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INTRODUCTION 

The material in this study was selected to present 

a survey of recent criticism of Sir Gawain and the Green 

Knight (SGGK), and spans the years from 1952 to 1970. 

Within these years, only the most significant criticisms of 

the poem have been surveyed. 

The three main divisions of the material separate 

criticisms of major themes; lesser themes; and the imagery, 

symbolism, and language of the poem. The topics comprising 

these chapters generally are not difficult to classify, for 

critics as a group tend to indicate either consciously or 

unconsciously what they consider significant points in a 

work. Certain areas, however, are emphasized by some critics 

and mentioned only in passing by other critics. Penitential 

doctrine and pride, for example, generally appear as major 

themes in SGGK, whereas the aspects of kingship in the poem 

definitely are not categorized as major points. Included in 

the chapter on language are criticisms of the poem's structure 

and rhyme. 

Spelling oJ certain words in the material has been 

standardized for ease in reading. The proper names "Bertilak" 

and "Morgan le Fay" appear in these spellings, for example, 



although various critics have used different spellings in 

their commentaries. Too, the word "other-world" appears 

in this form despite the tendency of many critics to write 

the word as though it were a specific pTace name. Even 

in the romance vocabulary, "other-world" refers both to 

the land of fairy and to the land of the dead, and so 

cannot be identified as a particular location. The ad

verbial form of this word appears as "otherworldly." The 

word "fit," which indicates one of the four major divisions 

of SGGK, appears in this spelling in an attempt to regular

ize the different spellings which are used by critics of 

the poem. Finally, throughout the summaries of the criti

cal material surveyed in this study, I have used the 

critics' own words when a paraphrase might be less effec

tive. If in a few instances I have paraphrased the critics' 

own statements rather closely, it is because the nature of 

the material makes it extremely difficult not to do so. 



SCHOLARSHIP DEVOTED TO 

MAJOR THEMES 

A survey of the major themes of Sir Gawain and the 

Green Knight (SGGK) reveals both the poem's complexity and 

the poet's artistry. A general examination of the poem 

permits commentary upon the work's historical background, 

thematic unity, and narrative structure. An estimation of 

the poem's meaning also may be useful, as may an examina

tion of the idealism and the religious ideas within the 

work. Also of interest are Gawain's character flaw, his 

acceptance of the green girdle, the confession scenes, and 

Morgan le Fay's role in the poem. A brief review of the 

scholarship concerning these themes will prove helpful in 

achieving a greater appreciation of SGGK and of the poet. 

In his appraisal of SGGK, Morton W. Bloomfield 

states that sound philological endeavor must be the basis 

of literary criticism. The three primary philological 

activities in older literature are the following: the 

establishment of a text, which exists with SGGK; the iden

tification of a dialect, which has been accomplished with 

SGGK; and the definition of the words in a document, which 

is a source of difference among SGGK scholars. Philology, 

however, frequently must be combined with literary criticism 



and literary history in certain levels and problems. 

Difficulties with the literary history of SGGK abound, 

and internal evidence offers no substantial solutions to 

«• 

questions about authorship,*composition date or geographi

cal origin, source material, or historical allusion. 

Yet several areas of inquiry hardly have been 

approached by scholars with SGGK in mind. Specifically, 

what does the poem mean in terms o>f fourteenth-century 

English culture? The answer to this question leads into 

the " . . . lateness of the medieval English literary 

flowering" (p. 11). Compared to France, fourteenth-

century English culture was retarded somewhat; and the 

earlier English literary accomplishments had been forgotten 

and thus allowed medieval writers to create literature 

without the burden of earlier masterpieces as models. The 

rise of English nationalism under Edward III, coupled with 

his efforts to rehabilitate chivalry and knighthood, focused 

attention upon the Arthurian legend, which provided an 

aristocratic myth about England's past glories. Much of 

the material in the Arthurian corpus, however, was ambiguous 

and conflicted with Christianity (e.g., the major charac

ters and courtly love.) 

The problem of milieu also is complicated, for the 

intellectual and the ideological concepts of late medieval 

life should be related to SGGK. Also, " . . . fourteenth-

century poetic theory and rhetoric . . . " (p. 11} pose 



difficult questions. The decorative detail of SGGK may be 

" . . . a reflex of the idea of courtesy and chivalric 

manners . . . " (p. 11), as may be the poet's stress upon 

the sense of wonder and suspense in the poem. The Gawain-

poet's views on current literary theory, moreover, remain 

imperceptible. 

Regarding the sources of SGGK, Bloomfield says 

that recent criticism has given attention to " . . . both 

the religious and mythic elements in Gawain . . . , not 

merely as source material or background but as alive in 
2 

the poem as part of the poet's deliberate intent," The 

Gawain-poet's primary source lies within the French literary 

tradition. Furthermore, the problem of themes remains 

unsettled and depends partially upon interpretation of 

the poem, which leads back to literary criticism. 

The question of myth, too, is complicated and deals 

with historic reality. Whether myth is consciously active 

in SGGK is a problem which, theoretically, can be handled 

by the historical method. Proponents of the mythic inter

pretation of the poem, however, find little support in the 

text of the work. Pagan rituals undoubtedly were practiced 

by the common peoĵ le of the fourteenth century, but the 

Gawain-poet wrote for a Christian aristocracy; and through

out the poem, the Christian and the moral elements are 

obvious. The poem is solidly Christian, and this interpreta 

tion is not new. Gawain's religious devotion appears in the 



description of the pentangle, a description which is 

expressed in terms associated with the confessional. Yet 

both the religious-ethical and the mythic interpretations 

do not relate the poet's main intention*of his work. 

Bloomfield believes that the Gawain-poet intended 
3 

his poem to be humorous. "Humorous romances are not 

unknown in the Middle Ages . . ." (p. 16), and the genre 

may contain some of the same tensions and oppositions as 

SGGK. Not all of these humorous romances are as well 

written as SGGK; but some do combine the qualities of wit, 

irony, and religion found in that poem. Furthermore, the 

poem does not support an interpretation based upon tension 

between the civilized, courtly element and the primitive, 

vitalistic element. The humor, suspense, and tone of the 

poem prevent the testing element from occupying a central 

position in the work. 

A close examination of the poem's narrative structure, 

according to Bloomfield, shows that the poet's organizing 

principle is suspense. The reader passes from ignorance 

to knowledge after the suspense has reached its climax, and 

even the poem's descriptive technique is guided by suspense. 

Indeed, the poem's nine divisions in the original text 

correspond to points of new suspense. 

The poet's treatment of time also is interesting. 

"Cyclic time, or the time of nature, is superimposed upon 



linear time or the time of history . . . " (p. 18) to 

contrast the two times and to emphasize Gawain's dilemma. 

The poet plunges the reader into two events occurring 
i-

simultaneously and thus becomes one of the first English 

poets to handle simultaneity in action. In addition to 

these two times, the poet uses psychological time to 

relate the events occurring inside Gawain's head. The 

treatment of time seems to be reflected in the poet's use 

of tenses, " . . . especially his shifting between past 

and present and occasional use of the subjunctive . . . " 

(p. 18). Time also is functional in the poem's comedy in 

that the poet tries to maintain a distance between the 

poem and the reader. Furthermore, the "pastness" of the 

poem contributes to its ideal and its aristocratic, as 

well as its comic, nature. Time also binds and orders 

the poem, and functions as a part of its decorum and its 

restraint. 

The poem, then, is an aristocratic romance which 

achieves both a comic and a serious tone by juxtaposing 

high and medium styles. In its narrative, SGGK combines 

secularism and religion, the marvelous and the real, the 

subjective and the objective, the decorative and the 

direct, the vague and the clear, and courtesy and honor. 

In an appraisal of SGGK's meaning, Allen W. Markman 

reaches a different conclusion about the poem. He contends 

that an understanding of fourteenth-century Englishmen and 
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their literature is quite possible, and that these tales 
7 

will yield results if read carefully. In this line of 

thought, SGGK should be viewed as a romance designed to 

show Gawain as a splendid man. The method of this demon

stration, the controlled test, requires more consideration 

than it has received heretofore; for through the test, 

the hero reveals "the very best action which a man can 

perform" (p. 576). 

Gawain certainly represents a real man, since the 

poem assigns him no supernatural or superhuman powers. He 

symbolizes the ideal Christian knight in every way. 

Gawain's physical and mental qualifications for knight

hood approach perfection in the poem: he is courageous 

(11. 341-71), humble (11. 369-88 and 2505-12), and 

courteous (11. 342-61). Loyalty, however, underlies Gawain's 

every action; his sense of duty compels him to do whatever 

is most necessary at the time. Undoubtedly, the structure 

of SGGK would collapse without the feudal concept of loyalty. 

The poet expended great pains to create a hero who 

demonstrates human qualities, and Gawain's acceptance of the 

lace is the most notable illustration of his humanity. His 

behavior throughout the poem is clearly human, even when he 

ultimately rationalizes his weakness by saying that he was 

deceived (11. 2422-8). Furthermore, Gawain enjoys the 



respect of his peers (11. 672-8) ; and this respect is 

reflected in the hero's departure from Camelot. 

Bertilak's nature is to serve as Gawain's antagonist. 

The Green Knight is neither a superhuman nor-a super

natural being, but a human who has been transformed by 

Morgan le Fay. Bertilak is not "the victim of magic . . .," 

however, but "the agent of magic" (p. 579) who serves as 

the agent of Morgan le Fay's will.. This arrangement seems 

to be the Gawain-poet's best solution to the question of 

how to test the best knight. 

Although SGGK contains numerous details which 

reflect the poet's keen observation of his own era, only 

about ten percent of the poem concerns the marvelous. The 

significance of that ten percent should not be overlooked, 

however. [All occurrences in the romance which cannot 

be explained rationally may be attributed to the manifes

tation of Morgan le Fay's power, which is reflected in the 

transformation of Bertilak.] The marvelous element of the 

poem is indispensable, for that element . . . "informs 

and shapes the entire narrative" (p. 580). 

Markman maintains that the structure of SGGK is 

a question which American criticisnx nas largely ignored. 

To begin, a striking difference may be noted between the 

epic hero, the romance hero, and the hero of the modern 

novel. The epic hero must display his qualities, which were 

known in advance by the audience, in equally well known 
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actions. The audience also knew the epic hero's person

ality in advance, for he probably had to earn his stature 

in lays and folksongs before being immortalized in the 

epic form. The hero of the modern novel, however, is 

unknown at the beginning of the story, and he enters 

unpredictable situations. He earns his stature, and his 

personality develops as the story progresses. In contrast, 

the romance hero's character is knpwn in advance; but his 

action and behavior are unknown. The romance hero's reputa

tion accompanies him into the story, but he must earn his 

stature. Markman believes that the romance hero represents 

a champion of the human race who demonstrates human 
g 

capabilities for either good or bad action. 

No part of SGGK's structure may be elucidated if 

it is considered apart from the poem's goal of testing 

Gawain, and thereby projecting his behavior as the best 

human conduct. Markman claims that two methods bring Gawain 

into contact with the unknown: the first brings the Green 

Knight before Gawain and thus formulates the narrative 

structure; and the second temporarily deflects Gawain to 

Bertilak's castle and thus permits the love test. Further

more, two ge^£,raphies appear in the structure of the poem: 

a real geography, which exists until Gawain enters the 

strange wood (1. 741); and a romance geography, which exists 
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after Gawain enters the wood. Throughout SGGK, the real 

and the unreal come together as they often do in romance. 

Markman says that Gawain's sense of loyalty rather 

than his chastity prevents him from inviting Lady de 
q 

Hautdesert into his bed. During his residence at Bertilak's 

castle, Gawain is his host's vassal; and to make love to 

his lord's wife would be a severe breach of loyalty. The 

love test strains not only Gawain^s integrity, but also 

his courtesy. Gawain cannot be curt with his hostess and 

maintain his reputation. The hero compromises his integrity, 

however, and wins a scar as a reminder of that compromise. 

The Gawain-poet advocates loyalty as man's greatest virtue; 

and man must be loyal to those who deserve his loyalty. 

Gawain, then, illustrates the capabilities of human behavior 

by demonstrating honest morality. 

In his discussion of the shield of Gawain and 

Gawain's quest for perfection, Richard H. Green states that 

SGGK is an aristocratic romance which reflects the chivalric 

ideals of the fourteenth-century English nobility. An 

interesting feature of the poem is the portrait of the 

different areas of the aristocratic life which provides the 

setting for testing a product of this society. The medieval 

doctrine of Christian perfection girded the secular world's 

virtues and was joined to the chivalric ideal to produce the 

image of the Christian knight. Connect those ideas with the 
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concept of the world as a place where perfection is sought 

but never attained, and the moral world of SGGK is complete. 

The medieval view of history virtually ensured the involve

ment of the poet's audience with Gawain''s character and 

fortune; indeed, Gawain is presented as the norm of English 

chivalry and Christian knighthood by which the audience 

should measure itself. 

Gawain's shield provides the key to his exemplary 

character. Literally, the shield provides physical protec

tion; whereas its heraldic device is a means of identifi

cation. The medieval figurative meanings of a knight's 

armor appear in Ephesians VI, and so will not be discussed 

here. The heraldic device on a shield identified the knight, 

his virtues, and his aspirations; and the poet's explanation 

of Gawain's pentangle (11. 625-55) reflects the significance 

attached to the heraldic symbol as well as reinforces 

Gawain's position as the model of the temporal world and 

of the ruling class. 

Yet the hero's perfection can be confirmed only by 

the success of his quest. The most significant action of 

the trial, however, is the failure of the exemplar of 

chivalric virtue. The poet does not condemn Gawain, but 

neither does the poet condemn the chivalric ideal as a 

desirable goal. Therefore, a closer examination of the 

fourteenth-century concept of perfection as represented by 

Gawain's heraldic symbol may be useful. 
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Although the pentangle is an ancient symbol, its 

use in the Middle Ages was rare. Even so, a knowledgeable 

poet would have possessed certain information about the 

symbol. Solomon used the pentangle as a symbol for truth, 

but Solomon was a severely flawed person despite his 

medieval standing as the epitome of kingship and wisdom. 

Furthermore, the figure of the pentangle is not mentioned 

specifically in the Bible, although a pentagon and the 

number five are mentioned in that book. Indeed, medieval 

art and literature (aside from SGGK) do not associate the 

pentangle with Solomon except for books of magic. The 

significant fact, however, is that the poet transforms 

" . . . a magical sign into an emblem of perfection . . . " 

(p. 132) in order to imply the suggestion of greatness 

clouded by potential failure. This idea gains strength 

if the significance of five and of the pentagon is seen as 

human perfection. 

