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RESUMEN. Tras un breve encuadre histdrico y literario, este articulo intenta ofrecer un
analisis filoldgico de dos fragmentos de Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, el climax
de 1a poesia aliterativa inglesa y una de las joyas de toda la literatura medieval. Se
trata de mostrar algunos de fos rasgos lingilisticos que puedan ayudar a gue el lector
consiga apreciar mejor el mundo mégico y misterioso del ciclo artirico.

ABSTRACT. Afler a brief historical and literary framing, this paper attempts to offer a
philological analysis of two fragments of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the cli-
max of English alliterative poems and one of the jewels of medieval poetry. We wish
our quick glance at some of its most striking linguistic features could help the reader
to appreciate the magical and mysterious world of medieval Arthurian literature.

“Note” is taken here as “a briefrecord in writing [...] giving any kind of
information, as well as a critical comment, an explanatory statement or reference,
a characteristic element, etc. ...” (Collins 1979) concerning, in our case, Arthu-
rian literature, Now, the Arthurian legend has been the subject-matter of many
creative/artistic pieces of literature as well as of countless scholarly/critical stud-
ies. In fact —from lost legends, some scraps of history and much folklore— po-
ets and writers have been telling stories about King Arthur and have fashioned
one of the greatest epics in all literature, full of the world’s spiendours, heroic
loves and spiritual quests. Scholars, on their turn, have long pondered over the
origin, development and extraordinary duration and diffusion of Arthurian litera-
ture, its real foundations, its literary values, its reflections on Continental litera-
tures, etc. Hardly any of them, however, have devoted any of their effortto the
study of its linguistic features.

The main purpose of this note, therefore, is not to venture a new, hypotheti-
cally superior and all-encompassing theory on the subject, but to put together
some of the most well-known featuresthat characteriseit (basically the longing
for historical foundations of Arthurian lterature, its main theme and the blossom
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of literary fantasy in so many variations); and then to offera short linguistic
analysis of eight stanzas, three in part Il and five in part 1l of Sir Gawain and
the Green Knight, one of the most superb literary accomplishments of medieval
English Arthurian writing, and perhaps one of the greatest poetic masterpieces of
world poetry in this period.

1. ARTHURIAN LITERATURE: THEMES AND VARIATIONS

1.1. The quest for the historical Arthur

The magical and mysterious world of Arthurian literature is founded on the
figure of an obscure Welsh princeling, about whom we know nothing for certain,
Arthur may have been the last Roman general of Britain, the first of those Welsh
guerrilla fighters who defied the English until well into the Middle Ages, or a
Northern prince from Scotland who was later adopted by the Welsh. If there was
a real Arthur, he lived in the period between AD 450 and AD 650",

There was a rich oral (pre-literary) tradition and most probably several stories
of Arthur had largely circulated by word of mouth; but, in the world of literature,
he is first mentioned by two unknown writers in the eighth and ninth centuries
to refer to the hero of the battle of Mons Badonicus. The brief Amnales Cambrice
tell us two things about him: (i) that he fought at the battle of Mons Badonicus
(AD 516 or 518), and (ii) that he was killed at the battle of Camlann (AD 537 or
539). The equally anonymous author of the Historia Brittonum —usually attrib-
uted to a mythical Nennius— mentions a catalogue of battles, the twelfth of
which was on Mons Badonicus, “where in one day nine hundred and sixty were
killed by one attack of Arthur” (quoted from Barber 1996: 7).

The major medieval source of King Arthur’s heroic legend, however, was
Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britannice (c.1136). The book begins
with a long story telling how the British came originally from Troy; and how
his information was obtained from “a very ancient book in the British tongue™.

