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Foreword

Bot that ye be Gawan hit gotz in myntie!

With these words Lady Bertilak, the wife of Sir Gaws mysterious host in the poesir
Gawain and the Green Knighéxpresses her expectations toward the actiondahnaviour

of one of the most famous of Arthur’s knights —lmablythe most famous knight in Medieval
England, as is proved by the number of works treevdedicated to his figure throughout the
Middle Ages in this territory, but not only therae will see in this work how his figure
appears in written as well as figurative sourcesughout Europe in the Middle Ages (even if
the main focus will always be on works producedEmgland in a period of time stretching
from the fourteenth century down to the later Mald\ges). These expectations were
probably the same that the audience of the time Gad/ain’s fame was built mainly through
a number of narratives dedicated to him, among lwBic Gawain and the Green Knight
represents the most striking example. His figurevdweer does not appear only in English
medieval poems, but has a far more ancient origid goes beyond the geographical
boundaries of the English territory reaching matiyeo European countries. Most scholars
agree on the fact that Gawain was in origin a siééty of Celtic mythology; his character is
cited among the four most valorous knights of Kiaghur in the book which contributed
mostly to the building of the Arthurian legend hetMiddle Ages, Geoffrey of Monmouth’s
Historia Regum Britannig&but also in Chrétien de Troyes’s famous Arthupaems (where

he appears with the name of Gauvain). But if inFhench romances Gawain’s reputation is

!Andrew, Malcolm and Ronald Waldron, edEhe Poems of the Pearl Manuscrifixeter: University of Exeter
Press, 2010, p. 255, I. 1293. All quotations fr8imGawain and the Green Knigate taken from this edition.

2 Hahn, Thomas, “Gawain and Popular Chivalric Roneairc Britain”, in Roberta L. Krueger, ed.The
Cambridge Companion to Medieval Romgn€ambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000,18. 2

% Geoffrey of MonmouthThe History of the Kings of Britajriranslated by Lewis Thorpe, London: Penguin,
1966, p. 22.



often overshadowed by that of other knighis,is fully restored in the English medieval
poems that are at the centre of the present amalyss exactly these poems that “Gawain’s
stature and renown [...] had as its source and sutmsta A list of these poems would
include: The Avowyng of Arthur, The Awntyrs off Arthur, Tele of Carlisle, The Greene
Knight, The Jeaste of Sir Gawain, King Arthur anshd Cornwall, The Knightly Tale of
Gologras and Gawain, The Marriage of Sir Gawair Gawain and the Carle of Carlisle
The Turke and Sir Gawain, The Wedding of Sir Gawaid Dame Ragnelle, Libeaus
Desconusand Ywain and GawainOf these works, the first eleven have been edited
Thomas Hahn'sSSir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Talde last two have been excluded
from his edition being plain translations of Fremmiginal€. Apart fromLibeaus Desconus
and Ywain and Gawainwhich were composed early in the fourteenth ceftuamost all
these poems were written in the fifteenth centuryater: “they almost certainly circulated
from the 13 century on, but extant manuscripts (all of whitiow signs of modest origins
and constant use) date from thé"16 the to the mid-17 century”® It was exactly on the
basis of these popular and heterogeneous romahaes&awain’s fame spread in medieval
England, to the point that his courtesy became etwal’ as is famously attested by

Chaucer’s allusion in th8quire’s Tale

That Gawayn, with his oldeteisye,
Though he were comen ayaytof Fairye,
Ne koude hym nat amendé aiword*’

To this list it must be added what is universalbnsidered the most important

poem devoted to the character of Sir Gawain, thathie alliterative poem of the so-called

* Hahn, Thomas, edSir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Talkslamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications,
1995, p. 5.

® Hahn,Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tafes2.

® Hahn,Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tafess.

" Hahn,Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tafes2.

8 Hahn, “Gawain and Popular Chivalric Romance irtdni’, p. 222.

° Hahn,Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tafes3.

1% Chaucer, GeoffreyThe Riverside Chauceed. Larry D. Benson. Third ed. Boston: HoughtoifflM, 1987,

p. 170.



