgings while the gold bgcomés~man's effort to be soclal.

Gewain wears both to save himself. Goldhurst best summar-

izes this discussion by saying:

Gawein has ylelded to the green of the

Twilliem Goldhurst, "The Green and the Gold: The
Major Theme of Sir Gewsin snd the Green Knight," CE, XX

(1958), 63.




91
girdle ., . . the cause of his shame, for

his entire wsy of life should have led him

to reasist the primel call of nature, and

to ¢ling to the gold of the image: court-

11neas,'g§ace, and the denial of natural

1mpulsea.f .

Faced with such atruggle, with the decisions which Gawsin
of necesslity must make, it 1s possible to see in him all
mankind. He succeeds as only the finestcan succeed; he
falls as only the human can fail,

Now, if 1t 18 the poat's'idee;to emphagize the hu-
man frailty, it is not d1fficult to find in the third
temptation scene the introduction of the theme of pensnce.
The confession scene, according to Burrow, is the

beginning of a shift in balance which is

to carry the poem out of the public world

of mirth into the private world of penance.

Its function is proleptic . . . as 1t an~

ticipates the ma%n penitential theme of

the fourth fitt. ' _ ‘

In the earlier exchange of winnings scenes, Gawain
is the first to step forward and willingly offers up the

kisses. 1In the final exchange of winnings scene, he offers

the kisses but makes no mention of the girdle. Perhaps

Brpia., p. 6.

S——————

9John Burrow, “"The Two Confession Scenes in Sir

Gawain and the Green Knight," Mp, LVII (1959), 7hL.
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Gawain clings to the girdle in & frantic attempt to save
his life for he knows that on the very next day he must
face his edversary at the Green Chapel. Perhaps Gawain
is already ashamed that he has broken his word beféra
‘Bercilak ever returns to collect the day's winnings, Ga-
wain had already "bid hit [the girdle] ful holdely . . ."
(1. 1875), thus indicating that he never had any intention
of givihg the girdle to Bercilsk, Nevertheless, 1t is
easy to find in the Green Chapel scene the pattern of the
confessional, QCGawain becomes the penltent as the Green
Knight becomes the confessor., The three acts of the peni-
tent--contrition, confession, and satisfaction--can be thus
traced. Gawain's schome leads him to confess:
For care . of by knokke cowardyse me
tazt
To acorde me with couvetyse, my kynde
to forsake,
Pat 18 larges and lewté bat longez to
knysztez,
Now I am fawty end falce, snd ferde
haf ben suer
Of trecherye and vntrswbe. . . .
(11. 2379-238l)
His confesasion lesds him to satisfactlion:

Letez me ouertake your wylle
And efte I schal be ware,

(11, 2387-2388)

The Green Knight then absolves Gawsin as he says:
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T haelde be polysed of bat plyzt, and
pured as clene ‘
As pou hade3 neuer forfeted sypen pou
wat3 fyrat borne;
(11, 2394-2395)
This scene should recall the earlier confessional with the
pr;est at Bercllek's castle, for the two scenes are closely
paralleled.lo The poet says of the priest
« « « he asoyled hym subely, and sette
hym 8o clene

As domezday schulde haf ben dizt on be
morn.

| (11. 1883-188L)
As Gewaln lturns to the comfort of thé Church, he
1s recognizing and admitting the transitory nature of life.
It has been suggested that the "colors of green and gold

111 Perhaps it is

traditionally symbolize vanisbing youth.'
here that the poet is seeking to place certain oemphasis,
The youthful Gawain, thalnobiest of Arthur's court, has
failed in the ultimate test of loyalty. 1In spite of his
youth, his courage, hls strength, he has been defeated.
Perhaps the poet 1s saying that regardless of the accoutre-

ments one might hsve which enable him to lead the noble

01p14., pp. 75-76.

Usonn si Lewis, "Gawain and the Green Knight,"
CE, XXI (1957), 51.
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life, without loyalty life and living come to nothing.
The argument galns furthéﬁ,impetus when it 1s real-
ized that the opening lines (11. 1419) téi1'Qf the seige
and destruction of Troy, that once glorious city which 1is
now'"be'borg brittened and brent to brondey and askez"
(1. 2). AThe éqwnfall of that anclent city was brought
sbout through the treachery of "Jye tulk bat pe trammes
of tresoun per wrozt . . ." (1. 3). FEven in the begin-
ning of the poem, the Gawain-poet 1s speaking of the
fast-fading glorles of men and the evil that comes from
lack of'lcﬁalty;
| The hunting scenes which the Gawaln-poet goes to
such lengthe to describe must also be of symbolic value,
The obvious correlstion is thet Gawain--like the stag,
the bosr, ané;the fox=--18 the hﬁnteé. But the mesning
goes much deeper. Since the poet lived during & time
when_heraldry was well known and‘easily,reéognizeé by
the members of thejcoﬁrt, it ia best to turn to English
heraldry to find the most reasonable meaning,behind the
three hunting scenes, .
| ‘Accoréimg to John Guiliim, suthor of A Dlsplsy
of Heraldry, first published in 1610, the stag 1s thus

presented:

Naturethaving denied this Beast other
securities, hath indued him with two
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excellent Favours -a&bove others; the One,
exceeding quickness of Hearing, to fore-
know his Hezards, and so the sooner to
prevent them (for which Cause the Stag 1is
among the Emblems of the five Sensdes, rep-
resenting the Hearing); the other exceed-
ing Speed of Foot, to fly fgom the Danger
when 1t spproacheth. . . .

Guillim continues his diseussion as he speaks of those who

bear the stag or hasrt on their érma;w

Hert born in Arms . . . betokeneth some-~
times one skilful in Musick, or such an
one as taketh s Felicity snd Delight in
Earmony. Alsoc a men that 1s wise and
- politick, and well forseeth his Times
and Opportunities; a Man unwilling to
assall the enemy rashly, but rather desir-
- ous to stend on his own Guard honigtly,
then to annoy another wrongfully.

In‘thia discussion close correlation can be found
hetﬁeen Gawain on his firgt day of temptation'and the stag
on the first day of the hunt. The stag fails to break into
the cpeﬁ'unfil he absolutely hss to. Geﬁain liea 15 bed
and féigns sleep until he absolutely has to acknowledge
the presence of Berciiak's lady.