Aristotle's De Anima uses the pentagon to symbolize 

man's natural perfection; and St. Thomas approves of this 

association, although his concept of natural perfection 

differs from that of Aristotle. The Biblical association 

of the pentagon with Solomon (3 Kings, VI, 31-2), and Bede's 

explanation of the symbol in the Glossa Ordinaria, certainly 

were available to a fourteenth-century poet. Pentads, in 

the church Fathers, represented the senses, and thus the body 

and the sensual appetites. "Just as the pentagonal soul 
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is limited by its dependence on grace . . . " (p. 133), 

the senses are limited by their dependence upon reason. 

Ritual fives, furthermore, signify Christ's five wounds, 

the five kinds of mercy required for salvation, and the 

spiritual estate. 

For Gawain to be faultless in his five wits, then, 

he at least had to achieve control of his senses in his 

aspirations. Gawain's perfection in his five fingers is 

a conventional attribute which signified faultlessness in 

the five virtues necessary for perfect works. The thumb 

represents justice; the index finger signifies prudence; 

the third finger symbolizes temperance; the ring finger 

represents fortitude; and the small finger denotes obedi

ence. "This interpretation points to the natural virtues, 

and therefore to natural perfection . . . " (p. 134) and 

the pattern of the number five. Together with the five 

joys of Mary and the five wounds of Christ, the signs of 

natural perfection bow to the theological virtues of 

faith and hope. 

Gawain's valor and piety are adequate defenses 

against trolls and dragons; but his real test occurs in 

Bertilak's castle, where he must control his inner self. 

The hero forgets his journey and the Christmas vigil as 

he settles into a veritable penitential feast, and so 

begins to fall short of his various perfections. Green says 

virtue in the bedroom is a parody of a discredited literary 
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convention in which " . . . everything is excessive and 

mildly ridiculous." The scenes are a mild mockery of 

manners which are mistaken for morals. 

When Gawain accepts the girdle, the pentangle of 
«• 

truth is replaced by the pentangle of magic. Gawain then 

goes to confession but omits the most significant sin. Only 

when confronted with the truth at the Green Chapel does the 

hero admit the flaw in his virtue, and then he is overcome 

with shame. Gawain's discovery of his lack of fidelity to 

the perfection for which he has stood and to which he has 

aspired is the beginning of humility. 

In his study of Gawain's shield, P.obert W. Ackerman 
12 reaches a different conclusion about the pentangle. He 

contends that the symbol is related to the medieval Church's 

doctrine of penance. The passage which describes Gawain's 

armor and equipment (11. 536-639) contains no structural 

details about the shield, but dwells upon the painted 

decorations of the shield. 

These stanzas describe the pentangle and identify it 

as Solomon's symbol of faith. The poet then explains the 

significance of the symbol and finally expounds upon Gawain's 

five sets of virtues (11. 640-55). The five wounds of 

Christ and the five joys of Mary are common themes in medieval 

religious lyrics, and chronicles and sermons describe Arthur's 

shield with its picture of the Virgin. Yet no suggestions 
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. . . concerning the background of the main virtue 

symbolized by the pentangle . . . " (p. 256) have appeared; 

nor have any similar suggestions appeared concerning Gawain's 

perfection in his five fingers. Furthermore, the possibility 

of a connection between these virtues in the medieval English 

mind seems to be unexplored. 

Medieval English vernacular literature on peniten

tial doctrine, however, does connect these virtues in 

discourses upon the sins of the five wits, including those 

of the five fingers, with allusions to Christ's wounds and 

to Mary's joys. The fact that these passages appear pri

marily in works dealing with penance may have special signifi

cance for the Gawain-poet's intentions. 

The Church's emphasis upon the proper administration 

of penance in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries arose 

from a decree of the Fourth Lateran Council (A. D. 1215), 

which required Christians to make confessions to their own 

priests at least once annually. In an effort to correct the 

wide-spread ignorance of the clergy, priests were required 

to instruct their parishioners through occasional sermons and 

through the confessional. The confessional appears to have 

become the more significant means of instruction. 

In the fourteenth century, the doctrinal points to be 

imparted to the laity were listed in manuals prepared for the 

use of priests. Of interest is the so-called Wyclifite 

version of Archbishop Thoresby's Lay Folk's Catechism 
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(A. D. 1357) , which includes both a note regarding the 

proper use of the five wits and an allusion to Christ's 

wounds. John Mirk's Instructions for Parish Priests 

(ca. A. D. 1400) is devoted primarily " . . . to practical 

directions for conducting private confession" (p- 259). 

Although feŵ  priests could have instructed each of their 

parishioners in the prescribed material, the confessional 

was used for both teaching and moral counseling. 

The emphasis upon penance also appears in the 

fourteenth-century religious encyclopedias, particularly 

in the Cursor Mundi. This vast work not only closes with 

an exhortation to repent, but also contains a comprehen

sive "Book of Penance" addressed to the laity. One of the 

other pieces attached to Cursor Mundi is A Song of the Five 

Joys of Our Lady. Other doctrinal summaries, such as The 

Book of Virtues and Vices and Azenbite of Inwyt, also con

nect the five wits and penance. 

Surviving sermons reinforce this association; and 

Christ's wounds, Mary's joys, and Arthur's shield also 

appear in sermons not directly related to penance. Further

more, works intended for use in private meditations or in 

devotions frequently use the figure of the five wits. 

Finally, the theme of penance also became popular with 

lyric poets; indeed, the Confiteor often was translated into 

or paraphrased in English. More frequently, however, an 
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extended confession reflecting the doctrine of penance 

appeared in poetry. Poets also composed lyrics on Christ's 

wounds and Mary's joys. 
i-

The medieval English association of the five wits 

with the confessional is clear, as is the relationship of 

the five wounds and the five joys to penitential doctrine. 

The expression "misspending the five wits" occurs so 

frequently in discussions of penance that no doubt of 

this association can exist. Neither can the Gawain-poet's 

intention of reminding his audience of the confessional be 

doubted. This association comprises the first pentad. 

The second pentad develops from the first: the allegory 

of the five fingers, which is related to penitential 

doctrine. The third and fourth pentads, the five wounds 

and the five joys, were popular fourteenth-century poetic 

themes. The last pentad, the list of knightly customs, 

has no satisfactory connection with penance. Perhaps the 

poet conformed to a romance convention here. Extant 

treatises on knighthood contain such lists; but these 

treatises also linger upon the " . . . moral significance 

of each piece of a knight's armor and other gear, including 

his coat of arms" (p. 264). Regardless of this incon

gruity, however, the emphasis of the poet's interpreta

tion of the pentangle falls upon Gawain's religious devo

tion; and the poet explains this devotion in the language 

of the confessional. 
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John Burrow compares the two confession scenes 

in SGGK and agrees that penance is a significant part of the 

poem after Gawain's first confession (11. 1876-84), which 

13 prepares him for his appointment at the Green Chapel. 

The theme of penance initially appears in 11. 503-4; but 

at Bertilak's castle, penance emerges as a traditional 

public observation which is eased with good wine and good 

food (11. 8970900). 

Gawain's first confession introduces the sacra

ment of penance, and thus narrows the scope of penance in 

the poem. The hero's confession seems to be honest, for 

the priest completely absolves Gawain of sin; but to the 

medieval mind, Gawain's confession was not valid, and thus 

the priest's absolution also was invalid. A medieval 

Englishman would know that a true confession depended as 

much upon the disposition of the penitent as upon the 

correct performance of the prescribed ritual. Gawain 

confesses his sin but makes no effort at restitution; in 

fact, he intends to keep the girdle and to violate his pact 

with Bertilak. 

Several points support this negative view of 

Gawain's confession. First, Gawain's belief in the validity 

of his confession and in the efficacy of the girdle is 

reflected in his unprecedented gaity; yet a feeling of guilt 

appears in the final exchange of winnings with Bertilak. 

Second, the action of the fourth fit implies that a valid 
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confession would have saved Gawain. Third, and finally, 

Gawain's confession to the Green Knight both complements 

and completes the confession to the priest. The hero's 

contrition leads to his confession (11. 2*379-86) and then 

to his offer of restitution (1. 2387). The Green Knight's 

absolution (11. 2390-4) structurally resembles the priest's 

absolution (11. 1883-4); but unlike the priest, the Green 

Knight cannot absolve Gawain. Bertilak can only forgive 

the hero. Thus, the external conditions of the confessional 

are not satisfied in the second confession. 

Although SGGK is not a partisan's contribution to 

the fourteenth century's arguments about the doctrine of 

penance, the poem does reach a conclusion upon the subject. 

The last part of the work conveys Gawain's intense sense 

of personal guilt. He shares that feeling with the Green 

Knight and with Arthur's court, and thus does public 

penance. Gawain exposes his fault to the judgement of 

others, but they disagree with the hero on his assessment 

of that fault. Both the Green Knight and Arthur's court 

laugh away Gawain's guilt, and their laughter restores an 

emotional equilibrium to the poem. 

The poet seems to intimate that this laughter will 

have a corrective influence upon Gawain (11. 2037-40). The 

poet denies that Gawain accepted the girdle for any reason 

other than self-preservation (11. 2037-40); and then repeats 
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the denial twice more: once in the Green Knight's speech 

to Gawain at the Chapel (11, 2366-8), and again upon 

' Gawain's acceptance of the girdle from th,e Green Knight 

(11, 2429-33), Burrow believes that the purpose of this 

triple denial lies in Gawain's two confessions to covetous-

ness and to an additional two faults in virtue. Through 

Gawain's three confessions to a sin which the poem twice 

states and Gawain had previously said that he did not 

commit, Bertilak's assessment of the hero receives more 

credence than the hero's judgement of himself, 

David Farley Hills, however, disagrees with this 

interpretation of the underlying fault in Gawain's confes-

15 sion to the Green Knight. According to Hills, Gawain 

did not exaggerate his sin of cowardice, but realized that 

his cowardice led into covetousness. The poem explicitly 

states that Gawain did not accept the girdle because of 

its material value (11. 1820, 1848, 2037-40, and 2366-8), 

and the hero accepts the lace from Bertilak only after 

denying the idea that the acceptance was related to the 

material worth of the lace (11, 2430-8). Gawain and 

Bertilak, whose view is shared by Arthur's court, do not 

seem to disagree on the hero's fault, but rather on the 

reason for the fault. 

The medieval concept of covetousness may help 

explain this apparent contradiction, "Covetousness 
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(cipiditas) or avarice (avaritia) was regarded as one of 

the seven 'deadly' . . . sins . . . " (p. 126). Occasion

ally, however, a distinction between covetousness and 

avarice appears in which the former refers to the posses

sions which a person desires; while the latter refers to 

those possessions a person has and desires to keep. 

Frequently, however, the two words are synonymous. Thomas 

Aquinas gives the word "avarice" a broader meaning when he 

says that avarice is also a sin against charity in that the 

soul is deflected from a love of God to a love of material 

things. In short, avarice becomes a love of anything other 

than God. Medieval theology thus gives the word "avarice" 

two distinct meanings: a special meaning which denotes a 

love of wealth, and a general meaning which indicates a 

deflection from God's love. The special meaning usually is 

the avarice, or covetousness, of medieval sermons and 

tracts. 

Medieval theologians regarded covetousness as the 

antithesis of charity on the basis of Augustine's idea of 

sin as misdirected love. The essence of the idea that a 

love of self gives rise to a love of material things is that 

covetousness subverts charity because uian's desires are 

placed before God's wishes. Furthermore, any concern for 

temporal things for their own sake was related to covetous

ness. The sin of covetousness is the element in all trans

gressions which arise from loving oneself more than God, 
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and from seeking consolation in material things. Covetous

ness also appears in a continuous concern for temporal things, 

whereas man should trust in God's providence. Although 

these points about avarice generally do not appear in the 

vernacular religious literature, medieval theologians had 

a long tradition of describing avarice as more than a 

desire for ŵ ealth. 

Gawain seems to demonstrate' this excessive love 

for himself when he accepts the girdle, because a respect 

for truth would require him either to reject the girdle or 

to surrender it to Bertilak. With his refusal to surrender 

the girdle, Gawain places his love for himself above his 

love for God, and so commits the sin of covetousness in 

the general meaning of the sin. Bertilak's statement that 

Gawain was found lacking because of his desire to save 

himself (1. 2366), and the poet's reference to the girdle 

at 1.2040, do not contradict the hero's interpretation of 

his fault. 

The application of the Augustinian view of covetous

ness helps explain an otherwise confusing aspect of SGGK, 

but that application does not explain all of the poet's 

treatment of Gawain's fault. The difference in Gawain's and 

Bertilak's attitudes towards the hero's fault is seen in 

Gawain's penitent mood, which reflects the medieval idea of 

humblesse. Too,the medieval mind would examine the miti

gating circumstances surrounding Gawain's action rather 
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than the nature of the fault; and Bertilak and Arthur could 

voice these circumstances, whereas humility would not 

. permit Gawain to do so. Fear would be such a mitigating 

factor in this case. 

While medieval theology construed fear of the world 

as sin, fear became a mitigating circumstance in the 

commission of sin. Indeed, fear of physical harm evoked 

an especially lenient attitude; and" the reaction of Bertilak 

and of Arthur's court to Gawain's fault accords with this 

view. From a theological standpoint, Gawain's fear was 

inordinate; but in the layman's view, Gawain's fear was 

justifiable. Gawain's sense of guilt, however, brings 

him closer to the image of the ideal Christian knight than 

he was at the beginning of the poem. 

In their study of the green girdle, Stoddard 

Malarkey and J. Barre Toelken stress Gawain's psychological 

17 

state of mind in relation to the girdle. The poet empha

sizes the external stresses on Gawain by describing the 

valley, the chapel, and the whetting noise. The atmosphere 

has its effect on Gawain, for he plans to leave the valley if 

his adversary is late (11. 2214-16). The Green Knight 

appears, however, and Gawain renders a casual greeting 

(11. 2212-38). 

At this point, the poet apparently abandons Gawain's 

mental state just when it is most significant. Malarkey 
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and Toelken believe, however, that the poet did not drop 

the subject, but that modern readings of 1. 2226 inade

quately reflect the poet's continuing concern for Gawain's 
-] o 

state of mind. 