“Gawain-poet”, Sir Gawain and the Green Knighthat “elaborates upon this reputation,
establishing its hero as the sterling exemplar hif/airy”.** This group of poems then
contributed to restore and feed what has beendctike Gawain legend, an expression which
contains both the idea of the ancient origins a$ ttharacter, and that of a mythical and
heroic reputation that was built around him througk chronicles (such as thdistoria
Regum Britanniaeand works of literature in which he appears, arcl are entirely devoted
to him, such as the English medieval poems of theafied “Gawain cycle”. The first chapter
of my dissertation will be then devoted to a “l#er genesis” of the character of Sir Gawain,
to trace a short overview of his presence in myth;history”, and more in general in
European medieval literature, while the second wrapill provide a more detailed analysis
of the so-called “English Gawain romances” and loé problems connected with the
definition of such a group of poems.

However, Lady Bertilak’s statementiltl be read in a different way, that is, as an
allusion to the sometimes elusive nature of Sir @ais figure. Her hesitation in matching
the Gawain standing in front of her in the privedem of a castle with the heroic figure of
countless tales she had heard before meeting hihd be due, rather than to his well-known
reputation, to a difficulty in attributing a defiaishape to the psychology, features, actions -
and why not, external appearance - of this charaovatinuously shifting in the narratives he
is involved in. This difficulty of Lady Bertilak'ss sometimes also that of the modern reader
of medieval texts, who is usually more familiar mtell-defined literary characters, endowed
with definite and most times striking or peculidnypical appearances and psychological
characteristics, making them unique and appealihg.nature of the texts | will be analysing
does not consent such a definition for the charadt&ir Gawain. As pointed out by Thomas

Hahn and in Clinton Machann’s article “A Structur8tudy of the English Gawain

! Hahn,Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tafes2.
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Romances”, there is a reasonable possibility thatrtature of Sir Gawain in the fourteen
poems which make up the Gawain cycle, includimgGawain and the Green Knigh$ more
that of a narrative function than of a definite i@dwder. His role would thus be merely that of
an element of unity and repetition within the vasgpoems, and in particular that of “an
agent of Arthur and a corrector of injustitebdr, as Thomas Hahn suggests, that of the most
valorous defender of Arthur's lal¥.In the last section of the second chapter | wiBrt
provide an analysis of the recurrent themes andfsnibiat surround the figure of Gawain in
the English romances devoted to him, and that enaklto think of him even as a kind of
“Proppian” folk-tale hero.

Finally, the last chapter of my wavkl be dedicated to an anthropological analysis
of the character of Sir Gawain in these poemsriemoto make an attempt at understanding
the reasons that may be behind his association eeittain features and recurrent themes,
such as the famous “Beheading Game” featureSinirGawain and the Green Knighiong
other texts, that have been proved to be of Cetfigin; this anthropological approach to the
figure of Sir Gawain may then open new perspectiyem his reputation of “most courteous
knight” and perfect “lady’s man”, and give us afelient key to read Lady Bertilak’'s
statement. Her question to Gawain about who héyrealvill be then ideally at the basis of
my analysis of this character, and will in partawuinterrogate the English romances of

Gawain cycle to find a possible answer.

2 MachanngClinton, “A Structural Study of the English Gawain Romangé&ophilologus66 (1982), p. 630.
3 Hahn,Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tafes24.
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Chapter 1

The European Gawain: the Genesis of a Character

1.1 From Myth to History

When attempting to trace the origins of Gawainbath literary and anthropological terms,
one finds consistent difficulties, because evdnsfconnections with Celtic tradition are quite
evident, the nature of these connections is noaydvas clear as in the case of other famous
Arthurian knights like Kai and Bedivefeln the Arthurian legend, Gawain is generally
identified with Arthur's nephew, being son of Kingpt of Lothian and Orkney and of
Morgause (or Morgain), Arthur's sister or half-sist As Keith Busby writes, “Gawain
appears to have northern, possibly Scottish, agjdint it is impossible to trace him back to a
historical model, however shadowyThis connection with northern territories is provey
one of Gawain’s first appearances in a written,téxat is, William of Malmesbury'©e
Gestis Regum Anglorurtl125), where he is said to have reigned over @&megalled
“Walweitha” (Galloway)? an area in southwestern Scotland. John Matthegsearthat the
association of Gawain’s name with Galloway in vasid-rench and English texts suggests
that the link of Gawain with the North, and in pewtar with southwestern Scotland, is
consistent and well attestad.