.. .o8nd Ye burne schamed,
And layde hym doun lystyly, and let

as he slepte;

L4 * » A d - . L * * L4 L] . L * - » L L]

1201 4ed in Savage, op. ¢it., p. LoO.
1ic1ted in Savage, op. cit., p. L1,
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Pe lede lay lurked a ful longe quyle,

Compast in his concience to.quet pat
cace my3zt ; - ;

Meue opber amount--to meruayle hym post,

Bot 3et he sayde in hymself, 'More semly
hit were

To aspye wyth my spelle in space quat ho

‘ wolde,!

| (11. 1189-1199)
Like the stag, 1t 13 sound which mekes Gewain sware thet
his chamber has been entered, and that he himself is under

attack.,

And 88 1n slomeryng he slode, alesly
‘he herde ' ‘ '

A littel dyn at his dor, and derfly

B vpons ' - :

And he heue3 vp his hed out of pe

: , clopes :

A corner of pe cortyn he ca3t vp e
Clyttel,

And waytey warly piderwarde quat hit
be my3t,

(11, 11R2-1186)
Throughout this duel the Jests fly lightly and quickly
much ssvthe étag breakas through the thicket.

!?er ar a sleper vnslyze, pat mon may

: slyde hiders;

Now ar ze tan estyt. Bot true vus may

- schavpe,

I schal bunde yow in your bedde, pat be
ze traystt:

Al lezande be lsdy lanced bo bourdes,

1Goud moroun, gay,' quop Gaswayn pe blybe,

Me schal worpe st your wille, and pat me
wel lykes,

For I zelde me 3ederly, and ze3ze after
gracs,

And pat is pe best, be my dome, for me
byhove3 nede':



And pus he bourded s3zayn with mony &
blype lazter,

(11. 1209-1217)

The entire discussion shows that Cswain 18 elusive and
nimblelmuch 28 18 the stag whioh 13 eventuslly caught by
Bercilak, |

The boar of the second day's hunt 1s sohéthing of
another matter. But according to‘Ehglish classification
of animals, the boar is atill of the firat rank of animals.
As Gewain is‘thé’fineat‘exampie of knigbthaod,Athe stag
and boar'are(cdnaidered to be "beasts of venery" or enimals
of the highest order 1l Guillim discusses the meaning of
the bosr in Eﬁgiish‘heraldry in the following terns:

Bearing of the Boar in Arms betokeneth a
Man of bold Spirit, skilful, politick in
warlike feats, and One of that high Reso-
lution, that he will rather die valorously
in the Field than he will secure himself
by ignominious Flight, He 1is called, in
ILetin, Aper sb asperitate, because he is

80 sharp and Tierce 1n conflict with his
Foe, And this is a aspecial Property in a
Souldier, that he be fierce in the Encount-
ering his Enemy, and he bear the Schock or
Brunt of the Conflict with 8 noble and mag-
nanimous Courage, . 5

: 1hHenry L. Savage, "The Significance of the Hunt-
ing Scenes," JEGP, XXVII (1928), T

citea in Savsge, The Gaewain Poet, p. 3.
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gawain's attitude toward Bercllek's lady on the second day
of temptation is marked by rreater restraint and hesviness
of tone,

why! ar ze lewed, pst alle pe los welde3z?

Oper slles 3e demen me to dille your daly~-

' aunce to herken?
(11, 1528-1529)
Gawain thus appears more direct, like the boar, in his
confrontation of the adversary. On this day, Gawain makes
no pretense at belng asleep.

Bercilak's wife, likewise, im more forthright as
she challenges the rscumbant bero., She=--like the bunter--
ﬁeééiéfsﬂih the conquest. | |

Ppus hym frayned bat fre, and fondet

hym ofte, '
For to haf wonnen hym to woze, what-
- 80 scho po3zt ellez: ‘
(11, 15L9-1550)

The parallel continues 8s both Bercilak anéd hls lady pur-
sue ndblé " zame" on the first two days of the temptation
seQuence. On the third day the sltuation changea,

Bercllsk's puﬁsuit of the fox 18 ruthless, vengeful.
He shows no mercy téward there;ﬁsivé animal. And upon his
return, Bercilak shows no pride in the day's kill.

For I haf hunted al pis day, and no3t

‘ haf I geten
Bot pis foule fox felle-pe fende haf pe

godet.,
(11. 1943-194k)
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His reaction is consistent with the English approach to
both the hunt and to hersldry. The fox was considered to
be something llke vermin, an animal to be ceught in any
manner and to be destroyed. No honor, no respect was di-
rected toward him. As a result, the fox is seldom found
in British heraldry.lé
Correlations are easily found, however, between
Bercilek's hunt on the third dgy and Gawain's bout with
the lady of the housebold. Bercilak'!s day wes not one
of sport, for onoce the "false beast" was aroused in the
forest, the hunter's intent was to kill. Gsawain 1s re-
vealed on this third day to be a "false man," Beroilak's
wife is more direct, more open than on the previous days;
she, too, 1s determined to triumph., Gawaln accepts the
girdle,;fails,toAgive~it‘to his host, and proves to be -
false to a generous host.
The fox in the wood makes a false turn in order

to escape the fatal stroke:

And he schunt for be scharp, and schulde

haf arered;
A rach rapes hvm to ry3t er he my3t
And ry3t bifore pe hora fete pay fel on
hym alle. . . &

(11. 1902-1904)

161v1d., p. L6.
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In making the false move the fox falls into the Jaws of
death.

Gawain feels that he haes survived the tests of chas-
tity. He fails to realize .immedistely that he hes failed
the other, more importsnt test of loyalty toward his host.
By & trick, Gewain-~like the fox--has fallen; the use of
trickery 1s the direct casuse of the undoing of both false
beast and false man."although Gawain does not dle, his
treschery would be heinous to the medieval sudience.,

Perhapas the poet 18 implying that 1ife is an 1llu-
sion just as the tests were essentlally not what they were
thought to be. Such centradiction appears throughout the

Sir Gawein and the . Green Enight. Gaweln, believed to be

the perfect knight, is proved to be a human being. The
Gresn Knight is merely & mask for the designing Morgan le

Fay 83 she works through Beércilek., The old, apparently
harmless lsdy in Bercilak's hall is really & witeh., Ber-
cilak's wife only seems to be unfaithful since she actually
is doing her husband's bidding. Arthur's court is capable

of both cowsrdice st facing an enemy and nobility 15 accept-
ing the fellen hero and sharing hie guilt among them. Bloom-
field summarizes this approasch to the poem by saylng that
the Cewain-poet shows through his work that "Life is a tissue

of contradictions, even in its most aristocratic snd idealized
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torm."17