Scholars of SGGK generally agree that the word 

"lace" " . . . refers to something on the Green Knight's 

axe . . . " (p. 14), but whether the word indicates a 

lace or a thong is a disputed question. The confusion 

within the comparison in 1. 2226 arises from the word "bi," 

whereas the question of the line's meaning centers on the 

rendering of the word "lace." If the latter word means 

"lace," and refers to Lady de Hautdesert's girdle, then 

the line has a clear meaning: Gawain's girdle did not 

diminish the effect of the size of the Green Knight's axe 

blade. The poet describes the Green Knight's equipment 

and then relates Gawain's mental reaction to that equip

ment in 1. 2226. 

The fact that the word "lace" can refer to the 

girdle is beyond doubt, for the poem makes that connection 

four times before 1. 2226 (11. 1830, 1851, 1874, and 2030) 

and four times after 1. 2226 (11. 2438, 2487, 2497, and 

2505). Furthermore, the poet clearly states that the lace 

gleams (11. 2037-9). 

When Gawain arises on the morning of his appoint

ment at the Green Chapel, he dresses and departs the castle 



26 

without seeing Bertilak. In Gawain's mind, no need exists 

to hide the girdle when he leaves the castle. The poet 

describes the arming of Gawain (11. 2016-30); and then not 

only says that Gawain donned the lace (11. 2032-4), but 

also comments upon how the girdle enhanced the hero's 

appearance (11. 2035-6). Further evidence that Gawain wore 

the girdle on the outside of his armor appears in 11. 2376-7, 

in which Gawain removes the girdle -and throws it to the 

Green Knight. 

Aside from clarifying 1. 2226, granting the fact 

that Gawain wears the girdle outside of his armor helps 

objectify the theme of the poem and to externalize the 

symbolism of the girdle and the surcoat, upon which the 

pentangle is embroidered. When Gawain puts the girdle over 

his surcoat, he abandons the virtues represented by the 

pentangle and relies upon the power of the lace. 

The journey to the Green Chapel is intended to 

instill fear in Gawain, and that fear begins to surface 

upon his arrival at that place. Gawain's mental reaction to 

his opponent's equipment may indicate a waning trust in 

the efficacy of the girdle, and the hero's flinching 

under the Green Knight's axe tends to indicate that such 

a lack of confidence existed. After the meeting with the 

Green Knight, however, Gawain again wears the lace openly; • 
V 

but he wears it as a symbol of guilt and of penance. 
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Morgan le Fay's role in SGGK is minimized by Albert 

19 B. Friedmar. He maintains that the Green Knight's line 

in which he attributes the origin of Gawain's test to 

* 20 Morgan is the single weak spot in the poem. 

The Green Knight bursts into the poem at Arthur's 

Christmas feast, issues his challenge, and then breaks the 

ensuing silence with his taunts to the assembled knights. 

Arthur accepts the challenge and takes the Green Knight's 

axe (11. 330-7). The fact that Arthur did not strike his 

opponent is obvious from the meaning of the phrase mayn 

21 dintez: "great blows," "threats," or "threatened blows." 

Furthermore, Arthur could not have struck the Green Knight 

because the agreement specified one blow; and dintez is 

plural. In addition, the Green Knight began removing his 

coat only after Arthur had struck his blows. The king's 

surrender of the contest to Gawain should not be inter

preted as cowardice, for romance kings were expected to 

delegate such tasks to their knights. According to Bertilak, 

one part of Morgan's plan was to test Arthur's knights with 

the challenge; and another part literally was to scare 

Guinevere to death. The second part of Morgan's plan failed 

rather badly. 

The fact that Gawain enjoyed a reputation as a 

lecher in fourteenth-century literature is suggested by 

several contemporary works, and therefore the possibility 
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diminishes that the Gawain-poet would have tested the 

chastity of Arthur's least chaste knight. Friedman believes 

. that chastity is of secondar.y importance in the temptation 

22 
scenes. Indeed, the terms of the bargain with Bertilak 

almost preclude a test of Gawain's chastity. Fays tradi

tionally are sexually insatiable; so the poet's choice of 

the most promiscuous female in the Arthurian romances to 

test Gav/ain's chastity would seem illogical. Any material 

which would have been required to illustrate the immorality 

of Arthur's court easily could have been taken from the 

French romances. The reformation theory, however, receives 

its death-blow at the poem's end when neither Arthur nor 

his court display any character change as a result of 

Gawain's adventure. 

Morgan's reasons for wanting to discredit Arthur 

and to kill Guinevere lie in works other than SGGK. Malory 

states that the purpose of Morgan's career is to destroy 

Arthur's knights, and thereby discredit her brother. The 

Gawain-poet evidently sees Morgan in the same light, for he 

speaks of her hatred for Guinevere and of Morgan's envy of 

Arthur's court. Yet the poet's description of Morgan's 

ugliness clashes with the tales of her as a beautiful fay 

who is skillful in healing. These conflicting views of 

Arthur's sister finally became reconciled in the Huth Merlin, 

in which Morgan became uglier as she gained more knowledge 
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of sorcery. Thus, the Gawain-poet's description of Morgan 

may indicate her evil nature. Indeed, Morgan displays all 

of the characteristics of a deus ex machina; and her role 

in the poem becomes more intelligible when seen in this way. 

Within SGGK, both the beheading game (or the 

challenge) and the temptations are disenchantment stories. 

Yet, although the poem is a product of two such stories, 

the work rejects their denoument.. .Had the poet adherred 

to these two stories as his sources had done, the Green 

Knight would have been disenchanted, and then would have 

ridden away with Gav/ain to join Arthur's other knights. 

However, the Green Knight explains the challenge and the 

temptations and then parts with Gawain. An enchanted 

person has the right to seek out and to supervise the 

testing of the person who can disenchant him, but this idea 

fails to explain the reason for the Green Knight's journey 

to Camelot, since he was not enchanted. The poet's answer 

to this problem was to make the Green Knight the servant 

of Morgan le Fay. 

The poet intends that the audience see Morgan as 

the cause of Gawain's adventure, but her effect in the poem 

remains limited to the lines in which Bertilak relates the 

reason for his journey to Camelot. If some insinuation or 

statement relating to Morgan had appeared earlier in the poem, 

Bertilak's explanation would be more plausible. The hag, 
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however, becomes merely a foil for Lady de Hautdesert's 

beauty. Too, Bertilak's statement that he alone was 

, responsible for his wife's testing of Gawain further under-

mines the claim that Morgan le Fay is the moving force 

behind SGGK. 

Mother Angela Carson has an entirely different 

2 3 view of Morgan's role in the poem. Mother Carson sees 

Morgan as " . . . the most significant character in the 

poem," with her importance to the story emerging clearly 

when she is seen in terms of fourteenth-century myth and 

folklore. 

A fourteenth-century court audience not only would 

have recognized the influence of Morgan le Fay upon the 

action and the characters of the poem, but also would have 

seen her in both the old woman at Bertilak's castle and in 

his wife. The Gawain-poet thus presents Morgan in her two 

traditional roles of an old woman and a beautiful seductress. 

Accepting these two characters as aspects of one nature 

reconciles Morgan's influence upon the action with her brief 

appearance in the poem; and also makes Lady de Hautdesert 

into Morgan's pawn. Although the poem neither denies nor 

confirms this view, certain characteristics of Morgan appear 

in Bertilak's wife. 

The contrast between the old woman and her mistress 

is so absorbing that a reader may overlook the fact that the 
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older woman leads the younger (11. 947 and 969). Lady de 

Hautdesert's appearance with many maidens (1. 942) recalls 

^ Morgan's link with the Castle of the Maidens, and the lady's 

offer of a ring to Gawain reflects Morgan's practice of 

giving rings to her lovers. Finally the lady displays 

Morgan's traditional " . . . predisposition to detain a 

reluctant knight" (p. 6) with unwanted attentions. 

Mother Carson identifies th-e Green Knight with Urien, 

25 Morgan's traditional husband and one of her many lovers. 

Regardless of whether Bertilak is an other-world king or 

a mortal lover, he fits into the poem with ease. He 

possesses no obvious eccentricities which require explana

tion; and, as Morgan's lover, he may be expected to help 

further her plans. 

The alliance between Bertilak and Morgan also helps 

explain the castle which appeared before Gawain. The 

description of the hero's journey suggests that he entered 

the other-world; and the sudden appearance of the castle 

(11. 763-4), the description of the castle (11. 765-72 and 

785-802), the initial reception of Gawain (11. 817-37), 

his reception in the presence of Morgan le Fay (11. 941-

1018) , and the later events at the castle all lend credence 

to Gawain's departure from the mortal world. Another indica

tion of Gawain's entry into the other-world appears in the 

poet's description of the wood through which Gawain rides 
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(11. 741-4), for each of the trees which the poet mentions 

has a significance in English folklore: fairies haunt the 

hawthorne; the oak's roots reach to the other-world; and 

the hazel, which is associated with preternatural wisdom, 

is also a charm against enchantment. Traditionally, the 

color green is linked to the other-world and its inhabi

tants. Furthermore, Gawain must cross a water barrier to 

reach Bertilak's castle and the Green Chapel. 

Morgan le Fay connects the Arthur group of charac

ters and the Green Knight group. She is traditionally 

hostile to Arthur, and so initiates the chastity test to 

discredit him. Gawain, however, redeemed the honor of the 

Round Table after successfully resisting Morgan's tempta

tions. If the Green Knight proposed the chastity test, 

and Morgan initiated it because of her hatred of Guinevere, 

then the queen would have reason to be afraid if the test 

was designed to question her chastity. 

Morgan alone plans the challenge to Arthur's court 

which leads Gawain to Bertilak's castle. There she tempts 

the hero and then allows him to continue his journey to 

the Green Chapel. After his meeting with the Green Knight, 

who is Morgan's ally, Gawain returns to Arthur's court. 

Morgan le Fay, therefore, undoubtedly controls the action 

of the poem; and thereby influences each character in the 

plot. 
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In his study of Gawain's predicament, which con

sists of five dilemmas, George J. Englehardt sees Gawain's 

7 6 

test as a trial of his reputation. [From this trial 

emerges not only the moral of the poem, but also the sus

pense, the humor, the irony, and the delight of the work.] 

Because the pentangle is the symbol of Gawain's 

reputation, an understanding of this device is indispensable 

in comprehending the meaning of SGGJC. To eliminate any 

possibility of misunderstanding the significance of the 

pentangle, the poet devotes forty-three lines (11. 623-65) 

of exposition to Gawain's heraldic symbol. Although the 

graphic symbolism is more important in understanding the 

poem, the number symbolism is not superfluous. Rather, 

it illustrates the medieval poetic practice of dilatatio. 

Englehardt groups Gawain's virtues under the general desig-
27 

nations of valor, piety, and courtesy." Gawain lived in 

a society that loved strife and exacted valor from everyone 

both in war and in peace. Even amusements required valor. 

Arthur's knights were famous for this virtue, and Gawain 

was Arthur's most valorous knight. Gawain's valor, however, 

was enhanced by his piety. Arthur's knights all were pious 

men, and they were never alone as long as they could speak 

with God or complain to Mary. Yet valor and piety were 

accompanied by courtesy in Gawain; in fact, he exemplified 

his society's concept of courtesy. 
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Gawain's sense of propriety led to his request 

for permission to accept the Green Knight's challenge, and 

the fear of the charge of recreancy motivated the hero 
«• 

to begin his quest for the Green Chapel. The first 

dilemma that Gawain faced in his predicament was the problem 

of escaping the Green Knight's return blow while keeping 

an untarnished reputation for bravery. 

The hero's second dilemma arose with the problem 

of rejecting Lady de Hautdesert's advances, for Gawain knew 

the penalty awaiting one who died in mortal sin. Too, 

Gawain had to honor his pact with Bertilak, and not to 

reveal his adultery would violate the rules of courtesy 

between men. Yet rules of conduct between man and woman 

also existed, and the lady continually reminded Gawain of 

his reputation for courtesy. The hero's principles, however, 

had progressed beyond those of the courtly lover. Gawain 

rejected the love of another man's wife, but did so with 

great tact. The problem of accomplishing this rejection 

while maintaining his reputation for courtesy became Gawain's 

third dilemma. 

When Gawain accepted the lace from Lady de Hautdesert, 

he created his fourth dilemma. The hero promised not to 

reveal the gift and thereby violated his agreement with 

Bertilak, Gawain ignored this problem and sought absolution 

from sin while intending to commit sin. He attempted to 
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preserve his body through magic and his soul with a false 

confession, and so surrendered his virtue for superstition 

and false conscience. 

Gawain's gruff reaction to his guide's promise of 

secrecy if the hero abandoned his quest sounds ironic 

after Gawain's promise of secrecy to his hostess, and the 

irony receives full expression in Gawain's last dilemma. 

In his confrontation with the Green Knight, Gawain's only 

unmarred virtue disappears in his condemnation of women; 

and, although Gawain atones for his breeches of valor and 

piety, he does not recant his statements about women. 

The poet intended no malice in his irony. He knew of 

man's spiritual self-complacency and weakness. His moral 

is that chastening of pride is just and should not be 

considered grim. The path " . . . through self-knowledge 

to humility . . . " (p. 224) is difficult, but man must 

neither presume upon divine mercy nor relax his vigilance 

because he experiences that mercy. 

Jan Solomon also maintains that Gawain's primary 

2 8 
lesson in the poem is humility. Gawain's pride, however, 

is well-founded; and the poet always exposes his hero to 

situations which reveal the highest elements of his virtues. 

Gawain's tact, for example, wins the beheading challenge 

from Arthur; and the temptations center around the hero's 

use of tact. Even so, the poet establishes Gawain's pride 

early in the poem (11. 680-2). 
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The beheading challenge tests Gawain's courage, 

and he does well until he reaches the Green Chapel. There 

he flinches under the Green Knight's axe. Also, Gawain 

accepts the green girdle partially because of its super

natural power to protect the wearer. Here, again, Gawain's 

courage evidently waned but did not fail. 

Similarly, the hero's courtesy is tested by Lady de 

Hautdesert for three days. Gawain's task is to reject his 

hostess' advances while maintaining his reputation for 

courtesy, an effort which is complicated by the agreement 

with his host. Nevertheless, Gawain fulfills his pledge 

even though he becomes a comic figure in the process. The 

hero's courtesy, however, cannot be sustained in the face 

of conflicting demands; and neither can his loyalties 

remain undivided. Gawain's acceptance of the girdle 

violates his pact with Bertilak, but surrendering the lace 

violates the hero's pledge to Lady de Hautdesert. 