One of the earliest recorded appemswe have of Gawain is not inscribed in a
written text, but carved in stone. Gawain appeatis thie Breton name dbalvagin - and this

is probably the earliest appearance of this namiewie hav&- in the carvings of the Modena

! Busby, Keith, “Gawain”, in Norris.lacy, ed.The New Arthurian Encyclopediiew York: Garland, 1991,
p. 178.

¢ Busby, “Gawain”, p.178.

% Busby, “Gawain”, p.178.

* Matthews, JohrSir Gawain, Knight of the Goddedochester: Inner Traditions, 2003, p.37.

® Matthews, pp. 37-38.

® Matthews, p. 26.



cathedral of the Porta della Pescheria, or “Modem&’chivolt”, dating back to a period
stretching between 1090 and 1120he content of the scene represented in the caivis
been debated by scholars; even if the names acegingathe carvings are all of Arthurian
characters, it is not clear from which episode shene represented was drawn. The most
plausible interpretation is probably that of Rodg&érerman Loomis, according to whom
Gawain is rescuing Guinevere, Arthur’s wife, frone tGiant Carrado who has abducted®her.
It is not easy to trace the route followed by #asly Arthurian legend to reach ltaly, since the
main narratives concerning Arthur and his knigh&esewvritten down after the carvings were
realized” however, we know from various evidence where the ©f these legends came
from, that is, Celtic tradition, as is demonstratgdthe fact that Arthur exists in traditions
coming from Wales, Cornwall, Brittany and South&eotland:® The origins of Gawain and
thus the connection of his character with Celi@dlition are inevitably linked to the whole of
the Arthurian legend in its development, “from tkbBadowy Welsh tradition through
medieval chronicle and romancé”.

The link between Gawain and Celtic itiad appears quite evident when we consider
his appearances — or at least, the appearancehairacter whose name recalls closely that of
Gawalin - in various written texts containing Celtiaterial, even if re-worked during the
centuries, originating from Wales, a land wherdaio memories of a Celtic past are still
alive. The importance of Wales in the whole of #hethurian legend proves particularly
strong: “in the Celtic lands of Wales, Cornwall dattany, Arthur’'s destiny asex quondam

et futurus the once and future king, was a matter of rediomade and political

" Matthews, p. 25.

8 Matthews p. 26.

° Matthews, p. 27.

% Hutton, Ronald, “The Early Arthur: History and MWt in Elizabeth Archibald and Ad Putter, ed§he
Cambridge Companion to the Arthurian Lege@admbridge: Cambridge University Press, 20099p. 2

' putter, Ad, and Elizabeth Archibald, “Introductiorin Elizabeth Archibald and Ad Putter, ed3he
Cambridge Companion to the Arthurian Lege@dmbridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009, p. 3

10



importance™? Moreover, the earliest clearly dated text wheréhikr appears, thelistoria

Brittonum was produced in Wales around 830Among the Welsh texts in which Gawain
appears we find th&rioedd Ynys Prydeifthe “Welsh Triads”), “one of the most reliable
sources for the lost Celtic hero sagysiyith the Welsh name dBwalchmai(meaning The
Hawk of May) sometimes followed bap Gwyar(meaning Son of Gwyarj. As Matthews

suggests,

these may well be the earliest surviving referencesawain we possess, for though we must not forge
that they are of medieval origin, there is littieutht that they derived from much earlier sourCes.