In summary 1t seems that the Gawain-poet 1s seekling
to 11lustrate and to emphasize the fact that 11fe 1s rarely
as 1t appears and that success 1s elusive. By using all of
the observed polnts of contragt, bj ;nvolﬁing a wideyﬁsaga
of symbolism and parallels, the poet ahoﬁé that the,cbly
life, the only soclety which can obtain sqme‘semblance of
greatness and truth, 1s that 1life, thaﬁAsociétyg which hark-
ens to the chivelric idesl, Of all the v;rtueé promoted
by chivalry the one most baale to the wéli being of'iife‘
is that of lay&lty.’ Loyalﬁy as the oanteb ofvsocietf,,
since ancient times, has besen the basis of the English
approach to government. It is ioyaltﬁ which prompts Ga-
wain to accept the quest; 1t is 1oyalﬁy which insists he
keep the appointment at the Gréen Chépel; éhd,it 1s the
lack of loyalty in the final moment which promotes his fall.
The thread of loyalty aseems indeed to wind throughout the
poem 88 it binds Beréilsk's lady's actions to her husband's
will, aﬁd Befciiak's actioné to Horgqn le Fay. This baslc
theme seems to be too obvious, toc sﬁrongly emphaesized, to

be overlooked in any discussion of the Sir Gawaln and the

Green Knight.

17Morton W. Bloomfield, "Sir Cawain and the Green
RKnight: An Appraisal,” PMLA, LXXVT (1961), 19.



CHAPTER VI
' THE GREEN KNIGHT

'No study of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight ts ¢ om=

plate withcub certaln disdussion of the unususl figure cf
the Grean Knight. It has been mentioned that the Green o
Knighb posaibly has roots ?n vagetation myth and in Celtic
tradition. These éiscuasions oertainly lend themselves to
study, however, 1t is well to survey the contemporary atti-
tudes of the foﬁrtesnth century to find what 1mplications
could have also influenced the Gawain—poet. xt is within
tha realm of poasibility that the poet patterned the '
Green Knight artar 8 popular fourteenth century knight.
Ir inéeed this were the case, is 1t not also possible that
the pcet drew on those situations those 1ndividuels famil-
iar to the medieval audience, to emphasize further the chiv=-
alric ideal, By patterning the Green Knight after an out-
standing eontemporary knight the poet might further empha-
aize the neeé to cherish loyalty even at the caat of one'a
‘1ifa. | B |
The é§eén Knight fails to appeaf in any other Arthur-
lan material;' It is therefore possibla to conclude that he
may have entered the poet'a imagination through myth through

other worka, or through contamporary eventg. Possible
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correlastion and identification mey be found in ancient and

contemporary works, For instance, in the Champion's Rar-

gain the antagohist appears carrying an ax in hia right hand.

In the Mule seanz Frein a "vilain" appears carrying 8 great

ax, In Perlevaus the knight enters carrying 8 great ax,

and in the Livre de Caradoc the knight carries a long aword ,t

In addition to the over-sized weapon, the knight is
made even more ferocious through his sppearance. In the -

Champion's Bargain he i3 8 hideous giant with yellow eyes;

in the Mule sanz Frein he emerges from an underground vault.

However, in Perlevaus and Livre de Caradooc the knight appears

to be & haﬁdsome'figure~richly attired, a device used, per-
haps, to ocntfast his beauty with his sinister sctivities.
Through each of these works, the knight acts as something
of an 1mmortal/exeduﬁioner. As such he could easily be
equated with Death.?

Another of the marvelous attributes of the Green
Knight 1s, of course, hia greenness. Krappe suggests that
the color greaﬁ is that of the usual dress of the Irish
fairies, that "virtually 81l elfin folk in Eritain and

Irelsnd dress in green."3 Remembering the evil task of

‘ A]’A. H. Xrappe, "Who Was the Green Knight?" Speculum,
X111 (1938), 207,

21bts., p. 208,
1bid., p. 211.
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the Green Knight, it ias not difficult to equate bim with
the undervorld.

The associstlon of green with death can be traced
through medieval trasdition 1n such elements as aﬁ ancient
riddle where death is said to be "greener than grass."
Héndall points out that in the "Cruel Mother" the ghosts
of the children are dressed in green "To show that death:
they had beén in' 1In the "Twa Sisters" the drowned girl
appears as 8 "gbaist sae green," while 1n the ballad "The
Wee Wee Man“ there are twenty-rour little people "A' comely.
cled in glistering green." And in "Thomaa Rymer' the hero
wears "the grass-green silk.,® In the more widely read

Canterbury Tales, Chaucer's Friar tellas of & "gay yeoman" .

dressed in green, who admlts to being a8 "feend dwellyng
in helle™ (1. 1&&8).b

Thréughout the Middle Agea, the devll as a Christ-
lan symbol and as fhe counterpart of death wore a green
6oat. It can thus be ssid of the Gfeen Knight fhat "his
color, quite asbmuch a8 his dark and grim sppearance 1n
thejoldér texts, is indicative of his trué nature. There
is thefefora no reason to presume that fhis feature [ﬁhe

greenness] is a late 1nvention."5 This interpretation galns

4pale B. J. Randall, "Was the Green Knight s Fiend?"
sp, LvII (1947), Ligo.

5Krappe, op. cit., p. 212,
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further support when 1t is realized that All Hallow's Eve

in the 0ld Celtic traditlion also was celebrated as New

Yearts Eve and ss a feast for the dead.s

The Green Knight enters bearihg the bough of holly
in accordance with the ancient associstion of evergresns--

the holly included--with death. Krappe suggests that

there 18 sound reason to believe that in
the Celtic lands the holly was closely
associated with the powers of death, that
it was 8 symbol of death, subsequently to
develop into & symbol of the time of the
year when the world of the dead stood open
and when the poor souls were free to haunt
their old sbodes to warm themaelves by the
fire of the Yule Log . . . . The holly
bough , . . [1s] a fitting emblem of the
Lord of Hades . . . placed 19 the hand of
the grim executioner , . ., .

The holly was often displayed during the Christmas end New
Year season, According to tradition the dead souis were
free to visit thelr faemllies and friends during th;s‘sea~
son on the condition that they faturn to their graves when
the holly was removed from the hall.8 This anciénb tradi -

tion can be readily recognized as the belief that, as Krappe
suggests, there is "nothing more terrible than Death and it

61p1a., p. 213,
T1pid., p. 215. |
eﬁandall, op. eit., p. LE6.

g
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requires a knight sans peur et sans reproche to accept

his grim challenge and to brave him,"?