 Geoffreycertainly knew much of the Welsh tradition that has survived, and
many of the details he mentions can be traced back to this: the names of Arthur’s
weapons and many names of characters come from this source. But his portrait of
Arthur is made up of material borrowed from all kinds of sources: (i) Arthur’s
birth, which Merlin brings about by disguising Uther Pendragon as the husband
of the beautiful Igerna of Cornwall, is an echo of a similar tale in the romances

! The name Arthur itself is very rare in Welsh sources. The faet that it may derive from a Roman family name,
Artorius, has led 10 all kinds of specufation. It is certain, however, that (by the nineleenth century) there was a
traditional hero calted Arthur,

This is a well-known fermula in medieval writing: Troy in tum bad its fictional history, drawn from a book
by “Dares the Phrygian™. But it is also worth remembering that the distinction between fiction and history is a
modern one, and Geeffrey’s book is indeed a mixture of the two. It is not a chronicle of contemporary events,
but a reconstruction of the past, using the scraps of evidence that were available (Loomis 1961).
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about Alexander the Great; (ji) the vast empire which Arthur conquers is a reflec-
tion of the ambitious expansion of Norman power in the seventy years before
Geoffrey wrote his book; (iii) recent historical events, such as William I’s stay at
York during Christmas 1069 and some more contemporary politics may have
provided some of the details; (iv) returning crusaders who had been to Constan-
tinople may have given him ideas for the description of Arthur’s court at the
City of Legions, including the strict segregation of women; etc.

Geoffrey did not merely write a fictional history, however; he also produced a
hero-king, a ruler of the western world, who was very much his readers’ ideal,
and he was also in touch with the latest fashions in courtly behaviour. Like
Charlemagne, after a series of wars, Arthur heads towards Rome, though he never
arrives there (and never becomes emperor), since news of treachery at home came
to him in his hour of triumph, and he returns to meet his death in civil war.

BETWEEN 1150 AND 1420, some fifty chroniclers used Geoffrey’sHistoria as
the basis for their account of the early history of Britain, while only a handful
questioned it. The most sceptical were perhaps William of Newburgh’s Historia
Rerum Anglicarum (c. 1198) and Polydore Vergil’s Anglica Historia (1534): but
even so Geoffrey’s influence was to last until the nineteenth century.

During the RENAISSANCE, more scholarly historical approaches tended to
search for authentic primary sources; but —as is evident in Holinshed's Chroni-
cles (1577} a pronounced reservation as to the fables surrounding the Arthurian
era is accompanied by lengthy recapitulations of Arthur’s campaigns against the
Saxons, his marriage to Guinevere, Mordred’s usurpation of the realm, the con-
sequent baitle at Camlann, and Arthur’s burial in a grave at Glastonbury that
was rediscovered in “the daies of King Henrie the second” (Holinshed 1961:1, 13).

In the SEVENTEENTH CENTURY, in the absence of archaeological research,
Geoffrey’stale was retained to fill the vacuum; and his medieval reputation as
one of the Nine Worthies persisted as well, to the extent that Arthur was even
awarded further renown and authenticity by being claimed as progenitor of the
Tudor and Stuart royal lines. Even if he was somewhat belittled by those who
considered the Anglo-Saxon period as the source for the growth of British com-
mon law and constitutional liberty, Arthur remained strong as a symbol for roy-
alists: Dryden’s King Arthur (1691) and Blackmore’s Prince Arthur (1695) and
King Arthur (1697), for example try to relate Arthur to the new monarch of the
House of Orange’..

Most EIGHTEENTH CENTURY historians —in attempting to distinguish

' N. Crouch’s History of the Nine Worthies —which was first published in 1687 and bad reached a
fifth edition by 1759~ provided a copious account of Arthur's claim to valour through a military
and civil career. (Brinkley. 1932).
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sharply between truth and the “fabulous History of pretended Victories” which
have “prov’d an inexhaustible Fountain of absurd andridiculous Things™— some-
what eroded the traditional beliefin Arthur’s historicity®, though a considerable
corpus of Arthurian history remained widely available (Jones 1944). The stan-
dard Whig History of England (1726-1731) by Rapin-Thoyras, for instance, re-
jects claims for Arthur’s European conquests or the discovery of his tomb at
Glastonbury; but it still retains [from earlier medieval chronicle sources] a very
detailed description of the battles fought in Arthur’s campaigns against Cerdic or
against the Goths in Armorica. Arthur is said to have been born at Tintagel,
crowned at Caerleon and buried at Glastonbury, after being slain by the usurping
Mordred in the last battle. And even David Hume, who may be considered to
represent an exemplary Enlightenment approach, and to have “had no interest in,
or sympathy with, the Middle Ages”, nevertheless found the same foundation for
Arthur’s heroic valour which “sustained the declining fate of his country”
{Simpson 1990: 6-7).