The exact connection between Gawain and GwalchmpaGwayar however is not clear.
Glenys GoetnickK gives a detailed account of Gwalchmai's connectiith Welsh tradition
and with Gawain: “Very probably Gwalchmai ap Gwyeas one of the heroes of the Old
North [...]. This would correspond to the fact thav@in was one of the most popular heroes
in the English romances composed in the North afl&md.”® She also suggests that the
source of the tales in which Gwalchmai-Gawain meayfdund is a region where British and
Irish tradition came into contact, that is, theeabty mentioned Gallowdy.Gawain appears
with the name of Gwalchmai also in tiMabinogion, a collection of Welsh prose tales
drawing largely from Celtic mythology, in particalan the tale Culhwch and Olwen,
implying that this character was already known froral narratives as the valorous nephew

of King Arthur before anything on him was writtemweh?® Culhwch and Olweris also

12 putter and Archibald, “Introduction”, p. 4.

3 Hutton, p. 21.

1 Matthews, p. 27.

15 Matthews, p. 27.

16 Matthews, p. 28.

" Goetnick, GlenysPeredur: A Study of Welsh Tradition in the Grailgeads,Cardiff: University of Wales
Press, 1975, pp.28 — 30.

18 Goetnick, p.29.

19 Goetnick, p.29.

% Hahn, Thomas, “Gawain and Popular Chivalric Roreairc Britain”, in Roberta L. Krueger, ed.The
Cambridge Companion to Medieval Roman€ambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000,%$.21
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considered the oldest surviving story featuringh@rt already represented as a powerful
warlord sustained by valiant warridtssuch as Gwalchmai.

Further evidence of Gawain’s connaewiavith Celtic stories is provided by the
famous “beheading game” in which Gawain is involwedarious tales (the most famous of
which isSir Gawain and the Green Knighthat has a parallel in the Irish narrative of i
and Cuchulaini? This motive appears for the first time in writtemm in Bricriu's Feast,a
Middle Irish prose narrative found in a manuscdated 1100 but deriving from a much older
story, where Cuchulainn is the protagonist of tedading gam& The similarity between
these stories suggests that the characters of Gaavel Cuchulainn could derive from a
common source, or that they were in origin the saimaracter, with Gawain keeping the
memory of the famous Irish hefdThe Irish scholar Sir John Rhys was the firstdeamce
the theory that Gawain was in origin Cuchulainn¢éuse both can be considered solar
heroes: in various tales their strength is saidtgment and diminish following the trajectory
of the sun in the sky, and reaching its maximunmidday?®> Gawain himself has been
identified with a sun-deity of Celtic tradition byarious scholars due to this mysterious
characteristic of his strength (as described f@nle in the Stanzailorte Arthup).?® The
passage from Celtic mythology to the written tateacerning King Arthur and his knights
however is not easy to trace. The Modena carvittgstao the popularity of these tales by the
time they were realized; in her studihe Legend of Sir Gawaidessie Weston reports the
opinion of professor Zimmer, who argues on thedasthe discoveries made in the Modena
Archivolt that the character of Gawain — and thgeleds concerning him - was already well

known in the Continent by the last thirty yearsie# eleventh century, thus well before any of

2L Hutton, p. 23.

2 Coghlan, RonariThe Encyclopaedia of Arthurian Legen&aftesbury: Element Books,1991, p. 98.

23 Brewer, Elisabethzrom Cuchulainn to GawajrCambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1973, p.9.

24 Coghlan, p. 98.

% Matthews, p. 29.

% Dalrymple, Roger, “Sir Gawain in Middle English iRance’ in Helen Fulton, ed., A Companion to
Arthurian Literature Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012, p. 266.
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the written sources we have where Gawain apgédisis would be proved also by the many
appearances in various texts of the name Walwathes L@tin version of Gawain) in that
period?®

Until now we have examined the references to Gawaiexts that are clearly works
of fiction; however, attempts were also made toegikie Arthurian legend the status of
history, thus transforming Gawain into a historicearacter. One of the earliest references to
Gawain that we have is in the already cited Williash Malmesbury’'s Gesta Regum
Anglorum?® where he appears with the Latin name of Walwawe.do not know what are
the sources used by the author of @esta,however scholars agree on the fact that his main
source was oral tradition, thus showing that by tihee it was written - the early twelfth
century - Gawain was already the protagonist of enoms tale$® Moreover, in the text
Gawain is clearly identified with Arthur's nepheand allusions are made to his fame and
military renown, implying that at the time he walkeady well known among learned
people®! His grave is even said to have been found in eeptalled Rhos (in Wales), during
the reign of William 11?2 and he is also said to have ruled over Gallowslgl(veithd.>® It is
hard to say to what extent the information foundthe Gesta Regum Anglorumman be
historically reliable, however, the allusions tovién’s reputation and to legendary objects
and places connected with him show that oral st@out Gawain were known to its author,

who is also the first to state clearly the geneialdmk between Arthur and Gawaif.