According'to medieval tradition, green was also
the color most often aasoclated with hunters.‘ It 15 easl -
ly seen that by using s "natural" color, the stalking of
geme would be facillitated. The association of the devil
with s hunter can be made a3 he stalks his humen prey.
Through medieval 1iterature the 6evil 1s said torappear
"with some frequencj'as a huntér,and a‘knigbt in a green
manﬁle."lo,Loomig suggests that "in Welsh and Celtic lore,
the pbantom hunter has been identified with the Devil or
with some wicked_mortal."ll The Green Knight is obviously
seeking prey es he énters Arthur's court. Later Bercilsk
stalks Ggwaln 88 he subjeéts his guest to a triple tempta-
tion. 1In the finélvbeheading sdene, Bercilak or the Greeh
Knight stélks Gawain gnd-toys rather mercilessly witbvhim
a3 he lowers the ax three timesa, The Green Knight-~Berci-
lak transition is in keeplng with the anclent tradition
of the devil as a shape-shiftar——a tradition which perhaps
begins with the serpent which tempts Eve in the Garden of
Eden,

9
10

Krappe, op. ¢it., p. €l15.
Randall, op. cit., p. Le1,

‘llﬁoger Shermen Loomis, Celtiec Myth and Arthurian
Romance (New York, 1927), p. 59.
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The Gewain-poet!s use of the green flesh in addi-
tion to the green habit is perhaps té helghten the dramatid
intensity of the opening scene, Such s device would be con-
sisﬁent with the poetts taste for the dramatic and tﬁe spec~
téculér.

During the Middle Ages demons were often thought to
be capabls of certain good work. Bercilak is, in msny ways,
the kind,hoapitableAhost. Another populer concept was that
the devil gften joined hands with 2 sorceress as Bercilsk

12 The Green Knighit's association

does with Morgan le Fay.
with the de#i; csén be further substantiated when 1t is re-
membered that Gawain, in order to find the Green Knight,
must travel into the north country which was traditionally
qlassifiedyaé a région inhaﬁited by the devil.!> The Green
Chaéél, with its opening into the ground, 1s an cbvious

allusion to the eﬁtrance to the underworld, If one wished

to continue the cdevil-death interpretation of Sir Gawain and

the Green Knight, 1t would be well to remember that Gawain

must cross a river to reach the Green Chapel:

A balzbers bi a bonke pe brymme bysyde,
Bl a forz of a flode pat ferked psre:

(il. 2173-2174)

laﬁandall, op. cit., p. LE5.

151bia., p. LY,
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He does so in the traditibn of Homer, Virgll, and Dante,
The Green Knight - .ults the Stream‘as though the water
would be ihjuroua to him; this 1des 1s in keeping with
the trudition that otherworldly creatures would be dis~-
soiveé by water,

In splite of the discuasibna which attempt to eqQuate

the Green Knight with death or with the devil, such inter-

pretations cannot be firmly related t9'81r cawainsand the

Green Knight. No man, regardless of his ability, can win

ggainaf death., It 1s to be remenbered that Gawain--in
5piterf bis successes and, more importantly, his failure--
does subvive. He survives, even triumphs over certain
death., His triumpbﬁis ?ossiblefmerely,baeause of the
Green Knight's help through the gift of the girdle, wbich
may or may not héve the abilitj teAaave,life.‘ If the
Green Knight had been determihed to have Gawaints l1life
he could have easily done so., The Green Knight oould have
withheld the girdle; he could have taken 1t from Géwain
since the girdle is worn openly; or the Green Knight could
have‘déne more than niock Gewsln in the neck. The Green
Knight does none of these things. Other than frightening
Gawain by the feints with the ax, the Green Knight is rather
pleasent with the young Gawaln,

It 18 posaible thaet the poet, while dramatizing his
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creation through the devices of color and shape-shifting,
actually patterned the Green Knight after a contemporary
hero.

During the fourteenth century it was not unusual
for knights to associate themselves with & color. Often
the color name became more famous than the Christisn
name as in the case of Edwsrd, the Black Prince, and Am-
deus II of Savoy, the Red Count.lu Such & man was Ralph
Holmes, ldentifiéd by Frolssart as the "Green Squire."
Holmes was decapitated in Merch, 1369, slong with King
Pedro of Spain and one James Roland, by the king's bas-
tard brother Henry of‘.Tr'ast;amara.l5

There was slain with him [Pedro] a knight

from England called Sir Raoul Helme [Ralph

Holmes™] , who had formerly the surname of

the Green Squire, and another esquire of

the name of James Roland, because they 2&d

put themselves in postures of defense.l
The assassinations horrified medleval England where Pedro!s

cause was favored. It 1s within the realm of possibllity

that the poet wrote the poem to commemorate the death of

1hHaldeen Breddey, "Sir Gawain and Ralph Holmes the
Green Knight," MLN, LXVII (1952), 2l1.

157p14.

1601ted in Breddey, op. oit., p. 242.
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Holmes, known to the medieval audience;hecould have bsen
used by the Gawain-poet to emphasize the role of the noble
knight--hls loyalty, his bravery, and his sacrifice. How~
ever, the evi&ence here 1s too slim at this time to enable
one to draw any definite conclusion.

It should be rememﬁered that the Green Knight--in
spite of bis unususl coloring, gigantic stature, and tena~
clous hold on life--really does nothing which 1s évil.
His'cﬁallenge, though terfifying at firstthought, remains
merely 8 challenge, For once the challenge ié aécepted,
the success of Gawain'seems to be aésured. The dreen Knight
18 merely the vehicle through which the challenge 1s issued.
In short, the challénge is necessary, not only to motivate
the action of the poem, but also to establish the latent
atfength of Arthur's court, That atrehgth, a8 Gawain proves,
is ih‘his'icyalty to his lord. That strength is confirmed
by the'khights'of the Round Table as they awear 1oy61ty
not only to Arthur and Gswain but 8180 to each other. The

strength in the chivslric code becomes an obvious lesson.



CHAPTER VII
STRUCTURE OF THE POEM

Thet the Gawaln~poet was an experienced and effec~
tive story teller is obvious upon reviewing the themes and

the adventures of Sir Gawaln and the Green EKnight. That

the Gawain=-poet wasg e expert craftasman is also obvious
upon reviewing the numerous literary techniques used with-

in the poem, It is because 8ir Gawain and the Gfeen Knight

is an Iinteresting story expertly told, the poem is consid-
ered to be the fine romance that it is.