Paradoxically, the developing interest in the Middle Ages during the
NINETEENTH CENTURY at times accomplished little for Arthur’s historical posi-
tion. A greater desire to study the origins of British social and political structure
fed to a stringent reassessment of all available historical records. In H. Hallam’s
View of the State of Ewrope during the Middle Ages (1818), in A. Herbert’s Bri-
tannia after the Romans (1836-1841) or in T.B. Macaulay’s History of England
(1848), Arthur is basically a fable, a mythological figure, equivalent to Hercules.
But T. Miller concludes his History of the Anglo-Saxons (1848), saying that
“there cannot be a doubt about the existence of King Arthur” (Kenyon 1983, 50);
and the central historical concern was summarised by J. A. Giles, who sought

the middle ground in his History of the Ancient Britons (1847: 1, 393):
Whilst we set aside fables as unworthy of serious attention, we are not justi-
fied in asserting with some incredulous historians, that no such person as Ar-
thur ever ]ived and fought; still less may we compromise the claims which
hlstory Justly makes ... by considering Arthur as a personification of the sun,
and viewing his round table with the twelve Paladins, as a poetical descrip-
tion of the Zodiac with its twelve signs. (Quoted from Simpson 1990: 9).

This long quest for the historical Arthur would have, as will be shown, a
significant effecton poetry and fiction. Since many historians had continued ei-
ther to accept an historical role for Arthur or to transmit a considerable body of
lore about him, an Arthurian subject matter had been preserved, which could be
used as the basis for literary creation.

* Paul de Rapin-Thoyras, 1732. The History of England. transtated by N. Tindal, second edition, 2 wvols., 1:
39,
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1.2. The blossom out of literary fantasy

Geoffrey’ssuccess with historians was nothing compared to his success in
the literary world. King Arthur’s court became the setting for all kinds of legends
and romances. Most Welsh legends were only recorded in the memory of the
bards, and told or sung at feasts; and the belief of Arthur’s survival and eventual
return was present in many songs and stories about him and constantly referred
to as “the Breton hope”. And the stories told by such bards attracted the writers
and poets of the newly developed European languages. Thus, in the 12" century
the Anglo-Norman poet Wace wrote his Roman de Brut, a free version of Geof-
frey’s Historia, dedicated to Henry 1l and Eleanor of Aquitaine; and Layamon’s
Brut, based on Wace, appeared soon, thus becoming a chronicle providing the
earliest version of the Arthurian story in English. Much more imaginative was
Chrétien de Troyes, perhaps the first and one of the greatest writers dealing with
our fopic: to him we owe the first five Arthurian courtly romances: Erec; Cligés;
Lancelot, le chevalier a la charrette; Yvain, le chevalier au lion; and Perceval or
le conte du Graal. Writers of the 13" and 14™ centuries produced a great series of
romances changing Arthur’s shape from a pseudo historical king to a lord of a
court of heroes and lovers and fo one of the greatest rulers of the world, compara-
ble to Charlemagne or Alexander the Great; and they also hint at Guinevere’s
infidelity and Arthur’s mysterious end. The romance writers elaborated endlessly
on this and —when the possibilities of Arthur’s own history became ex-
hausted— new stories were woven in. The quest for the Holy Grail [<Old Fr.
Graal, Med. Lt. Gradalis, *bow|'] became soon a central part of the cycle, in-
troducing a Christian theme into it’; and separate romances such as those of
Tristan and Iseult, Lancelot and Elaine, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Sir
Perceval of Galles, Arthur and Merlin, Lancelot and Guinevere, etc. very often
interwoven almost inseparably, so that the storyteller could move easily from
one theme to another. ’

During the early Modern English period the new printing presses produced
great number of copies of these romances, so that Arthur and his court were more
popular and widely read than they had ever been before, even if intellectuals and
reforming clergy were against it. Thus in The Dictionary of Syr Thomas Elyot

knyght (1538) one can find the following entry:
Arthurus, a King of England when it was called Britannia, a man of excellent
prowess in fifteengreat battles against the Saxons, vanquished them, and fi-

* Starting with R. of Boron the Holy Grail was actually the bowl used by Jesus at the Lasi Supper; some of
Christ’s blood had been collected in it, and then brought to Britain by Joseph of Arimathen, where it became
the quest of King Arthur’s kniglts. 11 would never be found: Gawain, for example, was exclided becanse he
was too attached to worldly values. Ouly Galahad, the most virwous knipht of the Round Table, was
destined to regain it.