The poem's structure supports the centrality of 

the girdle and the interrelation of the virtues; for in 

relation to the girdle, each of the virtues suffers. Just 

as the poem's structure supports the plot and the thematic 

elements, so Jo the poem's mood and tone with their balance 

of suspense and humor. Through this balance, Gawain appears 

as both hero and human while he learns the lesson of humility 

One method which the poet uses in Gawain's education is a 
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contrast of Gawain's view of his adventure with the atti

tudes of Bertilak and Arthur's cant. Thus, the poet main

tains an equilibrium between seriousness and comedy even 

as Gawain's pride begins to collapse. The poem's movement 

also reveals the poet's attitude in this display of comedy, 

for this adventure is atypical of romance. Gawain engages 

in none of the usual chivalric feats, but must defend hii]i-

self from his hostess and submit to the Green Knight's axe. 

Irony also enforces the poem's progress to the 

lessening of Gawain's pride. The poet, for example, juxta

poses the hunting scenes with the bedroom scenes. Even 

so, the more serious side of romance appears in 11. 715-23. 

Too, Bertilak jests with Gawain (11, 1644-7), but also is 

serious with him (11. 1679-80). Later, the Green Knight 

will nick Gawain, and then explain the reason for the 

cut (1. 2366). Gawain's failure to surrender the girdle 

was a definite breach of loyalty, but that breach is 

minimized by Bertilak. 

Gawain, however, sees his offense as quite serious 

and vows to wear the girdle as a sign of his error (11. 2433-

8). The word surfet, as used by the poet, indicates an 

29 excess that Lc.s led Gawain beyond the limits of moderation. 

Gawain's excessive trust in his own virtues gave way to 

humility; for the hero learned that his virtues, regardless 

of their excellence, could not meet the situation posed by 

the Green Knight. 
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This brief survey of the main themes of SGGK 

clearly indicates the significance of the green girdle. 

Not only does the girdle figure prominently in the action 

of the fourth fit of the poem, but the lace also leads to 

Gawain's recognition of his pride. Gawain's breach of 

faith with Bertilak allows the Gawain-poet to deliver an 

oblique sermon upon the subject of penance in which Bertilak, 

rather than a priest of the church," forgives the hero. The 

critic's explanations of the medieval doctrine of penance 

and the relationship of that doctrine with the confessional 

provide the necessary information to achieve an under

standing of Gawain's sin and repentance within the terms 

of fourteenth-century English society. Furthermore, Morgan 

le Fay emerges as a significant figure in the poem even 

though she appears only a few times. Morgan initiates the 

action of SGGK when she directs Bertilak to appear at the 

court of King Arthur. Through Bertilak's challenge to 

Arthur's court, Morgan tests the morality of the Round 

Table by testing the best representative of the Round Table. 



SCHOLARSHIP DEVOTED TO LESSER THEMES 

An examination of some of the les*s important themes 

of SGGK sheds even more light both upon the complexity of 

the poem and upon the characters in the work. Arthur, for 

example, emerges as a figure totally alien to his tradi

tional role of the wise ruler; yet Gawain appears as the 

champion, in almost every sense of the word, of the medieval 

concept of courtesy. Attention to other of the poem's 

lesser themes provides glimpses into the character of the 

Green Knight, the source of the beheading episode, and the 

role of the Green Chapel in the plot of the poem. 

The character of Arthur is linked to the character 

of Gawain through the bonds of kinsmen and of subject and 

ruler. Of these two social links, Hans Schnyder sees the 

30 latter as the dominant connection. More important, 

however, is the fact that King Arthur is immature; and 

therefore, according to medieval concepts of kingship, unfit 

to rule. On the basis of Arthur's love of boasts, his 

knights' similar pleasure in such boasts, his love of com

bat, and his r'̂ urt's silence at the Green Knight's challenge, 

the use of the epithet chilgered by the intruder is justified 

Arthur's pride allows him to sacrifice Gawain for the greater 

glory of the royal court, a fact which the king's knights 

39 
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disapprove (11. 682-3). The poet thus gradually builds 

a picture of Arthur which would have appalled the m.edieval 

reader. 

Arthur's willingness to commit Gawain to an appar

ently certain death violates the ruling of the Church on 

tournaments issued by the Lateran Council of 1179, the 

effectiveness of which is reflected in Chaucer's Knight's 

Tale. Furthermore, Arthur's iminatuxity appears in his 

31 "exuberant individuality," a luxury not permitted medieval 

kings. To the medieval mind, a bond of mutual interdepen

dence existed between the ruler and his subjects in which 

the failings of one reflected upon the merits of the other. 
« 

Yet the greatest reproach levelled against Arthur is that 

of pride, for he sacrifices Gawain to a royal desire for 

glory. Thus, SGGK falls into the realm of one of the most 

popular of medieval themes. A proud ruler was the source 

of all corruption in the medieval state, and was considered 

a tyrant regardless of how he acquired the throne. The 

people owed no allegiance to a tyrant in medieval thought; 

indeed, regicide was permissible in the case of tyrants. 

A proud ruler disturbs the divine order and challenges God 

Himself. Gca accepts the challenge and overthrows the proud 

king, whose loss of insight into the divine order causes him 

to submit to Fortune rather than to Divine Providence. Sig

nificantly, Arthur's trust in Fortune appears in his willing 

ness to enter combat trusting only to luck. 
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The preoccupation of medieval philosophers and 

poets with the idea of kingship and its relation to the 

. . welfare of the state led to the medieval concept of tragedy. 

Clearly, the Gawain-poet did not intend to produce a 

tragedy; but he did intend to deliver a warning. The poet 

drew upon his own works and upon a canon of de casibus 

stories, notably Purity and the tales of Nebuchadnezzar 

and Belshazzar. By using the metho"d of medieval exegesis, 

Schnyder compares Arthur's feast to that of Belshazzar and 

finds a spiritual resemblance. Arthur's court, then, is 

full of corruption because of his deviation from responsible 

kingship; and God will send a sign to indicate that the 

king has been tested and found lacking. 

In contrast to Arthur's immaturity and pride stands 

Gawain's extreme courtesy. As J. F. Kitely maintains, 

Gawain is noted for the kind of courtesy associated with 

32 courtly love (11. 1297-1301). The lady implies more than 

mere good manners in her use of "cortaysye"; for she uses 

"cortaysye" and "courteous" five times in the first two 

temptation scenes (11. 1298, 1300, 1491, 1511, and 1525), 

and each use carries a similar meaning. Although the poem 

presents ample evidence of Gawain's good manners, the lady 

reproaches him for not displaying courtesy as she conceives 

it. The poet, and perhaps his audience, had a wider inter

pretation of courtesy than the modern reader; but the 
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shades of meaning of courtesy always may not have been 

clear even to the medieval mind. 

Lady de Hautdesert and Bertilak's court associate 

courtesy with the courtliness which was an integral part 

of the doctrine of courtly love (11. 916-19); and their 

expectations of Gawain are reasonable when learning from a 

model as famous for courtesy as Gawain. Yet the courtiers 

expect more from Gawain than mere gpod manners (11. 926-7). 

The continuity of the last two passages mentioned is 

unbroken, and a connection exists in the minds of Bertilak's 

courtiers and of Lady de Hautdesert between good manners 

and "luf-talkyng." 

The medieval book most nearly expressing the hostess' 

concept of courtesy, and summarizing the courtly love code 

better than any other work of the period, is De Arte Honesti 

Amandi by Andreas Capellanus. No conclusive evidence exists 

that the Gawain-poet knew of Capellanus' work; but, as 

Kitely says, the similarity between the temptress' words 

33 and portions of Capellanus' treatise is interesting. 

Furthermore, medieval literary tradition links Arthur's 

court and courtly love; and available lists of the Round 

Table's law indicate that love was a significant factor 

in determining admission to that body. Thus, Lady de 

Hautdesert may have been justified in attacking Gawain with 

arguments based upon courtly love. Her first sally was blunt; 
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but v/hen her initial assault failed, she quickly fell 

back upon courtly love as her primary weapon in the 

struggle. In the second temptation scene, the seductress 

asks Gawain to teach her something of the art of true love; 

and she assumes the role of the lover. In the last tempta

tion scene. Lady de Hautdesert gives meticulous care to 

her appearance: having failed to conquer Gawain in earlier 

attempts, she reverts to physical .charm. This approach 

also lies within the courtly love system, for beauty is 

one of three legitimate methods of acquiring love. 

When the lady fails to overcome Gawain's resistance 

to her advances, she makes a statement that should come 

from the lover rather than the beloved; and within this 

framework of role reversal, the poet may imply a critical 

attitude toward that kind of courtesy which arose from 

courtly love. Such a corruption of courtesy is a corrup

tion of " . . . the essentially Christian virtues of 

consideration, altruism, and gentleness implied by courtesy, 

not only in the person of Gawain, but in the other poems 

34 of MS Cotton Nero A. X." Gawain's position in regard to 

courtly love appears to be stated unequivocally in the 

first temptation scene when he commends his hostess' husband 

to her. 

Although no record survives of a copy of Capellanus' 

work existing in England when the Gawain-poet wrote, the 
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possibility should not be overlooked. The location of 

SGGK's composition remains uncertain, but the dialect of 

the poem is believed to be that of Lancaster or Cheshire. 

The greatest court in Lancashire probably was that of the 

Lancasters, a family closely connected to southern France. 

The Gawain-poet, then, apparently knew of courtly love; 

and one suspects that his audience " . . . would have 

appreciated the nuances in the Temp.tation Scenes" (p. 15) . 

Medieval courtesy may be too vast to be confined to one 

definition; but reference to Capellanus' treatise indicates 

that the poet distinguished between two conceptions of 

courtesy and preferred a Christian concept. 

Through an exegetical approach to SGGK and a 

comparison of the poem to the thirteenth-century Queste 

35 del Saint Graal (QSG), Professor M. Mills comments upon 

Christian significance and the romance tradition in SGGK. 

He believes that such a comparison is valid because the 

two works share numerous romance patterns and motifs. 

Even " . . . 'secular' romances are in some aspects well 

adapted to support a Christian meaning" (p. 483) , as in 

the many " . . . unforseen adventures between the hero's 

departure from Arthur's court and his arrival at his 

objective . . . " (p. 484). Rarely are these incidents 

relevant to the knight's objective; yet they may combine to 

imply that an untried knight, or one who must retrieve a 



45 

reputation, is worthy of his chivalric order. Implica

tions to this effect are explicit in QSG: the Christian 

knight considers his adventures not as mere occupational 

hazards, but as proof of his fitness to seek the Holy Grail. 

Moreover, the unpredictability of numerous events in the 

secular romances suggests that the hero, rather than being 

" . . . the master of his fate . . . " (p. 484) , is 

completely subject to Fortune; and from that concept, the 

next stop is to the idea that the Christian knight essen

tially is a passive agent who fights only when necessary 

and depends completely upon the will of God. 

The basic series of events in SGGK presents similar 

opportunities for delving into Christian allegory. Since 

the number of incidents in this poem is limited, less 

possibility for variety or subtlety in tracing the spiritual 

progress of the hero exists; but this smaller range of 

action presents the negative virtue of avoiding the blood

shed which is inseparable from the continuous fighting in 

the romances. In QSG, such encounters appear in forms 

similar to their original patterns; and the ingenuity of 

the author in assimilating them into a new context is well 

exercised. In SGGK, this problem never arises; because when 

the hero's adventures are mentioned, the accounts are terse 

enough to whitewash even the possibility of bloodshed. Even 

so, the total impression does not disturb " . . . the 
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picture of Gawain as a passive, suffering agent . . . " 

(p. 484) who emerges from the hardships of winter in 11. 

726-32. 

The broad outlines of SGGK are well suited to a 

romance in which the hero is a devout Christian; and the 

economy of the poem's structure is well adapted to sustain 

a reasonably consistant allegory of Christian life. The 

severely curtailed action of the poem diminishes the 

possibility that the work could offer many examples of 

supernatural motifs; and the only significant example is 

the Beheading Game, particularly its conclusion at the 

Green Chapel. Whatever the poet made of the scene at the 

Green Chapel, he did not pursue the suggestion that the 

Christian hero was about to encounter the powers of darkness; 

yet the author does present the imminence of a malevolent 

evil. Also noteworthy is the fact that, in contradicting 

the hero's expectations by its appearance, the mound in

creases Gawain's apprehension. 

No other romance motifs in SGGK possess the poten

tialities of the Green Chapel; yet one could argue 

" . . . that since some form of the Perilous Castle must 

lie behind Bertilak's dwelling . . . " (p. 487), it has 

otherworldly elements which the poet could have exploited 

if he had desired to suggest the Heavenly City. Rather, the 

poet suppressed the kind of detail which medieval poets 
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used about otherworldly structures. Similarly, by pre

senting a situation of spiritual and moral danger, the 

Temptation scenes could become a " . . . wider conflict 

between the powers of good and evil" (p. '487). The QSG 

attains this enlargement of spiritual horizons in the 

scene of Perceval's temptation. 

The scenes in SGGK are rather parochial. The 

poet never intimates that Lady de Hautdesert is " . . . any

thing more than she appears to be . . . " (p. 487) and 

these remarks function merely as reminders of the perilous 

tendencies of the elegant, cheerful exchanges with Gawain. 

Moreover, the tone of the scenes causes difficulty in 

giving either literal or allegorical weight to any Christian 

imagery which appears. 

The author of SGGK is less concerned with providing 

guides to the true meaning of events than is the author of 

QSG. Even on the literal plane, the Gawain-poet reveals 

nothing that allows the reader to grasp the schemes and 

motives of the two ladies of the castle; rather, these 

revelations are delayed until the end of the romance, where 

they have more impact. The point also could be argued that 

the poet suggests " . . . that the information provided by 

Gawain's guide to the Green Chapel is misleading" (p. 489). 

Consideration also should be given to " , . . the 

large-scale passages of exegesis . . . " in SGGK. In 
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QSG, exegetical passages appear throughout the text, are 

developed to considerable length, and are the most signifi

cant means by which the author relates the allegorical 

meaning of the story. However, only two exegetical passages 

occur in SGGK: the description of the pentangle and the 

Green Knight's explanation of the events of the story. The 

first passage is straightforward, and relates the virtues 

to points of Christian doctrine. The second passage is 

more characteristic of the poet, and plainly is Christian. 

None of the incidents represents a wider religious issue, 

nor does Bertilak consider the animals of the hunting 

scenes as representatives of different spiritual conditions. 

Furthermore, the late appearance of the second passage 

appears to be part of a tendency to construct a powerfully 

imaginative effect, and then to dispel it by rationaliza

tion. 