Evidence about the existence of such tales is geovby the fifteen mentions of “Galvagin”

2" Weston, Jessie LThe Legend of Sir Gawaitstudies Upon its Original Scope and Significanicendon:
David Nutt, 1897, p.8.

8 Bushy, “Gawain”, p.178.

% Newstead, Elaine, “Arthurian Legends”, in J. BuBevers, ed A Manual of the Writings in Middle English
1050-150Q0 New Haven: The Connecticut Academy Of Arts AnieSces, 1967, p. 53.

%0 Busby, Keith,Gauvain in Old French Literatureédmsterdam: Rodopi, 1980.

3 Hahn, “Gawain and Popular Chivalric Romance irtdni’, p. 218.

%2 Coghlan, p. 98.

% putter, Ad, “The Twelfth-century Arthur”, in Elibeth Archibald and Ad Putter, ed§he Cambridge
Companion to the Arthurian Legendambridge: Cambridge University Press, 20096p. 3

% Busby,Gauvain in Old French Literature. 46.
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in the lyrics of the French troubadours, the estla which (1150) is to be found in Guerau
de Cabrerd®> whose didactic poem (@nsenhamén‘Cabra joglar” contains a reference to
Gawain among other Arthurian charact&rsThe origins of these references were probably in
oral tales that circulated on both sides of ther@eaby 1085, thus well before any written
source we hav¥&. This could explain also the appearanc&afvaginin the Modena carvings
and suggests another connection between Gawaiarah@eltic tradition.

In a passage of theesta William of Malmesbury clearly states that:

This Arthur is the hero of many wild tales among tBritons even in our own day, but assuredly
deserves to be the subject of reliable historyerathan of false and dreaming fable; for he wag libre
mainstay of his falling country, rousing to battie broken spirit of his countryméh.

This attempt to transfer the Arthurian legend fritva status of “wild tales” to that of history
was eventually undertaken by Geoffrey of Monmoutte author of the famoullistoria
Regum Britanniaefinished around 1136, whose goal was to trace tbiry of the British
people through a period of nineteen centdfiesfrom Brutus, the mythical Trojan ancestor,
to Cadwallader, a seventh-century king. A consispart of this work however is dedicated
for the first time to Arthur and to his valorouseds, to the point that the beginnings of
Arthurian literature as a popular genre can be $aidnove from Geoffre§°® since the
Historia met with great success: more than 186 manusafpise original text survive, and
the text was translated and adapted in various Wa@eoffrey’s work can be taken as a

bridge between the obscure Celtic origins of théhéian legends and its better known

% Busby,Gauvain in Old French Literature. 42.

% Smith, Nathaniel, “Troubadours”, in Norris lacy, ed., The New Arthurian Encyclopedi&New York:
Garland, 199]1p. 476.

37 Busby,Gauvain in Old French Literature. 46.
http://www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/badon/malmies, h“Excerpt from William of Malmesbury’sGesta
Regum Angloruif) accessed October 2012.

¥Thorpe, Lewis, “Introduction”, in Geoffrey of Monrath, The History of the Kings of Britajrranslated by
Lewis Thorpe, London: Penguin Books, 1966, p.9.

“0 http://www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/Geoffbio.htfGeoffrey of Monmouth”, accessed October 2012.