28 FRANCISCO FERNANDEZ Y ANA FERNANDEZ GUERRA

nally drove the most part of them out of this realm. He subdued Scotland and
Ireland, at that time being well inhabited and in culture. And afterwards he
kept an honourable house of valiant and noble personages, wherein was such
magnificence, that it gave occasion to Frenchmen and Spaniards to exercise
their wits in advancing Arthur's majesty with incredible fables, which is no
more to be marvelled at than the similar inventions and fantasies of the
Greeks. (Quoted from Barber 1996: 152).

One of the attempts to produce a modern (fantastic) version of Arthur in the
manner of the great classical epics was Spenser’s The Fuerie Queene, for in-
stance, in which the author portraits an “Arthur beforehe was a king: a brave
knight perfect in the twelve moral virtues, as Aristotle had devised” (quoted from
Barber 1996: 152).

As Elyot pointed out, in his Dictionary, Frenchmen and Spaniards exercised

their wits “in advancing Arthur’s majesty with incredible fables”. We have al-
ready mentioned the former; and we must add that they are of the greatest impor-
tance in the diffusion of Arthurian literature throughout Europe. (Cf. Annex L
Dissemination of Arthurian literature throughout Europe). As for the latter, the
two romances responsible for the spreading of such literature in Spain were per-
haps Tristan and Lancelot-Graal, repeatedly translated into Spanish and Portu-
guese and often enlarged or adapted after the French versions’; such spreading is
reflected in the Libro del caballero Zifar (1300), the Libro de Josep Abarimatia
(translated by J. Vivas), the Baladro del sabio Merlin con sus profecias (Bur-
go0s, 1498), the Demanda del sancto Grial con los maravillosos fechos de Lan-
carote y the Galaz su hijo (Toledo, 1515), etc.
Arthurian literature was also extremely popular in Germany, probably due to the
prestige of French culture; here —besides the early and extremely well-known
Parzival by Wolfram von Eschenbach-— we must mention such romances as
Lanzelet (by Ulrich von Zatzikhoven), Erec and hwein (by Hartmann von Aue),
Tristrant (by Eilhart von Oberg), Tristan und fsolf (by Gottfried von
Strassburg), etc. And the insatiable demand for them would be picked up by
masters in differentartistic fields: R. Wagner, for instance, took the stories of
Tristan and Parzival and transformed them into modern well-known operas.

Translations and/or sagas on Arthurian literature —such as Merfinusspa,
Trisirams saga ok Iséndar, vens saga Artuskappa, Mottuls saga, Erex saga,
Parcevals saga, etc—— can be found since the beginning of the 13" century in
Scandinavia as well. The same can be said about The Netherlands where, in the
same dates, we find among others Historie van den Grale, Merlijns Boek,
Perchevael, Lanzelet en het met de Witte Voet, Walewein ende Keye, etc. And in

¢ Actualily. the Amadis de Ganla, written probably in the middle of the [4" century, seems to initate the style
and intrigue of Lancelos and Tristan.
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ltaly, during the same period, we come across such romances as 7Tristano
Riccardiano, Tavola Rironda, Storia di Merlino, ... or ballads such as La
Pulzelln Gaia, Carduine, La morte di Tristano, Lancellotto, etc.

The taste for romances declined later on, so that between the Restoration and
the end of the 18" century scarcely any new book on Arthur was published. They
somewhat reappeared due to the fashion for everything gothic or medieval and to
the romantic ideals of such writers as Sir Walter Scott and Wordsworth (late 18"
and early 19" centuries); and, in the Victorian period, Arthur finally became a
true modern champion in Tennyson’s Idylls of the King.

In the 20" century a reworking of the Arthurian stories can be appreciated in
English literature, sometimes equating them to classical myths; T.S. Eliot’s
The Waste Land, for example, owes its title to one of the Grail stories.