Much of{the,effectivenesé of the poem depends on
points of balance, For instance, the gay, convivial at-
moaphere of Arthur's court is interrupted by the horror
accompanying the Gresn Knight's entry and decapithﬁion.
The coldness of the winter contrests sharply with the warmth
of Bercllak's castle. The comfort of this castle gives no
indication of the certain death which Gawaln feels he 1s
ebout to face,

’Actualiy the narrastive Is carefully contrived; as
is ev1dencéd by the developmént qf.lts‘severallparts.
The seécond fitt (11, 995-1125) in particular gives evi-
dence of the poet's abllity to handle a difficult situa-

tion. Gewsin arrives'et Bercilek's castle on Christmas
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Eve. Although there asre seven days between Christmas and
New Year's day, the post can weavé;on1y six of them into
the fabric of the étory. The Christmas festivities con-
tibue for three days, the hunt continues for three daya.
The problem of the "seventh" day is handled so skilfully,
18 telescoped into the other dayas 8o smoothly, that 1t 1s
péssibleAto overlook the probiem, to fall to see it at'all.
This, of courée;’waé the poett!s intent.,
Gewain arrives at Bercilak's castle in time for the

Chrigtmaa feast which naturaliy falls on December 25:

On be morne, as vche mon mynes pat tyme

Pat drygtyn for oure destyné to dese wats

' borne,

Vele waxes in vche a won in worlde for

his sake:
(11. 995-997)

The poet continues to dascribelthe activities of the tﬁen~
ty~fifth at some length (11, 997-1020), However, the twen~
ty-sixth 1s mentioned briefiy: "Much dut wa&gber dryuen
pat dsy ]?hbiatﬁas Dsg] and pat oper [}he twénty-sixth]“
(1.‘1020).- Cohcerning the twenty-seventh, the pdet is

eqvally abrupt bowever, he does go to certain length to

convey the idea that the gestes daunsed late into the

evening (11. 102&-1028)1 As the guests leave, Gawaln
questions'hia'hcst about the Green Enight and the fireen

Chapel:
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Pat e me telle with trawpe 1f euer 3e

tele herde

Of pe grene chapel, quere hit on grounde
stondes,

And of pe knyszt pat hit kepes, of colour
of grene,

(11, 1057-1059)
It is through this con#eraation that the poet disposes of
the problem of the extra day., Although Gawaln i3 speaking
on the twenty-seventh he states: "Naf I now fo busy bot
bare pre dayes" (1. 1066) Thefsolutioﬁ s so well con-
trived that one ¢ritic summsrizes the manipulation in
this way: |

The poet has so skilfully managed the allu-

sions to dates and times that an extra day

has seemed to pass, The three days of the

hunt_seem to bring the poem to New Year's

day.

Not only does the Gawain=-poet handle his materisl
well; but- he alsc calls on & number of the literary types
of his age to increase the effectiveness of the romance,
In the opening scene the Green Knight rides into the
court of Arthur. 7This event and the following ones use
the devices of the mumming play.2 This 18 more easily
discerned when 1t is later revealed that the Green Knight

1s none other then the courtly, gentlemsnly Bercilak,

1Melv1n R. Watson, "The Chronology of Gawain," MIN,
LXIX (1949), 6. —

2Elizabeth M, Wright, "Sir Gawaln and the Green
Kniuht," JEGP, XXXIV (1935), 159.
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Bercllak has, in effect, been masquerading as a’monster.
As the smateur sctor, Bercllak "hales in et be halle an
aghlich mayéter" (1. 136) dressed in gfeeﬁ and fiding A
grene hors gret and pikke . . ." (1. 175), end wévss his
green and gold ax which is forty-five inches long, "be
Beée cf an eln3erde pe large lenkpe hade," (1. 210).
There can be 1little doubt that the Green Knight enjoys his
role 8s he rides out of the bsll, head in hand:

For pe hede 1in his honde he halde3 vp
~euen,

Toward pe derrest on be dece he dressesy
be face,

And hit lyfte vp pe yze-lydde3 and loked
ful brode,

And meled bus much with his muthe . « . .
(11. LhL-LL7)
For timing, effect, and sheer drama, this is‘surely one
of the most spectacular exits in Fnglish llterature.
Further swareness of dramstic technique of the

Middle Ages is shown by the Gawsin-poet 2a he calls the
Green Knight'!s decapltation scene 3n interlude:

Wel bycommes such craft Iéreen Enightt's

decapitation and departure]| vpon

Cristmasse, ‘
Laykyng of enterludeg. . . e

(11. L70-4T1)
Indeed, the Green Knight scene comes during the banquet.

The Green Knight enters immediately after the opening
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course is served:

And be fyrst cource in be court kyndely
serued,
" Per heles in at be halle dor an aghlich
msyatal‘ ¢ e+ & @
(11, 135-136)
Immedistely following the Green Knightta departure, Arthur
bids Gswain heng the ax "abof be dece" (1. 4478), and then
Arthur and his court
+ + « bozed to a borde'bise burnes to-
geder,
+ » « 8nd kene men hem serued
0f alle daynteyes double , ., . .
(11. 481-483)

The third of the literady techniques used by the
poet.is in the genre of the poem itself., The poet annocunces
in the opening stanzes: "If ze wyl lysten pis laye bot on
l1ittel quile, / I schal telle hit. . . ." (11l. 30-31),

There must have been definite reason for calling the poem

a "laye." Garrett suggests that the Sir Gawain and the

Green Knight was

an offering on the shrine of English patri-
otism, an English equivalent, in English verse,
of that daintiest of fornms which treated of
the gloriee of the British past~--the Breton
1ai.,

3Garrett, op. cit., p. 129,
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The poem does concern itself with the aristocratic world
and does,contain the unified structure of the Breton 1ais.h
The 1ncongruitj is obvious 1f the poem 18 one of patriotic
naturs anéAyet 1ndorporates a "foreign" technique as a
vehicie for expression. It has been proposed that the

author:confused the names Bﬁitaih and Brittany:

80 close was the relationship between the
Bretons and the Englilsk, that a law pur-
porting to come from Edward the Confessor
reada: "The Bretons or Armoricans when

they oome into this realm, must be recelved
and protected in this realm as its own citi--
zens. They formerly went out from the body
of this realm, of the blood of the Britons

of this realm,"D

By 1ncorporat1hg‘the ancient 1lay in Sir Gawain and the

‘Green Knight as well as drawing subject matter from Eng-

landt's glorious past, the Gewain-poet was seeking, per-
haps, to increase the tribute directed toward the chiv-
‘alric 1deal,

‘Si{r Gawain and the Green Enight is found today in

"g single vellum manuseript” measuring seven inches by
five inches and bound with three other fourteenth century

‘péema,’Paﬁiehoe,.Purity, and The Pearl.in the menuscript

known as the Cotton Nero A X now in the British Museum.6

Ygtbberd, Adventures in the Middle Ages, p. 30L.