“I Thorpe, “Introduction”, p.28.
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written form. Among his sources we find earliertiam sources (such as Gildas and Nennius)

and oral materidl? but Celtic tradition was especially relevant tmif Geoffrey was thus

the first to systematize this story, but it is entithat he derived many of its constituent feadrem
pre-existing documents (such as genealogies) aadt@ditions, whether these came from Wales,
Cornwall or Brittany. Together with the poets justmed, Geoffrey is our primary source for the
transmission of Celtic tradition to the outside ladf

Geoffrey's work also established once for all teeecof the “Arthurian names”, those of the
fundamental knights of Arthur’s court, that woudmain more or less always the same in the
various texts following him, even if with small eiges or additions required by each stBry.
This core of Arthurian names is one of the strohgesces of evidence proving that the
material of the Arthurian Legend is drawn from @ellore®® However, the historical
reliability of theHistoria Regum Britanniaean be easily questioned, as it is mainly the tesul
of Geoffrey’s original manipulation of partly histo and partly traditional material, enriched
with details of his own invention: “How much allom@ must be made for expansion and
embellishments is admittedly hard to determine,ahbsee, first and foremost, Geoffrey was
bent on turning chronicle history into literatuf®.”Nevertheless, its importance in
establishing the nucleus of the Arthurian legetater exploited by other authors throughout
the centuries and the countries, cannot be deitiesdithus particularly crucial to understand
the role of Gawain in Geoffrey’s narration.

In Geoffrey’s tale, Gawain appears among Arthdoigr favourite knights together
with Cador, Bedevere and K&Y. He is depicted as a valorous and always loyatiorar

endowed with a special relationship with Arthur daeheir kinship, which makes of him his

“2 http://www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/Geoffbio.htfGeoffrey of Monmouth”, accessed October 2012.

“3 putter, “The Twelfth-century Arthur”, p. 38.

4 Bromwich, Rachel, “First Transmission to Englamd aFrance”, in Bromwich, Rachel, A.O.H. Jarman,
Brynley F. Roberts, edsThe Arthur of the WelstCardiff: University of Wales Press, 1991, p. 275.

4> Bromwich, p. 277.

6 Bromwich, p.281.

“" Thorpe, “Introduction”, p. 19.

“8 Thorpe, “Introduction”, p. 20.
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best counsellor and probable hEidf we look more closely at the sections where Gawa
appears in Geoffrey'slistoria, we find that he is often labelled “Arthur's nephewa’bound
established in a fundamental passage where hts foinn Lot and Arthur’s sister is clearly
stated®® he is then sent at the age of twelve to Rome, eviher is made knight by Pope
Sulpicius™ Later on, we find various accounts of Gawain’sovalis deeds in battle on
Arthur’s side; he is named “the bravest of all kiméghts”, to the point that even his enemies
are happy to fight with him who “was so famous anit& As Keith Busby points out,
Geoffrey represents Gawain as a truly epic hemgesi‘'valour, bravery and boasting are
characteristics common to heroes of epic from Homewards™® A highly positive
reputation is thus being established for GawairGepffrey, and this will be found also in
later chronicles drawing directly upon tHéstoria.>*

Among the earliest works directly inspired by thistoria Regum Britanniagve find
theRoman de Brytwritten by the Norman poet Wace in the twelfth cepias a vulgarization
in French language of Geoffrey’s main work, thuskim@ this work available to a greater
number of people. In this work, however, Gawairuasss a more courtly aspect, and prefers
to praise love and chivalry rather than waBoth Geoffrey of Monmouth and Wace were of
Norman origins; it was thus in the Anglo-Norman o of the twelfth century that the
Arthurian legends crystallized,and where they gradually moved from a mainly dginand

heroic narrative to a more courtly kind of litenaubefore meeting with widespread success

in Chrétien de Troyes’s romances, as we shallrsd&einext section.

“9 Busby,The New Arthurian Encyclopedip.178.

*0 Geoffrey of MonmouthThe History of the Kings of Britajitranslated by Lewis Thorpe, p.221.

*1 Geoffrey of Monmouth, p.223.

*2 Geoffrey of Monmouthp. 254.

*3 Busby,Gauvain in Old French Literaturep.34.

> Whiting, Barlett Jere‘Gawain: His Reputation, His Courtesy and His Appeae in Chaucer’s Squire’s
Tale”, Medieval Studie® (1947), p. 195.