However, the passage obliquely fosters a critical 

attitude towards Gawain. The image of the old Gawain 

emerges in 11. 1297 ff. to contrast with the new Gawain in 

the poem. The interest in the comparison lies in the 

extent to which the poet adapted some of the less admirable 

aspects of Gawain to accord with the iicw characterization 

of the hero. Gawain possesses " . . . almost all of the 

qualities of a knight of the Grail . . . " (p. 492) ; but 

what he seeks in SGGK relates only to the qualities of 
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loyalty and endurance, not to chastity or to spiritual 

intensity. The knight who failed at t-he Grail Castle 

reappears in the scene with Bertilak: the traditional 

Gawain stands between the reader and the new Gawain. 

Gawain may aid the process with his self-accusation of 

^'couetyse," a word possibly belonging to the kind of 

characterization of Gawain implied by his outburst against 

women. The fact hardly can be ignored that the picture 

of the new Gawain corresponds to the traditional portrait 

of Gawain. 

The source of the beheading episode in SGGK gener

ally is acknowledged to be the Fled Bricrend. The discovery 

of the Irish analogues doomed the idea that Le Livre de 

Caradoc was the source of the beheading episode in SGGK; 

for the Fled Bricrend contains elements found in one or 

the other, but not both, of the later romances. Those 

differences indicate that SGGK and Caradoc are independent 

versions of a common source which Kittredge reconstructed 

as "R," a lost poem which in turn was based upon "0," the 

37 original romance version of the beheading tale. This is 

the theory currently accepted by students of SGGK; but Benson 

believes tha^ the case has been closed prematurely, since 

none of the scholars knew that three versions rather than 

3 8 
one version of the Caradoc tale exist. Not until 1949, 

when Roach's edition of The Continuations of Percival began 
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to appear, was a comparison possibly of v/hat Roach called 

the "short," "long," and "mixed" editions of Caradoc. 

In all three versions, the opening episode is the 

same; but the long version contains, numerically, more 

interesting details about the challenger. The prose version 

clads the challenger, like Bertilak, in green and in 

jewels. The challenger in all three versions " . . . rides 

up to the dais . . . " and " . . . 'courteously greets the 

king" (p. 3); yet in the Fled Bricrend, " . . . the praise 

is directed to the whole court" (p. 3). In the long and in 

the prose versions of Caradoc and in SGGK, the king's reply 

assures the challenger of combat. The intruder then states 

the conditions of his bargain. In the Fled Bricrend, the 

challenger gives the hero a choice: either I decapitate 

you now and you repay me later, or vice versa. This formula 

appears in all versions of the beheading episode except in 

the long and the prose versions of Caradoc and in SGGK. 

Failure to respond immediately to the challenge draws 

taunts upon the court in both romances. Only in SGGK does 

Arthur accept the challenge. Gawain receives it upon his 

request; and, in both Caradoc and in SGGK, the hero decapi

tates the challenger. The courtiers' efforts in kicking 

Curoi's and Bertilak's heads away from their bodies show that 

both characters are derived from a figure who must replace 

his head to survive. Both heroes are warned to fulfill 
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their bargains; and in the long version and in SGGK, the 

feast is resuired. 

The account of the return blow in SGGK differs 
• -

from all other versions of the beheading episode. Caradoc 

has no Green Chapel and no chance for the hero to escape 

his fate, nor do the hero's actions in the intervening year 

affect his blow. Even so, similarities in SGGK and in the 

long and the prose versions of Caradoc do exist. The 

challengers remind the heroes of the bargain, and the heroes 

announce that they are prepared to fulfill the bargain. 

Both heroes bend to receive a blow, and both suffer inter

ruptions before receiving the blow. After receiving the 

blow, both men are told to rise; and each receives a speech 

praising him. Both challengers reveal their identity and 

offer their friendship to the hero. Too, penance is a major 

theme in both works. In each poem, the beheading episode 

serves as an initiation into life through which the hero 

learns of his close relation to evil. No other versions of 

the beheading tale have the hero's triumph tempered by this 

self-discovery. 

"Le Livre de Carodoc does not account for every 

part of the beheading episode in Sir Gawain" (p. 10), but 

the two works have more similarities than differences. 

Moreover, Caradoc suggests other passages in SGGK, e.g. the 

combination of jollity and menace in the challenger, Arthur's 
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reply to a request for a boon, his effort to accept the 

challenge, the challenger's facing the dais after the 

beheading, and the inclusion of Morgan le Fay. Further-

more, the themes of the two works are identical: the 

movement of the hero from ignorance to self-knowledge. 

Based upon these similarities, Benson states that Caradoc 

is the source of the beheading episode in SGGK; and, 

specifically, that SGGK is dependent upon the long version 

of Caradoc. 

The question of whether the Green Knight is a 

fiend is discussed at length by Dale B. J. Randall.^^ If 

the Middle Ages were the golden age of symbolism, and if 

the Pearl-poet played upon many associations, then SGGK 

may contain concealed meanings. Among the possible results 

of probing for those meanings is the conclusion that SGGK 

may be the story of a Christian knight being tested by a 

fiend from Hell. 

Possibly the most striking symbol in the poem is 

the challenger's color. During the Middle Ages, " . . . 

green was variously associated with life, rebirth, youth, 

love, faithfulness, and chastity" (p. 479). Significantly, 

the medieval British people regarded green as the color of 

the. dead and of the fairies. Such a color association is 

important because medieval fairies were not always seen as 

harmless little people who frolicked in the moonlight; they 
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occasionally were thought to be harmless, but sometimes 

they were seen " . . . as man-sized creatures capable of 

inspiring fear and horror . . . " (p. 480) in men. 

Recalling the Scandinavian elements in the lan

guage of the Gav/ain-poet, we may remember that the 

Scandinavians sometimes called the dead "elves." "The 

word 'elf seems originally to have meant 'imp' or 

'demon' . . . " (p. 480-1), and Bertilak is regarded as 

"an aluisch man" (1. 168). 

The medieval mind also associated green with Satan 

and his followers, as in Chaucer's Friar's Tale. Further

more, the slow-witted Germanic devil is associated with 

green. Descended from the hunter Odin, this devil becomes 

a hunter of man and is clad in the German hunter's tradi

tional color of green. 

Randall states that as a result of the above-

mentioned facts, and that because medieval Englishmen 

often confused Hell with the land of the dead and with 

fairyland, the poet may have tried to increase his villain's 

horror by making his flesh green. Also, Bertilak is 

definitely a hunter both when pursuing forest animals and 

when stalking Gawain. When we consider medieval man's 

acquaintance with demonology, a character like the Green 

Knight would have aroused suspicions about his origin. 
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A tremendous aid to fiends who tempted men was 

" . . . in the ability to assume different forms" (p. 483). 

Satan's ability in shape-shifting precedes man's fall from 

Paradise, and Satan's followers have been recognized in 

many forms. The fact also should be noted that the word 

"thurse" meant "demon" or "devil" in Middle English. 

During the Middle Ages, "some demons were regarded as 

being capable of doing a certain amount of good" (p. 485). 

However, even when reflecting upon Bertilak's better 

qualitites, the ease with which Satan and his followers 

can masquerade as angels should not be forgotten. Further

more, Bertilak's practice of hearing Mass at the one chapel 

should not obscure his practice of killing at the other 

chapel. 

More light may be shed upon the romance in view 

of the medieval theme of a virtuous man's being tem.pted by 

a beautiful woman. Countless stories exist in which men 

were seduced by demon women; and therefore, in light of 

this and other hints of supernatural circumstances, a 

medieval audience would have suspected the pretensions of 

Bertilak's wife. 

Morgar» le Fay's role also becomes comprehensible 

within the poem in the terms of demonology. "A magician 

or sorceress, working with the aid of a demon or a 

fiend . . . " (p. 485), can achieve any task imaginable. 

Furthermore, a devil can work with a sorceress or a witch 
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to attain his own goals. A medieval reader may have 

suspected that Morgan's yellow skin symbolized deception 

and treachery, and her black chin and eyebrows indicated 
«• 

witchcraft and evil. 

Other significant items relating to demonology 

include the holly of the Green Knight, the itinerary of 

Gawain, the location and nature of the Green Chapel, and 

the stream by the chapel. Although holly was a holy symbol, 

holly also permitted visitors from the other-world to call 

on " . . . earthly friends and enemies . . . " (p. 486) 

as long as the plant was displayed during the Christmas 

and New Year's seasons. Gawain's journey to the North is 

significant because that direction is associated with the 

infernal regions in both Germanic mythology and biblical 

tradition. The location of the Green Chapel, allied to 

the subject of direction, contributes to the hellish nature 

of the chapel and to Gawain's belief that the chapel is 

unholy. Demons are fond of bleak, lonely places in 

mountains, caves, and woods. The setting is also hellish 

because the chapel provides a suitable entry to the other-

world; and the stream by the chapel recalls the fact that 

crossing a river is required to enter the spirit-world, an 

idea which dates back to Beowulf in British literature. 

From the above facts, Randall concludes that the 

theme of SGGK is that of a Christian knight being tempted 
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either by Satan or by one of his followers. Gawain 

himself wonders if his tempter is not from Hell, although 

the equation of Bertilak with Satan " . . . would weaken 

the story's rich suggestiveness" (p. 491^. 

In the related theme of the meaning of and the 

function of the Green Chapel, Mother Angela Carson dis

cusses the apparent incongruity between what the term 

"Green Chapel" leads the reader to expect and what Gawain 

finds at his journey's end. The fact that Gawain sought 

a chapel and found a burial mound is not an inconsistency, 

for the images evoked by the word "chapel" work together 

" . . . to create an artificially sustained theme of 

irony" (p. 599). 

In SGGK, mention of a chapel occurs in three 

circumstances: at Arthur's court (1. 63), at Bertilak's 

court (11. 930 and 1876), and at Gawain's destination. 

The word "chapel" carried substantially the same meaning 

in the fourteenth century as the word does today, and this 

meaning is applied to the chapels within the two courts. 

However, when "chapel" is applied to the meeting place of 

the hero and his protagonist, the word may refer to a term 

which was archaic in the fourteenth century. The twelfth-

century word "chapel" signified not only heavy blows and 

carnage, but also the place where the blows were received 

and the slaying occurred. The mutual silence of Gawain and 
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Bertilak on the ambiguity of the Green Chapel accords well 

with " . . . the poem's subtlety and restraint" (p. 600). 

Until his arrival at the Green Chapel, Gawain has 

no reason to suspect that his appointment will occur at 

a burial mound; but upon his arrival at the Green Chapel, 

fear rises in Gawain as he associates the mound with the 

devil (11. 2187-96). The physical appearance of the mound 

may lead Gawain to the darker meaning of "chapel," a device 

which would be " . . . an artistically and psychologically 

convincing . . . " (p. 604) revelation of the nature of the 

Green Chapel. The Green Chapel, how^ever, is not just the* 

mound alone, but also the entire dale which provides the 

background for the final combat may be accepted as the 

cause of his fear because he does not question the lack of 

a chapel in the locale. If Gawain knew of the earlier 

meaning of "chapel," he had no reason to voice such a 

question. 

Several parallels, such as the feasts in each fit, 

the detailed description of armor and clothing, and the 

settings of Christian festivity unite SGGK and give the 

poem rhythmic beauty. Yet the challenge and the test 

reflect the past and foreshadow the future. Furthermore, 

the chapel scenes reflect a thread of irony in the poem 

which reveals the ambiguity of the word "chapel" only after 

SGGK has been read completely. Gawain's understanding of 
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"chapel" appears, for example, in 11. 1057-8; but Bertilak 

attaches a different meaning to the word in 11. 1069-70, 

a meaning reflecting the earlier definition of "chapel." 

Within Bertilak's castle, then, the word, "chapel" functions 

ambivalently: for Gawain, the word carries its usual 

meaning; but for Bertilak, the word signifies a place of 

mortal combat. Even as Gawain rides towards the Green 

Chapel, his guide tells him that the site is a place of 

slaughter (11. 2103-9), 

Upon his arrival at the Green Chapel, Gawain 

realizes " . . . that he has been the victim, of a decep

tion which now needs no explanation" (p. 605). Through 

subtle shifts of meaning, Bertilak had answered all of 

Gawain's questions about the Green Chapel in such a way 

that the hero could have been forewarned about the nature 

of his final destination. In short, Gawain " . . . sees 

himself as a faith-breaker who must wear the lace as a 

badge of infidelity . . . " (p. 605) despite the praise 

from Bertilak and from Arthur's court. "This is the final 

irony implicit in Gawain's quest for the Green Chapel" 

(p. 605). 

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight presents an interest

ing study in Jungian concepts psychologically. Manning, 

in his study, states that Jung recognizes many influences 

upon the unconscious mind; and to separate the psychological 
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from the other factors reduces the effectiveness and the 

accuracy of an analysis. The archetypes change form 

according to the time, the place, and the psychological 

constellation of the individual in which they appear. The 

relevance of these concepts to literature emerges when the 

critic realizes that the use of the archetypal approach 

of depth psychology requires the utilization of the field 

in conjunction with the historical- aspects of the individual 

work. Such an emphasis upon the individuality of a work 

leads to the demonstration of the work's peculiar charac

teristics as art. 

If the word "psychological" indicates considera

tion of mental states affecting behavior, then SGGK can 

be considered psychological. Gawain feels guilt and shame 

in 11. 2501-4; and some of the later action in the poem may 

be seen in terms of conscious and unconscious behavior, 

as in 11. 2280-1. Also, the interrelation of religious 

and psychological values in the poem receives religious, 

psychological, and literary expression of the idea of 

original sin. 

In the psychological interpretation of the poem 

as the ego's encounter with the shadow, " . . . Gawain is 

the ego, and Bertilak is the shadow, the dark or bad aspect 

of the psyche . . . " (p. 167). "The shadow contains 

everything that the ego finds unacceptable , . , " (p. 167), 
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and therefore conflicts with the ego's goals, dispositions, 

and personalities. The ego must become friends with the 

shadow and thus " . . . become conscious of its inferior 

traits and integrate them . . . " (p. 16S). Bertilak's 

role as shadow is supported by his color, which suggests 

the unconscious; the axe, or the destructive aspect of the 

shadow; and the hunt, or the destructive aspect of the 

unconscious. Through his instinctive desire for self-

preservation, Gawain yields to the unconscious and flinches 

beneath the axe; only by opposing his instinct can he 

create conscious and remain steady for the blow from the 

axe. The country through which Gawain passes to reach 

Bertilak's castle " . . . resembles the approach to the 

other-world . . . " (p. 168), and the battles which Gawain 

fights foreshadow the animality of his temptations at the 

castle. Bertilak's victories over the animals which he 

hunts correspond to Gawain's victory over the animal within 

himself, although both men's victories on the third day are 

limited. 