5Garrett, op. ¢it., p. 129;

6BrienuStone (trans.), Sir Gawain and the Green
KEnight (Baltimore, 196L), p. 127,
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According to Brian Stone

the writing, which 1s in the same hand
throughout, i1s late fourteenth century,
and not only has’ the ink become faded,
but some of the pages were closed before
the ink was dry; hence the great diffi-~
culty of reading the poem, although many
of the blurred letters have been inter-
preted by read%ng the blotted impressions
with a mirror.!

Dating the Sir Gawsin and the Green Enight 1s, at
the present time, a difficult task at’best. However, be-
cause of the type of illuminations in the manusoripts,
the descriptions found in the text of the poem of the arm-
ing of Ggwéin,'the costumes, and the architecture, critlics
are brought to general agreement that the'poem_dates from
the latter half of the fourteenth century.e To be more
s?ecific 18 to base arguments on supposition.

The Sir Gawain and the Green Knight 1s a poenm of

2,530 lines, chiefly of unrhymed alliterative verse. As
though seeking to achieve a tie with the past, the Gawain-
poet used the alliterative pattern and stressed verse of
ancient English poetry. The poem contains a hundred and

one stanzas of varying lengths; however, each stanza is

7Ibid.

eﬁartha Carey Thomas, Sir Gawain and the Green
Kn1§ht‘ A Comparison with the French Perclvael (Zurich,

L] p’ 5‘
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completed by the "bob and wheel"~-or five short rhyming
lines. - Although no attempt is mede to interlock the rhyﬁe
scheme of the "bob and wheel| " the five final lines end
in an alternating rhyme pattern. The general metrical ‘
pattern of the "bob and wheel" is V/L/L/ with the occasion-
al addition of a syllable or a feminine ending.

Since there i8 no regulsr metrical pattern through-
out the poem, the long lines usually fall into one of

three groupsa:

1, Metrically clear lines indicating a
four-stress scansion, ‘
2, HMetricaelly olear lines indiceting a
, seven-stress scanslon, ‘
3., Metrically ambiguous lines which can
be read without distortion accord-
‘Ing to elther scansion.

The extended long lines seem to be of two types:

l. The first balf-lines can be adapted
to 8 resding with two chief sylla-
bles in which a aecondary emphasis
is not required.

2, The first half-lines contain three’
beavy syllables or two mejor sylla=-
bles and one minor syllsble.

Sir Frederick Madden, who first published the poem

Jsummerized from the discussion presented by Marie
Borrof'f, The Style of Sir Gswain and the Green Knight
(Northampf IgE 0), p. 178,

1°Ibid., p. 198.
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in 1839, established the traditional four divisions of the
poem,ilyﬁis divisions were based on those marked by . four
large initisl lettera which are sald to be blue flourished
with red.lz These letters, sccording to Hill, possibly indi~
cate

some awareness of the intricate texture of

the narrative fabric which hes given us Sir

Gawain and the Green Knight, an awareness

s « which could hardly Fave origigated with
the scribe of the Cotton Nero A X.

Perhaps there should be nine divisions within the

poem since there are, in addition to the four lerge initisls,
five ama;lér sceribal initials., It 18 entirely ressonsble
to assume that the smaller initials as well as the larger
ones indicate certain divisions within the poem, Each inl-
tisl does occur at 8 recognizable atage of the stéry.lb

“ The arguments concerniné the divisions of the poem
may be of interest howeveé, the divisions in no wey change
the meaning of the poem, Tha poet remains the master crafta-

man and hia'poem remains a monument to the chivalrlc idesl,

11Hibbard Adventures in the Middle Ages, ». 29l .

12raura Lyttleton Hill, "Madden's Divisions of Sir
Gewain and the Green Knight and the 'Lar%e Capitals! of
the Cotton Nero A X," Speculum, XXI (19l Te

151bid,, p. T1.
1’."1131(3., Pp. T70-T71.




CHAPTER VIII
OF THE POET HIMSELF

Of the Gawain~poet himself, much has been said but
little has been definitely established. From Sir Gawain

and the Green Knight, 1t 1s easy to surmise certain char-

acteristics of tbeﬁpoet's’personality end some of the in-
fluences which worked on bhim. However, at the moment, little
faétual information has come to light which definitely iden~-
tifiea him,

Rince the other poems of the Cotton Nero A X, Pati-

ence, Purity and The Pearl, resemble Sir Gawain and the

Green Knight in\atructure and verse patterns, it is gener-

ally believed that they were ocomposed by the same author.
These poems certeinly indicate that their author wes a
man of considersble artistic taste and talent, that he
had an eye for detail and, sccording to Savage, was

a moralist . . . with a lively interest 1n

nature, costume, armor, Jjewels, furniture,

end the ways of the courtly circle, but one

who nevertheless conceives of art and Edetry
as handmaidens to virtue and religion.

Since the poet's vocabulary in Sir Gowain and the

13avage, The Gawaln Poet, p. xvi.
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Green Knight incorporates s number of words of Scandina-

vian origin and the dielect used 1s that of the North-
west Midland area‘or, more specifically, thet dialect
used in the Peak ﬁistrict,og Derbyshire or possibly in |
Yorkshire West Riding of Laricashire, there seems to he
l1ittle doubt that the Gawain-poet.had firm associstions
with that area;g

The inflection of the prosent indicative, for ex-
ample, corresponds to the dislects of<Cheshire, Lancashire,
and most of the Horthwest Midlend counties. The es in the
préterit aingular has been found in Lancashire; the use of
ggglgband schun aa the plural for shall has been found in
Norfolk. ’Bépreséntation;sf the Old'ﬁnglish a before single

nasals as 0 as In mon, and use of the 014 English eo as u

and gg_#and to emphesize the Sir Gawein and the Green Knight
and. Northwest Midland ties.3 Not only does the poet use

the language of the Ngrthwest Midland area, but he also
shows e familiarity with customs pecullsr to that area,