% Bushy, “Gawain”, p.178.

%6 Bromwich, p. 275.
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1.2 Gawain in Old French Literature

The Gawain we have been considering until now,dadlgithat of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s
Historia Regum Britannigeis first of all a heroic knight, a man of war, evifights for his
king and is renowned for his qualities as a warriaramely exterminating enemies and
fighting in war. However, the figure of Gawain a% vhave known it in Geoffrey of
Monmouth was about to change radically in the QlehEh texts where he appears, not only
in his name, that becomes Gauvain, but also ingbalities: he is no longer a fighter but
becomes a courtly knight in the works of Frenchharg like WaceChrétien de Troyes and
their continuators.

A fundamental step in this transformation is repmésd by Wace’s Norman
adaptation of thélistoria Regum Britannigethe Roman de Brutwritten around 1155’ This
work represents “a key text in Arthurian studiest ft is among the earliest works to
introduce Celtic matter into FrencP?"Even if Wace was generally faithful to his source,
sometimes added details of his own invention, émig the chronicle material (of which he
maintains the structural patterns) with elementscgl of the courtlymilieu of Norman
aristocracy to whom the text was directd¢h doing so, he did not limit himself to transtagi
Geoffrey, but created an elegant work in verse Wwhoould fit the tastes of a wider
audience? This had consequences also on the depiction ofa®awho was adapted to the
literary tastes and cultural background of his rawlience, thus acquiring “a courtly aspect
and a leaning toward love and chivalry rather thar.”®! The fact that Wace represents

Gawain (calledGauveinsin his text)as a prudent knight, humble and moderate, makes cle

" Kibler, William W., “Wace”, in Norris JLacy, ed., The New Arthurian Encyclopedialew York: Garland,
1991, p. 501.

**Kibler, p. 501.

%9 Busby, Keith,Gauvain in Old French Literaturédmsterdam: Rodopi, 1980, p. 35.

% Barron, W.R.J., Francoise Le Saux, Lesley John$ynastic Chronicles”, in W.R.J. Barron, ed@he Arthur
of the EnglishCardiff: University of Wales Press, 2001, p. 22.

®1 Brewer, Elisabeth, “Sources I: The SourcesSaf Gawain and the Green Knightin Derek Brewer and
Jonathan Gibson, eds&4 Companion to the Gawain-Po&ambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1997, p. 144.
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this shift from the world of epic chronicle to thaft romance that was further developed and
brought to its height by Chrétien de Troyes. Bameple at one point Wace defines Gawain
using adjectives such as “pruz” (prudent) and “deltngrand mesure” (very moderate),

deprived of any “orguil” (pride), always keen onimp and giving more than he promised

(“Plus volt faire que il ne dist/ E plus duner to& pramist”)*?

A key moment in th&oman de Bruto understand this shift and Gawain’s embrace of
courtly ideals is represented by his exchange thighknight Cador, who openly speaks about
the necessity of war in order to maintain the gogltation of Arthur’'s court, and in doing
so meets with Gawain’s strong stance in defenqeeate. As Keith Busby notes, this passage
“represents a small but significant change in then€h literary conception of the figure of
Gauvain"®® Unlike Geoffrey of Monmouth - in whose work wedia similar scene depicting
Cador’s disdain of courtly leisure, but where Gawdbes not appear at all, “clearly because
to him Gauvain was a military leader unconcerneth wie cultural or chivalric setting
decried by Cadof* - in Wace Gawain replies vividly to Cador, pragithe joys of peace
against war. When Cador, whom we could describa asember of the old guard — still
attached to values of war and fighting — againsea generation of courtly knights, speaks
publicly against the dangers of peace (“Soft livingkes a sluggard of the hardiest knight,

and steals away his strengtfi®)Gawain answers with a short but effective speech:

Peace is very grateful after war. The grass gromeerger, and the harvest is more plenteous. Merry
tales, and songs, and ladies’ love are delectabj@wth. By reason of the bright eyes and the wprsh
of his friend, the bachelor becomes knight ancHxi'a‘.hivalry(.56

In this passage it is clear that Gawain is no lorige epic hero described by Geoffrey, but

has become a perfect exponent of the Norman argstp¢hat constituted Wace’s audience,

%2 Wace,Le Roman de Brutn Judith Weiss, ed. and trang/ace’s ‘Roman de Brut’, a History of the Britjsh
Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 1999, p. 118859-9862.