For English writers, the culmination of the medieval versions of Arthur’s
story has always been Sir Tomas Malory’s work, known as Morte Darthur after
W. Caxton’s edition in 1485, which has become the Authorised Version of Ar-
thurian legend.

The hero of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, on its turn, has always been
considered as the epitome of the medieval knight, always ready for a new adven-
ture, the personification of gallantry and wisdom, the embodiment of the highest
ideal of chivalry, moving within a limited world (with its rules of altruistic be-
haviour, its code of courtly love, refined manners, courtesy and pride, etc.) but
perfect within these established limits,

What follows is an attempt to offera quick glance at its most striking lin-
guistic features which hopefully might help the reader to appreciate its literary
values.

2. LINGUISTIC ANALYSIS OF SIR GAWAIN AND THE GREEN ENIGHT 1I:
xxx-xxxiiy I xLvi-u

2.1. A great English poem

Gawain first appears in Geoffreyof Monmouth’s Historia Regum Brittannice
and in William of Malmesbury’s Historia Novella (both written in the first half
of the 12" century), He is called Walgainus in the first; and in the second there is
a referenceto the discovery of his grave at Walwyn’s Castle in Pembrokeshire,
The hero resembles Gwalchmai in the Welsh legend and Cuchulainn in the Irish
epics: (i) as Gwalchmai, he is Arthur’s nephew, i.e., the knight of the Round
Table having the longest connections with Arthur, except for Kay and Bedivere,
perhaps (cf. Annex II: Arthur and Gawain’s simplified genealogy); and (ii) he
possesses many of the properties of the Irish sun-hero, basically the increase of
his strength until midday and its decline thereafter.[Gawain was in fact the real
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owner of Excalibur, which was originally a dazzling sun-weapon].

As a folk-tale hero, Gawain is the central figure of several primitive stories,
some of them certainly similar to the crude reality of those days, at least until the
material becomes artificial and literary.

As for the poem Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, we may say that it is the
jewel of Middle English Iiterature. In its treatment of the subject-matter and in
the balance of the whole composition, in the strength of its style and imagery, in
the well worked out dramatic progress and in the intricate delicacy of the dia-
logues (highlighting its introspective psychology in the way we may find in the
novels of Proust for example), in the richness and precision of the diction (espe-
cially in the variety and beauty of its descriptions), etc. our poem represents
clearly the climax of English alliterative poetry.

The only existing manuscript’ contains also three other poems of the same
period and probably by the same writer. It has been suggested that Sir Gawain
and the Green Knight was commissioned by John of Gaunt, and there is certain
evidence for some connection between him and the poet. The identity of the lat-
ter (generally refered to as the Gawain-poet) has long been a matter for debate: the
attempts to identify him with the Scottish poet Huchown of the Awle Ryale
fwho wrote a popular Morte Arthur], or with the philosopher Strode [Chaucer’s
enigmatic friend], for example, are only conjectural. All one can say with cer-
tainty about him is that he proved himself an experienced artist, that he was well
acquainted with courtly life, that he could read Latin and French®, and that he
was probably a clerk in minor orders (since his later poems Pear!, Purify and
Patience are distinctly religious in tone). All four poems are written in the
Northwest Midland dialect (Lancashire), with a strong Scandinavian influence.

The poem opens with an account of the founding of Britain, and tells us that
Arthur was the greatest and most honoured of Britain’s kings. Arthur is at
Camelot one Christmastide, and on New Year’s Day, in accordance with his
custom, he does not eat until some adventure has taken place; and soon a knight
of huge stature duly appears riding his horse into the hall and stopping the fes-
tivities. He was clad all in green, with green hair and the horse he was riding
was equally green. [He demands to see Arthur, who asks him what he wants and
the Green Knight challenges the best of Arthur’s knights to be bold enough to
give him a stroke with the great axe he carried, on the condition that later on he
will accept a return blow from him in a year’s time. Arthur’s knights, awed by
the visitor’s appearance, hesitate, and the Green Knight taunts them with cow-
ardice, so that Arthur angrily leaps forward to take up the challenge himself; but

7 MS Nero Ax of the Cotton Collection (British Musemmn), copied near the end of the 14th century.
¥ He actually owes much to 21t the earlier Arthurian romances, and especially to Chrestien de Troyes” Perceval,
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Gawain restrains him, and asks permission to undertake the adventure himself,
Arthur agrees, and Gawain strikes with a tremendous blow and lops off the Green
Knight's head. But the Green Knight picks up his head, mounts his horse, tells
Gawain to meet him in a year’s time at the Green Chapel, and gallops away.