Gawain's suspicion of " . . . the Green Knight's 

fiendish aspect links the Knight as personal shadow to the 

Christian errbodiment . . . " (p. 169) of the devil. 

Bertilak's leap across the stream indicates the transitional 

point at which the shadow enters consciousness in prepara

tion for the discovery of self-knowledge. At this point. 
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the danger of regression is great; thus Gawain remains 

steady after he realizes that he has flinched. Gawain 

indicates that he will integrate his shadow successfully, 

and later accepts Bertilak as a friend. 'The test appears 

as a test of consciousness; and the fact that he merely 

is nicked indicates that Gawain has yielded only slightly 

to the unconscious. As shadow, then, Bertilak represents 

both good and evil. Furthermore, he contains the possi

bility of self-knowledge within himself. 

Morgan le Fay's role as Terrible Mother appears 

in the facts that the challenge comes from her and that 

she controls the appearance of Bertilak. "She is the 

dark side of the unconscious which seeks to destroy the 

conscious ego . . . " (p. 170), and " . . . she personifies 

the negative aspect of the unconscious . . . " (p. 170). 

Morgan's challenge is to Arthur's court, which represents 

consciousness. 

Another point of the archetypal approach concerns 

the nature of Lady de Hautdesert's temptations, and the 

sense of guilt and shame felt by Gawain. The lady is 

" . . . the anima, the feminine counterpart of the hero, 

with whom he must relate . . . " (p. 171), and represents 

the feminine qualities. "Although the anima in her highest 

form symbolizes wisdom . . . " (p. 171), the initial en

counter with her usually leaves the opposite impression. 
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The poet is concerned with her, however, only in that she 

is associated with the shadow and is a personal source of 

temptation for Gawain. When Lady de Hautdesert fails to 

reach the hero through sensuality, she approaches him with 

the concern for his self-preservation. By accepting the 

girdle J Gawain commits no theological sin; for the poet 

translates any sin in taking the girdle into a breach of 

the chivalric code. Psychologically, then, the tempta

tions conflict with both Gawain's religious and chivalric 

values. 

Gawain's sense of guilt, therefore, is psychologi

cal rather than theological; and the poet concentrates 

upon this guilt to emphasize the point that man is 

imperfect. Indeed, Gawain recognizes the implications of 

his deed and the potentiality within himself of something 

that he has never suspected. The girdle becomes Gawain's 

symbol of shame, the urobos; and of the self knowledge, 

the mandala. 

The poem increases the difference between knowledge 

taken for granted or accepted on authority and knowledge 

acquired through personal experience. Even so, a psycho

logical approach to SGGK centers upcn Gawain's feelings 

of guilt, and recognizes the causes of that guilt in the 

shadow and in the anima. 

At this point, a brief examination of a twelfth-

century analogue of SGGK may be interesting. The Miles 
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Gloriosos (MG), frequently attributed to Mathieu de 

Vendome and previously unconnected with SGGK, recalls the 

third fit of the Gawain poem. In addition, according to 

Renoir, the outline of MG almost exactly corresponds to 

that of SGGK: a young knight is received at the strange 

dv/elling at the end of a journey; the host proposes a 

bargain in which he and the knight share their winnings; 

the host's wife offers herself to .the guest at night, 

and strengthens her suit with gifts of money; the knight 

fulfills his bargain and surrenders the money to his host 

each day; and the knight never knows that his host is 

44 tempting him. 

Despite this similarity, however, the two works 

do have obvious differences. Miles Gloriosus is " . . . 

a bawdy academic farce . . . " (p. 37), whereas SGGK 

is " . . . a chivalric courtly romance" (p. 37). In SGGK, 

the host tests the chivalry of his quest; but the host in 

MG wants to catch his guest in an adulterous act. The 

two works also reveal several less obvious similarities. 

In SGGK, Gawain never realizes that Bertilak and the Green 

Knight are the same person; Gawain is told this fact. Like 

wise, the knight in MĜ  does not realize until he is told 

that his host is the same man whom he cuckolds. Thus, the 

host appears as two distinct persons in both works. 

The analogous elements of the two pieces are diffi

cult to explain. Mathieu de Vendome's work has nothing in 
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common with that of Plautus, and the sources of the twelfth-

century piece are too obscure to attem.pt tracing any rela

tionship to SGGK. The safest assumption seems to be that 

the similarities between the two works are coincidental. 

Still, MG may be " . . .a distant relative of the so-called 

Legend of the Imperious Host , . . " (p. 38), which under

lies the third fit of SGGK; but even so, M^ contains an 

early analogue of SGGK. 

Through an examination of some critical opinions 

concerning the lesser themes of SGGK, the poem assumes a 

wider dimension. For example, Arthur becomes an immature 

child-king, whereas Gawain appears as the representative 

of chivalric courtesy despite his reputation in earlier 

romances. Moreover, the Christian aspects of the poem, 

and particularly the underlying principles of the concept 

of chivalry, become more apparent. Courtesy appears as 

a virtue closely identified with chivalry in fourteenth-

century English society, yet the word "courtesy" evidently 

lacked a standardized meaning in that society. The role 

of the Green Chapel also seems ambiguous in the poem, for 

the dual meaning of the word "chapel" may be reflected in 

the conversations of Gawain and Bertilak. Regardless, the 

dual meaning of the word enhances the suspense of the action 

in the poem. 

A psychological interpretation of SGGK offers an 

interesting view of the major characters in the poem. 

http://attem.pt
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Jungian psychology provides an explanation of the charac

ters of Lady de Hautdesert, Gawain, Bertilak, and Morgan le 

Fay; their respective roles in the poem; and their inter

relationships. The psychological approach to SGGK presents 

an interesting statement upon Gawain's actions at Bertilak's 

castle and absolves the hero of all theological guilt. 



SCHOLARSHIP DEVOTED TO STRUCTURE, 

SYMBOLISM, IMAGERY, AND LANGUAGE 
•• 

The Gawain-poet utilized various medieval themes 

in creating his complex work; but he enclosed those themes 

in a well-formed poetic framework, and then filled in that 

framework with carefully selected words. The overall 

effect of this labor is a structurally balanced poem which 

reflects a sound knowledge both of medieval literary theory 

and of effective word-use. Therefore, a brief examination 

of the structure, the symbolism, the imagery, and the 

language of SGGK may be worthwhile, and certainly will 

reveal the poet's artistic skills. 

In his comments upon the structure of SGGK, Dale 

B. J. Randall maintains that the work possesses a remarkable 

balance. To support his contention, Randall presents 

the following schematic outline of the poem: 

"Sepen be segge and be asaut . . . " 
Frame: -( Brutus 

Arthur's court 
Challenge made (New Year's Day) 
Ride to seek chapel 
Evening festivities 
Hunt #1, pt. a. Giving of kiss 
Hunt #1, pt. b. Payment of kiss 

Evening festivities 
Hunt #2, pt. a. Giving of 2 kisses 
Hunt #2, pt. b. Payment of 2 kisses 

Evening festivities 
Hunt #3, pt. a. Giving of 3 kisses 
Hunt #3, pt. b, Payment of 3 kisses 

66 
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Evening festivities 
Ride to seek chapel 

Challenge fulfilled (New Year's Day) 
Arthur's court 

Frame: ^ Brutus ., 

"Seben be segge and be asaut . . . " 

As may be seen, SGGK begins and ends with three 

diverse but related elements, although they appear in 

inverted order at the conclusion of the poem. The poet 

then moves to the Green Knight's challenge, which is issued 

just after the beginning of the poem and is fulfilled just 

before the end of the story. Gawain seeks the chapel after 

receiving the challenge and resumes his quest immediately 

before fulfilling the challenge. Between these two journeys, 

furthermore, other story elements rhymically recur: the 

relation of evening festivities; the narration of the 

hunting trips; and the material which pertains to the 

kisses, which the poet varies in each presentation. Espe

cially interesting is the technique of building suspense by 

dividing each hunting episode into two parts which enclose 

the events at the castle and thus providing the middle part 

of the romance with an even structural pattern. Even the 

Green Knight's metamorphoses are balanced: he appears as 

a fiendish challenger at the beginning and the end of the 

poem, but as a genial host in the center of the work. 

In his comments upon SGGK's structure and symmetry, 

Donald R. Howard states that balance, contrast, and ' 
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antithesis appear throughout the poem; and that " . . . 

things are arranged in pairs . . . or in threes."^^ 

Howard's explanation of the narrative units of the poem, 

and his association of these units with the poem's divisions 

marked by the manuscript capitals, begins with a discussion 

of the poem's symbolism. 

Medieval literature includes a large body of symbol

ism based upon the four-level method of Scriptural inter

pretation. In SGGK, however, the author identifies his 

symbols. Even so, no one has examined the method with 

which the poet pairs and juxtaposes these symbols to make 

them the center of his poem. Dual descriptions appear in 

the arming of the hero; but the first passage ends with a 

description of Gawain's shield, while the second passage 

ends with a description of the girdle. The girdle thus 

becomes a substitute for the shield, although the symbolism 

of the shield and of the girdle differs from the symbolism 

of the pentangle. This figure represents, in its assigned 

value, an abstraction. In contrast, the shield and the 

girdle acquire their meaning from the situation, the use to 

which they are put, the attitudes of people towards them, and 

their juxtaposition. 

The pentangle evokes the chivalric ideal; indeed, a 

knight's attire and equipment often carry symbolic meaning. 

Yet the arming of Gawain assigns symbolic meaning only to 
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the pentangle. The poet concentrates on description until 

the poem's end, where the symbolism of moral values is more 

effective; and thereby emphasizes the fact that a knight's 

valor relies upon wordly means. "Chivalry presents the 

knight with the problem of using the world's goods for 

worldly ends . . , " (p. 427) without loving the world 

for itself. 

A division occurs in the manuscript after Gav/ain 

takes his shield following Mass. The shield, with its 

images on both sides, functions as a devotional reminder to 

Gawain and as an emblem of his moral perfection to the world. 

Thus, the shield indicates a knight's proper attitude: be 

indifferent to one's temporal life, yet preserve it; and 

use the world well, but love it little. 

Following the temptations, the poet again describes 

the arming of the hero. However, the passage ends with an 

explanation of why Gawain wears the girdle (11. 2037-42) 

and without a mention of the shield. The girdle symbolizes 

Gawain's fault, just as the shield represents his knightly 

virtue. The girdle's richness has no attraction for Gawain 

(11. 2429-36), but the lace's powers do attract him 

(11, 1855-8), Gawain sees the girdle as a worldly object to 

be used as a shield, even though that reason is based upon 

a selfish reason. Furthermore, accepting the girdle is a 

dishonorable act against both the lady and the host. Gawain 
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not only misuses temporal means, but also falsely professes 

submission to God's will; thus he compromises the chivalric 

ideal in. toto. In this way, the poet suggests the incom-

patibility of Christianity and chivalry. 

This idea is suggested by juxtaposing the girdle 

and the shield as two kinds of worldliness: the girdle 

is a selfish and illicit means of preserving life, whereas 

the shield is a permissible and abnegating means of serving 

Christian ideals, "These two symbols . . . initiate two 

sequences which form a significant structural parallel in 

the poem" (p. 429). The main action comprises Sections 

II and III of the poem, and the other sequence occurs in 

Section IV. The parallel action may be illustrated thus: 

Sections II and III Section IV 

(1) Arming of the 
knight, and de
scription of the 
shield (11. 536-
669) 

(2) Journey to the 
castle (11. 670-
762) 

(3) Description of the 
castle (11. 763-
810) 

(4) Three temptations 
(11. 1126-1869) 

(5) Confession to 
priest (11. 1876-
1844) 

Arming of the knight, 
and description of the 
girdle (11. 1998-2041) 

Journey to the Green 
Chapel (11. 2069-2159) 

Description of the Green 
Chapel (11. 2160-2211) 

Tnree strokes of axe 
(11. 2212-2330) 

Confession to Green 
Knight (11. 2378-
2438) 
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The preceding outline corresponds to " . . . the 

four manuscript divisions marked by ornamented capitals 

. . . " (p. 430). The last three of these divisions, 

however, are divided further by smaller capitals, so that 

the poem falls into nine sections which appear to be based 

upon the principle of suspense. Each section provides new 

information, whereas the four major divisions of the poem 

indicate the story's major episodes. The opening scene 

comprises one unit, while the second unit encompasses the 

passing year and Gawain's arrival at Bertilak's castle. 

Smaller capitals divide the manuscript at the description of 

the shield (1. 619) and the arrival at the castle (1. 763). 

The matching and contrasting in SGGK both sustain 

the work's structural unity and contribute to the ritual

like symmetry of the whole, while the five small capitals 

add to the poem's dramatic rhythm. These factors produce 

a comic effect in the poem, but restore the status quo at 

the poem's end. 

The sound patterns of SGGK, which are allied to 

the poem's structure, offer an interesting study in linguis

tic scholarship. Alain Renoir maintains that the sounds 

and the silences which the poet asks che audience to imagine 

both parallel and reinforce the effects of the visual 

49 descriptions. Renoir does not use the word "sound" to 

indicate intelligible human speech, although the word 



72 

occasionally refers to incoherent utterances of the human 

voice. Rather, sounds contribute to the tone of certain 

scenes and emphasize Gawain's state of mind at relevant 

points in the narrative. Occasionally, these functions 

overlap. 

The first function is that which is expected of 

auditory imagery when used functionally in a sophisticated 

literary work. The Gawain-poet, however, reveals a mastery 

of the use of auditory imagery. The opening scenes of the 

poem present carefully selected images which portray the 

numerous courtly entertainments enjoyed by the guests. By 

selecting details which indicate elegance, wealth, and 

revelry, the poet enlivens his scenes to an almost pictorial 

exactness. The visual imagery is supported well by sound, 

as may be seen in 11. 46-7 and 64-5. Equally successful is 

the poet's emphasis of the court's fear and astonishment 

upon the Green Knight's appearance (11. 242-5). Also note

worthy are the decapitation, which occurs in silence except 

for the one sound which the reader must imagine (1. 426); 

and the exit of the headless intruder occurs amidst a 

diminishing sound which the reader must imagine (11. 456-9). 