The holly bob,ffor example, carried by the Green Knight

was @ sign of peace, of truce, in Lamashire.h

The atory'or Sir Gawsin and the Green Knight appears

. ZIbid', P 8-

3R. J. Menner, “Notea on Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight," MLR, XIX (1931;), soh-511,_

bSavaga The Gawain Post, p. 16
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to be too wordly to have been written by a clerioc unless
he took orders late in life. 1In order to recall and to
desoribe so accurately such scenes as the court of Arthur,
the arming of Gawain and the hunt scenes of Bercilak, the
poet must have been attached to & wealthy houséhold of the
Northwest Midland area. It has been mentioned that the
only two knights of the Order of thbe Garter hsving such
holdings in Lancashire were Enguerrand de Coucy and John
of Gaunt.) It is therefore easy to surmise that the poet
was agasociated with one or both of these households, for
it is hecessary to create from one's experiences--few art-
1sts oan describe convineingly situations with which they
have had no contact,

It is certaln that the poet had certain knowledge
of legal terminology, 1f he indeed did not work in some such
legal office as the Chancery.,  Such legallsms as "fyn
forwarde and ‘faste" (1, 1636) do, suggests Savage, "betray
the poet'!s course of thinking in leisure , . . and show
the conflict in his own mind between the law (man-made or
divine) and human frailty. How far were men bound by the
solemn obligations that they themselves assumed 7?8

In short there is 1ittle which can be said specifically

Ibtd., pp. 10-11.
6Ibid., p. 21.
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of the Gswain-poet. Until further information 1s uncovered,

it 1s best to turn to the Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,

and the other poems attributed to the poet, for the slight
hints concerning the author., He must have been a man of
keen inaight with an eye for artistic detail. He must have
had certain associationa with the court or with those close
to the king, for the poet creates detsiled and believable
scenes of the courtly life. He must have understood human
frailty and gloried in human nobility., He was probably as
sensltive to the events of the fourteenth century as he was
to minute detall, It is, therefore, entirely credible that
the Gawain¥poet felt the need to contrlibute to the re-sastab-
lishment of the grandeur of the chivalric cole in response .
to the ections of Edward III. The king re-establlished the
Round Table and created the Order of the Garter to achleve

this end. The Geuwsin-poet ocreated Sir Gewain and the Green

Knight., Could a loyal subject have done less?/

Tror Savage's suggestions for the identification of
the Gawsin-poet see Appendix III, p.



SUMMARY

Although‘ no one can look into the mind of the Gawain-
post, although no timefmachine}can thrust the student into
the fourtegnth century, although one cen only surmise the
post's intent, it seems reasonable to say thaet the poet--
with & senaltive, creative mind and an intellect tuned to
the excitement incited by the rebirth of the chivalric tradi-
ﬁion~~created a work to embéllish this movement. The very
themes of sacrifice, of loyalty begotten in the ancient comi~
tatus of‘Ang1c-Ssxon Britain, the very names of Bercilak,
Gawain, and Arthur rooted in Celtic tradition, the very
choice of verse form in the lay, all seem to have besn gar-
nered to presént a tribute to the chivalric 1deal,

Because of extensive modern scholsrship, Sir Gswaln

and the Green Knight has been examined from every vantage

point, Its themes, its origins, its symbolism, its struc~
ture have been exposed to such close scrutiny that it is
possible to 6verloak the obvious 1ntent of the poem, The
cholce of setting, the cholce of characters, the choice of
themes, and the choice of verse form all have in common et
least one basic intent, That intent seems to have been to
bring before the courtly fourteenth century audience the
glittering plcture df the chivalric code with all of 1its
historic end traditional implications,
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Into this audience 1s brought the young and naive

gawain who shows his allegience to bhis lord and accepts
the awful challénge by saying:

Quat schuld I wonde?

0f destinés derf and dere

What mey mon do bot fonde?

(11. 563-565)

It is perhaps here that the dlscussion of Sir Gawain and

the Green Knight should begin.




Buchanan provides the following chart of parallels of the'tamptatidn motif:l

SIR GAWAIN AND THE GREEN

1l.

12.

RKNIGH?T
1'a
2.
Gawain 18 hero 7 e
Entertained by Green L.

Enightts wife

She carrles out Green 5.
Enight's instructions

Three-day test period 6.

Green Knight absent T»
during testa

9.
10.
Test by Green Knightts
wife ‘
Gawain beat knight 12,

lﬁuchanan, op. c¢it., p. 33L.

APPERDIX I

CURIQ'S CASTLE

Thres heroes

Arrive at castle st nightfall

Chief hero=Cuchulinn
Entertained by Curilo's wife

She is carrying out Curlo's

- instructions

Three~dey test period
Curioc sbsent during tests

Failure of Loegalire and
Conall '

Reasts attasck Cuchulinn

Spesr hurling

Cuchullinn is chempion

9.
10.
11,

12.

CARL

Three heroes

Arrive at castle
at nightfall

Chief hero-Gawain

Entertained by
Carlis wife

Failurs of Rald~
win and Kay

Inimical beasts
Spear hurling

Test by Carl's
wife

Gawain best
knight o
Lo 2%
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APPENDIX II
KEulbertts list of orders established in the late four-
teenth century:

"Duke John IV of Brittany, Order of the Ermine, l§81

"Albert of Bavaria, Count of Hainault order of St.
Anthony, 1382

"Enguerrand de Ceucy, Esrl of Bedford Order of the Crown,
1390 ,

“Alphonso XI of Gastile, Order of the Band, 1332
"King John of France, Order of the Star, 1351
"Louis of Tsrento, Order of the Holy Spirit, 1352

“LouiséII Duke of Eaurban, Order of the Shield of Gold,
1569

“Louiaggf France, Duke of Orleans, Order of the Porcupine,
13

“Soucicant, Marshal of France, Order of the White Lady
with the Green Shield, late fourteenth century

"Count of Burgundy, Givaliers of 8t. George, late four-
teenth century."

1Hu1bert, op. ¢lt., p. T15.
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APPENDIX III

Henry Savage'a.suggestionsvooncerning the identity of

the Gawain-poet:

"A searcher through the Reglster of John of Gaunt, the
Calendars of Close, Patent, and Charter Rolls, end unpub-
l1ished material in the Public Record Office of the Duchy
of'Lancastar in the fourteenth century, finds freqﬁent
mentlion of members of the Lancashire family of Hornby.