Next All Saints’ Day, Gawain is armed in preparation for his departure in
search of the mysterious trysting place. After a difficult and strange wandering
—riding through the kingdom of Logres to north Wales, and eventually reaching
the wilderness of Wirral, by way of Anglesey, Holvhead and the coast, and after
encountering dragons, trolls and giants on his journey— on Christmas Day [firs
Jragment], Sir Gawain finds himself in a vast dreary forest. He kneels and prays,
and shortly afterwards,a splendid castle appears. Here he finds shelter for the
night. He learns that the Green Chapel is just a few miles away and accepts the
lord of the castle’s invitation to remain until the New Year, now only three days
away. The master of the castle is to go hunting for the following three consecu-
tive days; while Gawain is told to stay and rest, agreeing both knights to meet at
night and exchange the “fortunes” the day might have brought to each of them.

Early the next morning the lady of the castle visits Gawain, still in bed, and
tries to seduce him [second fragment]; and she will be doing the same thing dur-
ing the three days on which the master of the castle hunts: first day “the terror-
stricken deer darting down to the dales”, second day the “baneful boar, of unbe-
lievable size”, and third day, the cunning and “devil-companioning fox™.

The three scenes of hunting (handled with detailed description of the niceties
of each chase) mark three degrees in Gawain’s temptations: the first day, the con-
versation with the Lady (though insinuating) is chaste and courteous: the second
day the lady is more obvious and seductive (driving him to all kinds of verbal
shifts in order to maintain his chastity without showing discourtesy); and on the
third, Gawain has to imitate the fox’s various twists and turns in order to escape
the lady’s open love longing’.

Each night the master of the castle tells Gawain of the spoils of the chase and
Gawain tells him what he has received: the first day, a kiss; and the second day,
two kisses. But he conceals what he receives on the third day: a magic belt that
makes the wearer proof against all blows.

On New Year’s Day Gawain goes to the Green Chapel and prepares for the
blow of the axe. He flinches twice and finally he holds still for the third blow.
The Green Knight strikes with all his forces, but Gawain is cut only skin deep;
and, when he gets up to fight back, he realises that the Green Knight is the mas-
ter of the castle (who had put his wife up to making proof of Gawain's virtue).

* The fox, after eluding te main hue and cry, lighted unluckily on the dog-base; and Sir Gawain falls into
the “sin™ of accepting # talisman from the Lady, a gift he wilt conceal,
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Then, he goes back to Arthur’s court, tells of his adventure and all decide to
wear green belts in honour of Sir Gawain.

The story contains two distinct themes: (i) the Green Knight’s challenge to
Gawain, which is an example of a Celtic episode known as the Beheading Game;
and (ii) the approaches of the hostess at the castle [i.e., the Temptation] that have
been skilfully welded into one. Both are very ancient and of great renown:

(i) The earliest form of the beheading game story is to be found perhaps in
the Irish epic of Fled Bricrend (Bricriu's Feast) in which Cuchulainn agrees to
play the behading game with Uath mac Imomain (Terror, son of Great Fear):
Cuchuiainn strikes off Uath’s head and, when he comes back next day to offerhis
own head, Uath strikes three blows without hurting him and declares him a
champion. From Ireland it seems to have passed to France, perhaps via Wales
and Brittany, where at least three French romances made use of this theme, Ga-
wain being the hero in two of them and Lancelot in the third. The common fea-
ture of all versions is a supernatural being who is beheaded without apparent
harm and who strikes back in return with a harmiess blow.

(ii) Three major points of resemblance to the Temptation story is to be found
in Pwyll (one of the stories in the Welsh Mabinogion): (a) a noble huntsman
who introduces the hero as guest, (b) a temptation scene in which the hunts-
man’s wife is repulsed by the hero, and (c) a year’s interval between the chal-
lenge incident and the tryst. The huntsman is also the same colour as his horse,
(grey in Pwill, green in Sir Gawain). A similar story also appears in several
French romances, though none so close to the English version.