Sounds in SGGK are especially effective when used to 

emphasize a contrast between two situations, as in the first 

temptation scene. In twelve lines (11. 1126-37), the castle 

awakens, and the hunting party departs; and thereafter 
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(11. 1139-49), the noise of the hunting party and the 

discovery of i deer (11. 1163-6) dominate the action. The 

noise of this scene contrasts well with the silence of 

Gawain's room (11. 1179-81), and the stealth with which 

he is stalked in the next scene. The lady's hunt begins 

and ends quietly (11. 1183 and 1308). 

Sounds, however, are most effective in the poem 

when they reflect Gawain's state of mind. In the opening 

scene of SGGK, Gawain emerges from the group of guests to 

occupy a seat of honor. As soon as he sits down, a trumpet, 

the instrument most symbolic of pride, blasts; and the 

music indicates the mixture of regalness and merriment 

in the court. Gawain, as a civilized knight, enjoys court 

life; and feels keenly the separation from that life which 

his quest requires (11. 692, 695, 713-14, and 734-5). The 

forest into which he rides dwarfs Gawain physically, puts 

him into low spirits, and seems to lead to his prayer for 

help. On the evening of the third hunt, furthermore, Gawain's 

eagerness to end his conversation with Bertilak indicates 

the hero's uneasiness over his breach of faith in not surren

dering the girdle to his host. The mirthful sounds of the 

evening give way to the ominous noises of the night after 

Gawain retires to a relatively sleepless night. 

Yet the most dramatic use of sound and sense occurs 

at the Green Chapel. As Gawain inspects the chapel, his 
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confidence begins to fail (11. 2185-96), and his sense of 

security provided by the girdle disappears. Gawain then 

becomes aware of a sound m.agnified out of proportion 

(11. 2199-2204). The comparison of a sword to a scythe 

indicates the hero's feeling of hopelessness and his 

emotional turmoil, because Gawain knows that the terms of 

the agreement specify that he is to be struck by a sword. 

The scythe, however, is the tool with which painters 

traditionally equip the figure of death; and a medieval 

audience may be assumed to have known this fact. Even so, 

the sound patterns preceding the final encounter between 

Gawain and the Green Knight symbolize the behaviour of 

the two characters throughout the poem: Bertilak is active 

and clamorous, whereas Gaŵ ain is quiet and soft-spoken. 

The poem is, in one aspect, a circular work; for 

it ends where it began. Like the action, the atmosphere 

is identical at the beginning and the ending of the poem. 

The poem also appears to be a predecessor of Alexander 

Pope's rule that the sound of a poem must seem to be an 

echo to the sense of the poem. 

The rhyme pattern of SGGK also warrants investiga

tion, but particularly the rhymes of the Middle English 

5 and the I^ . According to Joyce Bazire, the mark of 

the careful medieval English poet is the ability to rhyme 

the M.E.ISlwith itself only and the M. E.T^with itself 

, 50 
only. 



75 

The rhyme is in M. E. Î " in quene/sene (11. 359-41), 

mete/swete (11. 2235-7), wene/kene (U. 2404-6), ^ede/leude 

(11. 1286-8), and greue/Ieue (11. 1974-8). In the rhyme 

forjelde/felde (11. 839-41), the Old English _s. is 

lengthened before Id. tol^ ; and thus rhymes with itself. 

Welde (1. 837) also rhymes with the last two words. By 

the time of the Gawain-poet, the 0. E. _^ had been shortened, 

as is evident in the rhymes hende/wende (11. 896-900), 

lende/wende/hende (11. 1100-02-04), and spende/bende 

(11. 2113-15). The 0. E.21 probably had been shortened 

before the doubled consonant of bette/mette (11. 1368-70). 

In the rhyme stedde/bledde/redde (11. 439-41-43), the last 

two words also probably have been shortened; and the vowel 

of the first has recovered its original quantity. In the 

following words. M. E. 31 rhymes with N.S.W. I^ : crede/ 

mysdede/spede (11. 758-60-62), swete/lete (11. 1204-06), 

mere/here (11. 924-26), slepes/kepes (11. 1686-88), and 

slepe/depe (11. 1746-48). In the rhyme clene/sene/grene 

(11. 146-48-50), a perfect rhyme of:?!/I^ /I^ occurs only 

if the following n has strengthened the loose I^ . In the 

rhyme lere/v/ere/nc re (11. 318-20-22), the sounds are 

^73^7 /'&' , This sound may come either from L. D. E. neh 

or from the strengthening of a loose ZELhy the following r_. 

The Gawain-poet made perfect rhymes in most instances; 

but in two cases, the strengthening of a looseJSI by an n 
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or an T_ may be admitted. The admission of such an influence 

would enhance the suggestion that dentals had such a 

strengthening power in the northern districts, although 

doubt exists about the area of extent and the influence of 

the r_. 

After examining the structure, the sound patterns, 

and the M. E.:^ and the :?:rhymes of SGGK, perhaps a glance 

at the poem's rhetoric may be useful. Derek A. Pearsall, 

in his study of this subject, relates the Gawain-poet's 

descriptive technique to the principles of fourteenth-

century rhetoric and uses the artes poeticae of Matthew 

of Vendome, Geoffrey of Vinsauf, and Evrard the German as 

his basis of comparison. 

Matthew provides seven portraits of well-defined 

types as examples of descriptions of persons: the eccle

siastic, the commander, the wise man, the rogue, the 

matron, the beautiful woman, and the hag. One of the best 

examples of this kind of description in alliterative poetry 

is the portrait of the Green Knight and his mount in SGGK. 

This late and sophisticated description avoids Matthew's 

formalization of structure, although the description of the 

Gawain-poet is based upon the same principle of description 

through enumeration of detail. However, the precise detail 

offers no picture of sensuous vividness; rather, the goal is 

richness, ornament, and elaboration. 
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The most popular medieval literary portrait was 

that of the beautiful lady, in which " . . . both form and 

content were rigorously stylized" (p. 130). Except in a 

superficial sense, such descriptions are not realistic 

because medieval descriptive technique did not attempt to 

mirror life. The goal was to superimpose a decorative, 

and usually realistic, detail upon a "typical" form. More 

important, perhaps, is the Horatian emphasis upon the 

observance of the properties of age, sex, occupation, 

race, etc. 

In SGGK, the catalogue convention " . . . is 

replaced by the description by contrast of the lady and the 

auncian (11. 950-69)" (p. 131). Although the aged beldame 

and the catalogue are features of medieval description, the 

poet may have abandoned the latter convention because it 

was outdated and lacked power to hold the interest of the 

audience. The action had to be impressive in this instance, 

for the vitality and the verisimilitude of the temptation 

scenes depend entirely " . . . upon the effectiveness of 

the descriptio puellae" (p. 131). Thus, the poet avoids 

a static decorative description and enlivens the detail 

with the antithesis of youth and age. The lady's portrait 

is reinforced at 11. 1204-7 and 1736-41. 

"Matthew's treatment of the description of things 

is important . . . for its linking up of rhetorical 'topics' 
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of time and place with poetic seasons and landscape 

description" (p. 131). His rendition of the four seasons 

typifies a long tradition of such medieval description. 

All four seasons frequently are described, but the favorite 

apparently was the descriptio veri. The fuller convention 

appears in SGGK (11. 500-33); and although the poet follows 

an established tradition, he uses much original detail. 

Zeferus appears without the customary zodiacal detail; and 

both the background of time passing inevitably and the 

imagery of summer-winter contention enriches the overall 

description. Winter is mentioned in passing initially, 

but receives more attention in 11. 726-32 and 1998-2005. 

Another less common form of descriptio temporis, the 

description of sunset or sunrise, appears in 11. 1694-6. 

The seasonal descriptions blend into the landscape 

descriptions and thus connect the spring and summer 

passage with the convention of locus amoenus. In medieval 

romance, and especially in Arthurian romance, a convention 

of landscape description emerged in which the primary motif 

was der wilde Wald. This type of landscape description is 

most favored in SGGK, wherein wild scenery is always well 

described, (11. 691-735, 740-7, 1421 ff., 2077-90, and 

2160-84) . The single exception is the scenery of the fox 

hunt (11. 1697 ff. and 1894 ff.) Another convention of land

scape description is the cataloguing of trees, birds, animals. 
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and flowers. These lists recur constantly in medieval 

poetry; and an identical tendency towards surface decora

tion appears in catalogues of precious stones, spices and 

exotic foods. The Gawain-poet generally shuns these lists, 

although he briefly concedes to the convention in 11. 7 20-2. 

Pearsall maintains that SGGK's nature description 

has been praised in the wrong way.^ The poet, for example, 

does not describe winter in the mountains because he enjoys 

that kind of scenery but because the narrative requires an 

illustration of the hardships of Gawain's journey. The 

function of the description is strictly rhetorical: a 

descriptio opportuna, an argumentum a. loco. The winter 

scene at the opening of fit IV also is " . . . a rhetorical 

amplification of Gawain's state of mind" (p. 132), and so 

reflects a conventional function of the descriptio temporis. 

Another misleading statement is that medieval 

poetry " . . . aimed at accurate realistic description" 

(p. 133). The detail in SGGK frequently is accurate, but 

11. 743 and 772 reflect the fact that " . . . accuracy was 

not a criterion of medieval nature-description" (p. 133). 

The poet uses the same source to express Gawain's sorrow 

and care in one place and his joy and relief in another. 

Furthermore, accuracy is an end in itself in the description 

of both natural and man-made things; but is subservient to 

rhetorical ends. The description of the castle (11. 764-72, 
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781-802), for example, is filled with detail; but the 

motive for the description is praise for the castle. The 

realism in SGGK, however, is not seen in formalized 

descriptions; but in the evidentia, which not only present 

something to view, but also convey atmosphere, feelings, 

and attitudes in a word or phrase (e.g. 11. 304, 334, 416, 

and 1587). Other descriptive conventions in the poem are 

the arming of the hero and the hunt. 

Some relationship, then, exists between medieval 

rhetorical precept and the Gawain-poet's style. The source 

of the poet's knowledge of rhetorical theory is unknown; 

indeed, that fact is irrelevant. The poet's use of medieval 

rhetoric as a poetic guide, however, is a fact to be 

recognized. 

The Gawain-poet's art appears most obviously, 

believes Theodore Silverstein, in that section of SGGK 

which both describes the passage of the seasons and connects 

53 the two parts of the poem. The poet's stanzas link at a 

critical moment varied topics from poetic tradition, rhetoric, 

and philosophy in a way that hastens the unfolding of the 

action. Furthermore, the seasonal stanzas both mark the 

passing year and produce anxiety fc">" the hero as his appoint

ment approaches. 

The first hint of future events occurs at the end of 

the beheading scene. In one of the poet's few sententiae 
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auctoris, the scene closes (11. 487-90) with a false gaiety 

and an underlying sense of trouble. However, the admoni

tion also is significant in that it is the first of two 

similar statements enclosing the seasonal passage. The 

second statement occurs in 11. 530-5. 

The difference between these two passages lies 

within the seasonal stanzas, wherein the year passes with 

" . . . scarcely a word of Gawain and his friends . . . " 

(p. 259). This silence produces anxiety for the hero. The 

passage's formality becomes apparent through the use of 

aphorism, or sententia, in 495-9. Within 1. 498, moreover, 

the poet uses a rhetorical device called annominatio, or the 

use of words having similar form or sound; and alters the 

traditional alliterative pattern of the first half line by 

introducing a syllabic repetition v/hich is the essence of 

annominatio. Furthermore, the words zere, zernes, and terne 

produce a punning interplay; and so yield an example of 

traductio, or the use of " . . . similar words or syllables 

with different meaning . . . " (p. 261) . In addition, the 

word -â ernes provides another pun because of the word's two 

meanings. This bit of wit is followed in 11. 502-3 by a 

wry reference to Lent which leads irtn the seasonal stanzas. 

The poet's aphorisms in this introduction imply the threat 

of mutability with its unknown future dangers and thereby 

suggest Gawain's dilemma. 
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The importance of the word-play in 1. 498 lies in 

the fulfillment of the line: the year passes quickly and 

restlessly. At the season's end, the verse reappears in 
i-

an altered form (1. 535); and speaks of " . . . the 

inexorable recession of all presentness into past."^ 

The opening five lines of the seasonal passage is 

an admonitory aphoristic statement addressed to the reader 

and contains two sententiae: the first (1. 496) comes from 

Proverbs xiv, 13; the second (1. 498), from Gate's moral 

distichs. Significantly, the Gawain-poet suppresses the 

words preceding those lines in the works from which he 

borrowed, and substitutes his own words to fit the context 

of the borrowed phrases. Both altered passages, however, 

contribute to the effect of the seasonal stanzas. The 

medieval memory of the Bible and of Cato frequently was 

reinforced by sententiae in the context of change of 

fortune, mutability, and joy turned to sorrow. 

The seasonal stanzas have been related to the 

summer-winter conflict of popular mythology, but two condi

tions transformed the nature of these seasons. First, they 

have become both ?n ornament and a method to discipline 

emotion rather than to personify combat between two quasi-

human foes. Second, a contemporary body of verse and prose 

existed which both dealt with the passing of the year and 

paralleled the popular mythology, thus allowing the poet 
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'to add a particular nuance to the popular mythology and 

to adjust it to a new need. Moreover, the stanzas occa

sionally display a philosophic interest in mutability, 

metaphorizing the year's passage as man's earthly life and 

winter as man's death. 

The argument's progress in the conflictus 

established for each of the two main seasons a convention 

which recurs in literature and is based upon naturalistic 

considerations similar to those forming the base for SGGK, 

although none of the other stanzas develop exactly like 

the Gawain-poet's stanzas. Furthermore, the opposition 

of the argument apparently fixed two features which negate 

a basic quality of SGGK's stanzas: an emphasis of the 

hostility of the seasons as opposed to their movement, and 

" , , . an almost exclusive concern with winter and 

summer , . . " (p. 268) rather than with the passage of all 

four seasons. Their varied qualitates is not a deliberate 

feature either of conflictus or of popular mythology, but 

of the contemporary cosmologies. Although the Gawain-poet 

follows the philosophic interests of his predecessors and of 

his peers in the passage of the seasons, he expresses him

self in his f̂ wn language. 

By the Gawain-poet's time, the substance of the 

traditions of the year's passing had entered into poetry, 

and the most avid formalist could interest himself with 
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the representation of these traditions. Although the 

richness of SGGK's seasonal passage lies in the number of 

expectations which the stanzas fulfill, few of the passage's 

patterns or descriptive details may be called original. 