The family, epparently of North Lancashire origin, followed
the fortunes of John of Gaunt and his close kinafolk, and
profited by doing so. '

"A John de Hornby in 13 Ed, II was possessed of freewarren
in Ireby (Lancs.); Cal, Rot. Chart, p. 153, Ireby is part
of Thornton parish (Yka.). The township 1s situsted east
of Whittington (Lance.). Whittington Manor and the advow-
son of Thornton church were part of the Coucy holdings.
John Hornby purchased land in N. Lencs. in 35 Ed. I, (Lands,
Fines, Part II, p. L1, note 1). An Edmund de Horn(e)by
held three oxgahgs of land in Claughton-in~Lonad§le in
1346 (Vict. Hist. of Lanca. 211), The Hornby who seems

to have made the family fortunes was William, & trusted
servant of John of Gaunt. He had also served in the Hana-
per (Dept. of Enrolling and Sealing) of the royai chencery
("clericus Hanaperil regis et ducis,") D, King's Rememb. 32,



89
Append I, 35}, Roll of Fines, Letters Close and Pat.,
end Charters). He must have been a notable pluralist,
for hg had been rector of the church at Ribechester
(13h9-6h), Vict. Hist. of Lancs. 7. L1, note L5, and
was holding from 1%367-88 (1bid, p. 265) the church of
St. Michaels-on-Wyre (Cal. Close Rolls 1369-74).
Enguerrand de Coucy's Nether Wyresdale lcrdship included
a8 large part of Wyresdele parish (Vict. Hist. of Lancs.
T 300). The reference from the Gldse Rolls cited )
short while ago also tells us that Hornby had at one
time been granted possession of land and rent 1h Whitt-
ington, & manor held elther wholly or in part by Coucy
(Vict., Hist. of Lancs. 2b2fb5). One wonders ‘whether -
he had secured his grant through the favor of the Earl
or Countess ovaedford,‘o: by virtue of Geunt's influ-
ence with his sister., He was receiver for the Duchy of
Lancaster in John of Gaunt's household by August, 1371
(Reg, of John of Gaunt‘1372, no. 780) and in 1383
chancellor of the Duchy exchequer (reg. of John of
Gaunt 1379-83, 1. xx1i-1i1), Tenure of these posifions
evidently gave him opportunity to grow wealthy, for we
find‘frequent mention of his name in agreements or deeds
concerned with the holding or transfer of 1ands in the
county. Recognizance deeds of D. K. R. (32 App. I,
p. 362) show that hé was in the custom of making loans
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to the smaller landholders of his county. The fact that
he is nasmed as one who had an interest in & lawsult over
a molty of the manor of Winmarleigh in Garstang, formerly
held by William de Coucy (was it granted agein to Enguer~
rand after ﬁis appearance in England?), showa that he
had connections within the areas of the Earl of Bedford's
landed interest; see Vict. Hist. of Lencs. 7. 306, note 11,
"More interesting than Williem is » certein Hobert de Hornby.
In 1358 he mainprizes John de Ditton, king's clerk; see
0al,., Fine Rolls, 1356~68, 7. 57. He is mentioned as a
king's clerk in 1360 (op. cit. 7. 125-26). On June 1,
1365, he was appointed along with Williem de Wykeham, as
an attorney for Enguefrané de Coucy for two yeara (Cal.
Pat, Rolls 136L~67, p. 105). Appointment was doubtless
made because as & Lanceshire man he must bhave besen thor-
oughly femillar with Coucy's holdings in that county. 1Is
he the same Robert de Hornby to whom, and to his wife
Mergery and son Willlam, Gilbert de Kighlye (ey) granted
in 1357 his ahare of the stream and fishing of the river
Wyre between Crosaford and Skepulford (Vict, His, of lancs.
T+ 277 note €)? It is interesting to note that the lord-
ship of the territory mentloned above had belonged to
Willlam de Cousy. Between 1366 and 1371 s certain Thos.
de Rigmaideﬁ demised Wedacre in Garstang (a Coucy lord=-
ship) to.his son John, 1f he married Margaret, daughter
of Robt, de Hornby (Viet, Hist, of Lanecs. 7. 316). 1Is
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thls last Robert i1denticsl with the preceding one, or
with Robert the king's clerk?
"A certain Willlam de Hormby (evidently not John of Gaunt's
receiver) appears to have risen high in the last years of
Richérd II., Ile is mentloned as king's ettorney (Cal, Close
Rolls 1389~92 pp. 114-267) and apparently attained the
high dignity(of sergeant of the‘iaw (Cal. Pat. Rolls
1396-99, p. 2) in 1396. A William de Hornby, & yeomen
of the 1ivery'orvthe‘¢rown; wes appointed on April 22,
1397, keeper of ‘Rysebank Castle nesr Calals (Cal. Pat.
Rolls 1396-99, p. 112),fbut be may have been 8 relative
of William the attorney. in,1587 Sir Richard de Hoghton
demisad his landa in Great Sowerby--pert of the Wyresdale
lordship belongiﬁg-to the Guines family in 132L=--to
William de Hornby the younger for life. Whether this
Williem be the William last mentioned (or the king's
attorney, 1f that officisl be not the yeoman of the
livery), I have not as yet beeﬁ abie to find out, but
it is noteworthy thet e Hornby is agein mentloned in
connection with the Coucy lands,
"on May 10, 1391, pardon is granted to Richard ds Hornby
for 1ilegally crossing the sea with the dowsger Countess
de Vere, Philippa de Coucy's mother-in-law, to see her
son (Cal, Peat. Rolls 1388-92, p. LO7). Was this the same
Richard who in 1372 wes indicted for robbery committed in
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Lencashire (Cal. Pat. Rolls 1370-7l, p. 217)7 Finally,
in a letter patent deted June 2, 1377, Sheen, mention
is made of w11kin'§erﬁornby as "a former servant of the
Eerl of Bedférd% (Cel. Pat. Rolls, 137&-77, b. L7y, |
"It i1s, then, poasible that the lasst name of the G-poet
might have been prosalc Hornby, thougb it is lmposaible
to find s single plece of direct evidence that justifies
us in the aurmiée;. Ir lt be oﬁjected that it would have
been unlikely that busy and hard-headed mén of affairs
a8 the Hornbys wrote or hadvtime for poetry, we muat not

forget Chaucer "t

1Savage, The Gawain Poet, pp. 213-216.
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