Although some scholars mention a lost French original in which the two
themes were combined (Barber 1996: 114), we think that a great poet such as the
author of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight would be perfectly capable of mak-
ing such a fusion. The poem’s merit in no way depends on it; but rather on the
subtlety with which the outcome of one part is made to depend on the other: the
exchanging of spoils during the three day’s hunting, which provides a motive for
the slight blow given to Gawain by the Green Knight'®.

The Gawain-poet brings to life all the heroic atmosphere of the Arthurian leg-
end, the grim deeds and threatening landscapes of classical saga and absorbs into
the most traditional English poetic form the best of the finesse and spirit of
French romance, the result being a romance both magical and human. And he
also throws over all the shadowy pagan base material the shimmering grace of
his Christian consciousness (Stone 1964: 8): a Christian knight’s courage, good
faith, courtesy, and chastity are celebrated, to the glory of the House of Arthur;

1 Actualty, Gawain conceals the girdie out of fear of his encounter en the following day, which would have
passed off witheut incidens ofherwise. Thus, while the temptation arises naturally encugh oul of the chal-
tenge, this addition makes the issue of the challenge depend on the outcome of the templation.
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Sir Gawain —the model of knighthood— only escapes the Green Knight’s blow
because he refuses the lady’s adulterous temptations; the penfangle borne on
Gawain’s shield is intended as a religious rather than armorial symbol''; and he
is frequently called “Mary’s knight”. The poet's didactic purpose, however,
makes itself evident only at the end of the poem: the hero, faced by a superhuman
task succeeded as nearly as a human being may; his peers, congratulating him on
having brought them honour, adopt the green belt as the badge; but he is left
famenting himself, because the degree by which he failed to reach perfection must
be felt by him to the end of his days as “a tarnishing sin”.

The brilliant and subtle plot, the intended symbolism, the nicely worked-out
parallels and handling of sources, as well as its moral and didactic lesson(s) may
be interesting in itself, of course; but we think that it amounts to very little un-
less matched by verse and language. In the hands of the unknown poet, the aflit-
erative verse is a mirror of mood and imagination. The least description is turned
into a jewel of language, whether it be the details of Gawain’s arming before his
departure or the loving portrayal of the Green Knight’s magical axe. The greatest
passages, however, are those in which the poet depicts Nature and her ways, a
theme which underlies the poem in several aspects. Some stanzas of the second
part describe the changing seasons between Christmas and Michaelmas, and sur-
pass all conventional poetry of this kind; they are followed by the harsh weather
which Gawain encounters on his journey northwards (*half-slain by the sleet™),
where in the sound of the words and in the rugged rhythms the very spirit of
winter re-echoes [first fragment]. The Northern countryside in which the poet
lived rises up beforeus in its more severe and impressive beauty. Across this
background sweeps past the three days’ hunting, in which the essence of the
chase is exactly caught: days of exhilaration, danger, triumph and noble ritual, at
the end of each a homecoming to a warm welcome and a blazing fire when the
fast horn has been blown [second fragment]. On the day of the tryst at the Green
Chapel, the countryside grows grim once more: the hills are mist-mantled, there
is a hoar-frost in the oak-woods, and snow in the valleys outside. And the people
of this harsh, real world are equally alive; their feasts and merry-making, gaiety
and good cheer has nothing to do with the delicate but artificial world of the
French romances, and their language is unforced and natural, compared to studied
and literary language of Chrétien de Troyes’ heroes and heroines.

2.2, The Middle English text and a Modern English parallel version

Y7 1t is assigned to Sir Gawain only in ihis poeny; elsewhere in Romance, his shicld bears one of ihe usual
heraidic creatures —a fyen, gryphon or eagle— in gold upon green. The pearangle or penacle (the Tive-
pointed star} was the most impartant sign in magic, the quintessence of the alchemists and {in oriental and
near Eastern relipions) o mystical symbol of perfection. According to Jewish legends about Sclomen, he vsed
this device in his degenerate days as a protector apainst demons and as a guardian of health.
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