Their energy, which arises from their effectiveness, comes 

from the tradition's " . . . adjustment to the plot and the 

aptness of its technical devices" (p, 271). Using 

annominatio and punning, the Gawain-poet captures both 

speed and restlessness with his verbs. Nature, for 

example, performs vigorously in verbs, as in the later 

passage of 11, 1998-2005. Nothing in the seasonal 

passages may be called personification allegory, but the 

stanzas do give nature a metaphorical life. Finally, 

the stanzas' association with mutability and death is also 

a part of the seasonal traditions. The linking of winter 

to death, however, constitutes a specialized convention; 

for the cosmological writers' equation of winter with 

decrepitude entered medieval thought through Pythagoras' 

discourse in Ovid. 

Contemporary English and French romances occasion

ally subject the hero to the terrors of the bestiaries, 

and thus the Gawain-poet uses another contemporary literary 

convention. Although SGGK's terrain recalls the other-

world of dream visions, Gawain acts neither in a dream nor 
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a dream-like state. Rather, he wars alone, displaying 

the fortitude of a Senecan protagonist. 

The medieval reader of SGGK would feel an expecta-
• • 

tion from the seasonal passage suggested by the opening 

aphorisms and by the seasonal changes. Both the bad 

weather and the difficult road are customary parts of the 

quest, although death and moral danger are the greater 

threats in Gawain's quest. The poet also uses established 

conventions to prepare the hero for his departure and to 

list his virtues; but sends Gawain on his northward quest 

on All Souls' Day, thereby giving these conventions a 

unique richness by molding them into the issues of his plot 

In the appendix to their edition of SGGK, J. R. R. 

Tolkien, and E. V. Gordon provide an analysis of the poem's 

language which covers the major parts of speech, spelling, 

vocabulary, and rhymes. 

Spelling in SGGK reflects late fourteenth-century 

characteristics. Although spelling was not regularized 

at that time, many conventions did exist. For that reason, 

"One spelling may be used for what must have been more 

than one phoneme, and one phoneme may be represented by 

more than one spelling." 

In unstressed syllables, the value of the final -_e 

cannot be determined exactly, for the scribe apparently 

treated the letter as an optional spelling feature. Vowel 
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signs in stressed syllables do not regularly distinguish 

length except in isolated cases. The scribe cannot have 

intended the words with two spellings to have tv;o pronun

ciations " . . . except when rhym.e required an alternative, 

and one or the other of the forms is evidently conven

tional" (p. 134) . 

The letters 7 and u appear frequently in the 

poem, and Tolkien and Gordon discuss these two letters 

5 7 thoroughly. The discussion also presents much detailed 

information upon pronunciation of both voiced and voiceless 

consonants in addition to spelling usages in the poem. 

Of the 2650 words in SGGK, over 1000 have no roots 

in Old English. Some words have obscure origins; but 

approximately 250 words come from Scandinavian, and about 

750 have French origins. These groups of words, with 

the 55 proper names in the poem, blend into a work of high 

literary quality. The Scandinavian words were used to 

meet alliterative requirements, although some of these 

words had changed meanings in the transition from Old Norse 

to Middle English. Furthermore, Scandinavian words appear 

primarily in texts of the north and the north midlands. 

The large number of French words in the poem indicates that 

the Gawain-poet must have been at ease in sophisticated 

society. These words are technical terms relating to 

armor, dress, household arrangements, etiquette, and the 
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chase; and also are abstract terms of philosonhy, morality, 

and religion. 

Inflections are another uncertain feature of SGGK, 

The inflections of nouns, adjectives, and pronouns can be 

fixed in some cases; and the poet's use of adjectives as 

nouns is a noteworthy feature of adjectival syntax. The 

distinctive forms of the pronouns 7e, yow, hou, and be 

are explained in their proper uses.. Verbal infinitives 

often had no pronounced endings, although these endings 

were written. Inflectional endings for indicative past 

and present, as well as subjunctive, verbs are described 

along V7ith the analogical changes of Old English strong 

verbs. 

The poem is composed of stanzas which consist of 

" , , . unrhymed alliterative lines followed by five short 

rhymed lines" (p. 147). The number of unrhymed lines 

varies from 12 to 37, and the poem has 101 stanzas. The 

single, long line is the metrical unit; and the line has 

no necessary link with the preceding or the following line. 

No rhythmical relation exists between the two half-lines, 

but they are united by alliterative sounds in each half-line 

The first, short line of the five rhymed lines is 

called the "bob," and often is a redundant line in that it 

adds nothing essential to the stanza's meaning. The remain

ing four lines constitute the "wheel," and combine with the 
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"bob" to create a structural feature not seen in any 

other medieval poem. Indeed, the "bob" may represent 

an afterthought, or a revision, by the Gawain-poet. 

The structure of SGGK is marked By balance and 

contrast. The poet consciously has created a balance of 

events which reflects great technical skill, and this 

structural balance contributes to the unity of the poem 

and functions as a means of holding the attention of the 

reader. The opening and the closing of the poem, for 

example, place the reader in a merry atmosphere. Moreover, 

the symbolism, the imagery, and the language of the poem 

reveal the Gawain-poet's knowledge of contemporary 

literary theory and his ability to utilize that theory 

effectively. 

The poet uses literary conventions which enhance 

his romance and also successfully alters existing conven

tions to meet his needs. Furthermore, the sound patterns 

and the rhymes of the Gawain-poet illustrate his ability 

in the verse-form of alliterative poetry. Indeed, the poet's 

use of the "bob and wheel" construction is found in no other 

English poem; but the introduction of the "bob and wheel" in 

no way detracts from the poet's creation of an excellent 

representative of the alliterative revival. The poet also 

apparently knew the rules of classical oratory and could 

blend those rules with contemporary literary conventions 
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to such a degree that he could create puns which his 

fourteenth-century audience conceivably would enjoy. 



CONCLUSION 

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight ^s an excellent 

representative of the fourteenth-century English allitera

tive revival. Yet in addition to the technical excellence 

which the Gawain-poet displays, he also provides a brief 

glimpse into fourteenth-century court life and religious 

doctrine. The critics of SGGK provide the background 

material for an appreciation of the poem within the terms 

of medieval English society, and thus also provide the 

reader of the poem with a greater understanding of the 

artistic abilities of the Gawain-poet. 

The critics who appraise SGGK in general subject 

areas and who offer a generalized interpretation of the 

poem also provide valuable information about fourteenth-

century English society. For example, Bloomfield not 

only relates information concerning English cultural and 

political history from 1300 to 1399, but he also discusses 

the structural organization of the poem and the overall 

effect of the poet's language. In his survey of SGGK 

Markman relates the fourteenth-century English concept of 

the relationship between demon and sorceress, and then 

comments upon the obligations of a guest knight to his noble 

host in medieval society. 

90 



91 

Critics who discuss specific aspects of SGGK 

provide the reader with more detailed background material 

about medieval English society. This material leads to a 

better understanding of the poem within the terms of the 

poet's society and creates an appreciation of the poet's 

apparently good education. Randall, for example, delves 

into medieval demonology but goes deeper into the subject 

than does Markman. Hans Schnyder discusses the attributes 

which medieval society expected of a king, and his findings 

upon this subject are most enlightening when they are 

compared to the Gawain-poet's description of King Arthur. 

The convention of courtly love as it was practiced in 

medieval England and was altered by the poet is explained 

by Kitely, The above critical discussions of the various 

social aspects of SGGK overlap in both subject matter and 

specific information; but when the information which the 

critics offer is considered in a composite form, a basic 

picture of the society to which the Gawain-poet belonged 

begins to emerge. If the reader combines the background 

material which the critics provide about fourteenth-century 

England with the portrait of fourteenth-century court life 

which the poet reflects, then the modern reader of the poem 

may understand the luxury and the formality of late medieval 

court life. 
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Medieval Church doctrine also receives good expo

sition from several critics of SGGK. Ackerman offers a 

particularly interesting study of medieval penitential 

doctrine and penitential literature whicR is quite valuable 

for a reader who is not acquainted with the dogma of the 

medieval Church. Burrows widens Ackerman's remarks with 

a discussion of the confessional practices of the medieval 

Church. Hills reviews medieval doctrine that concerns 

covetousness, and he offers some interesting information 

upon the subject. Solomon surveys the medieval Church's 

concept of humility. All of the above critical studies are 

intended to expand the reader's appreciation of the figure 

of Gawain, The acceptance of the girdle by Gawain and his 

concealment of the lace from Bertilak pose serious theologi

cal problems within the framework of medieval Church dogma, 

and these problems are not resolved until the end of the 

poem. Gawain's self-accusation to Bertilak is significant 

in theological terms, but the hero makes his confession 

for the wrong reasons. Gawain exaggerates his sins of 

cowardice and covetousness in his confession to Bertilak, but 

the Green Knight sets Gawain's offenses in the proper 

perspective I. wfore parting with the hero. Gawain parts from 

the Green Knight as a shriven Christian, 

Critics also discuss in detail the technical devices 

which the Gawain-poet uses in his work. Of particular 
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interest are the studies of Howard and Randall, which 

discuss the structure of the poem. Tl̂ e attention-holding 

function of the poet's structural balance is illustrated 

rather well in the parallel action in Bertilak's castle. 

The study by Pearsall of the nature imagery in the poem 

indicates that the Gawain-poet not only used a literary 

convention to meet his immediate poetic needs but also 

knew well the principles of medieval rhetoric. Silverstein 

continues the discussion of the poet's nature imagery and 

rhetorical knowledge and describes well the lines in SGGK 

which relate the passing of the year. The green girdle 

plays a central role in the action of the poem, and 

Malarkey and Stoddard offer an interesting examination of 

the function of the girdle in the work. However, the 

questions of whether the lace was around Bertilak's axe 

handle in the court of Arthur or outside of Gawain's armor 

at the Green Chapel pale in significance when the reader 

considers the ultimate role of the girdle. The study by 

Mills of the Christian traditions in and the Christian sig

nificance of the poem is informative and interesting, and 

his comments upon the Christian imagery of the Gawain-poet 

offer another example of the literary devices which the poet 

uses. 

Morgan le Fay receives scant mention by the poet, 

yet he explicitly states that Morgan is the cause of all of 
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the action in the poem except for Lady de Hautdesert's 

temptations of Gawain. Mother Carson believes that Morgan 

is a significant figure in SGGK because she is the under

lying cause of the action in the poem, bUt Friedman disputes 

Mother Carson's statement because Bertilak states that 

Gawain's temptations were his idea. In either case, the 

role that Morgan plays in the poem cannot be minimized 

because she does initiate the action of the plot and she 

does not hinder the temptations which Bertilak devises for 

Gawain. Surely the poet did not adopt the figure of 

Morgan as a convenient device to explain the reason for the 

challenge to Gawain and to the reader; surely the poet did 

not create a hag as the consort of Lady de Hautdesert 

merely to serve as a foil for a beautiful lady; and surely 

the poet did not overlook the traditional enmity between 

Arthur and Morgan or Guinevere and Morgan as a literary 

tradition which would be known by a fourteenth-century 

audience, and thus would explain the role of Morgan in the 

poem to a late medieval audience. Rather, the poet appar

ently relied upon the familiarity of his audience with 

the body of Arthurian romances to help explain the signifi

cance of Morgan's role in SGGK. 

Mother Carson also examines another technical 

device that the poet uses extremely effectively and that 

provides the greatest irony of the poem. The poet's use of 
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the word "chapel" in its two unrelated meanings is a 

clever device which clearly adds to the suspense of the 

poem. The reader can appreciate more fully Gawain's ques

tions to Bertilak about the Green Chapel.and Bertilak's 

responses to Gawain after learning that each man speaks 

of the Green Chapel using a different definition of the 

word "chapel," 

The trend of critical studies of SGGK since the 

discovery of the poem has progressed from statements about 

the literary quality of the work to examinations of specific 

aspects of the romance. Occasionally, summaries of scholar

ship appear, as in Bloomfield's review; and significant 

critical studies of the poem appear in anthologies of 

criticism which deal with medieval literature generally 

and SGGK specifically. Within the span of time which this 

survey encompasses, only two significant generalized studies 

of the poem appear; the remainder of the studies in this 

survey reflect the trend of examining specific aspects of 

the poem. This trend in critical opinion seems almost 

unavoidable for two reasons. First, scholars can say only 

so much about a poetic romance in generalized studies. 

Second, the fruits of historical and literary research in

crease yearly and greatly aid in understanding SGGK. For 

example, a recent study of late medieval castles in Wales 

confirms the portrait of the luxurious daily court life which 



96 

the Gawain-poet presents. The modern reader of the poem 

thus may be surprised to learn of the materially rich life 

that the English nobility enjoyed in the fourteenth 

century. The trend of scholarship that is reflected in 

this survey indicates the genius of the G^awain-poet: he 

is capable of making subtle statements about King Arthur 

and courtly love while drawing a picture of Gawain within 

the realm of medieval Christian theology. The poet emerges 

from each critical study as a man of brilliance, and 

occasionally he also appears as a man of wit. 
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"̂ Ĵ. F, Kitely, "The De Arte Honeste Amandi of 
Andreas Cappelanus and the Concept of Courtesy in Sir Gawain 
and^the Green Knight," Anglia, 79 (1961), p. 7. 

33 
Ibid., p. 9 . 



99 

Ibid,, pp. 12-13. 

35 
M, Mills, "Christian Significance and Romance 

Tradition in 'Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,'"Modern 
Language Review, 60 (October, 1965), pp. 483-93, 

^^Ibid., p. 490. 

37 
Larry D. Benson, "The Source of the Beheading 

Episode in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight," Modern 
Philology, 59 CAugust, 19513, pp. 1-2, 

Ibid,, p, 2, 

3Q 
"Dale B. J. Randall, "Was the Green Knight a 

Fiend?," Studies in Philology, 57 (July, 1960), pp. 479-91. 

40 
^Ibid, , p. 482. 
'̂ •'•Ibid. , p. 490. 

42 
Mother Angela Carson, 0. S. U., "The Green Chapel: 

Its Meaning and Its Function," Studies in Philology, 60 
(October, 1963), pp. 598-605. 

43 
Stephen Manning, "A Psychological Interpretation 

of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight," Criticism, 6 
(1964) , p, 165. 

44 
Alain Renoir, "A Minor Analogue of Sir Gawain and 

the Green Knight," Neophilologus, 44 (January"; 1960) , 
p, 37 , 

45 
Dale B. J. Randall, "A Note on the Structure in 

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight," Modern Language Notes, 
72 (March, 1957), pp. 161-3. 
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