%3 Busby,Gauvain in Old French Literaturgy.38.

% Nitze, William A., “The Character of Gauvain iretfiRomances of Chrétien de Troyeslpdern Philology 50
(1953), p. 221.

®5 Wace,Roman de Brytin Mason, Eugene, trangrthurian Chronicled_ondon: Dent, 1970, p. 72.

% Wace,Roman de Bruin Mason, p. 73.
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presented “not as a rude warrior but as a chivahiight”.®’ For this reason we can argue that
in Wace the character of Gawain acquires far mopoirtance and is a more rich and detailed
figure than in Geoffrey of Monmouth: “Wace’s Gauvas an admirable figure, the most
elaborately described Gauvain to date, althoughsitpossible to see a fundamental
contradiction between the boastful epic warriosoifne of the battle-scenes and the advocate
of the pleasures of the good lif¥.This contradiction will be definitely overcome by
Chrétien de Troyes, whose Gawain will be freed ftbm ties with the chronicle tradition to
become a fully “courtly” figure, as we shall seteta

However, Wace’s depiction of Gawain will be of grémportance for Chrétien to
elaborate his own Gawain, because, as noted byirVAartSchichtman, “Wace’s Gauvain,
while living in a brutal world, is witty and charng, endowed with an urbane sophistication
reflecting the attitude of the author's twelfth-teny, courtly Norman audienc&” Wace
elaborates the figure of Gawain, hiding some of Welike characteristics that were in
Geoffrey and adding other aspects that could be mwitable to this audience, making of him

t* The Arthurian world becomes a mirror of the Norman

a “more civilized French Knigh
aristocracy for which Wace wrote and which rewartad for hisBrut (“By 1169 Wace had
been awarded the canonry at Baye(’xjnd Gawain is taken as the paradigm of perfect
chivalry, characterizing him as both an “articalapokesman” and the best example of the
“Christian and courtly knight? that the Arthurian court could offer, a model tftaiuld
inspire one’s actions and behaviour. This is whg tiharacter of Gawain is given such

importance in Wace, even as concerns his deathirfpalevated Gawain to the status of a

hero, Wace allows him to die like one”, and histbea the war against Mordred is mourned

®7 Schictman, Martin B., “Gawain in Wace andsheon”, in Laurie Finke and Martin B. Shichtman, ,eds
Medieval Texts and Contemporary Readétsgca: Cornell University Press, 1987, p. 113.

% Busby,Gauvain in Old French Literaturgy. 40.

% Shichtman, p. 108.

O Shichtman, p. 111.

"> Shichtman, p. 109.

2 Shichtman, p. 110.

19



by Arthur himself’ It is exactly this courtly Gawain that Chrétien B®yes included among
the protagonists of his romances.

Some scholars think that the addition of all thds¢ails to the figure of Gawain
cannot be only the product of Wace’s imaginatiaut, nust have derived from other sources
such as the “Bretun fable” (Breton tales) that hentions in theBrut.”* The Celtic substrate
of the Arthurian Legend seems thus to play an itgpdrole in the evolution of the character
of Gawain also for what concerns medieval Frenatngpeven if it is hard to determine to
what extent. The same can be said for the nextrir@poauthor that had to deal with Gawain,
that is, Chrétien de Troyes, whose importance enhistory of Arthurian literature can be

summarized in this way:

the most important name in the history of Arthuniamance [...] for three main reasons: his merita as
poet and story-teller, his personal contributionatad his influence upon, tltgteenre.75

As had already happened with Geoffrey of MonmoutHistoria, his works (no longer a
chronicle in Latin, but verse romances in Frenantebuted in developing a new Arthurian
mythology, where the knights of the Round Table hadonger the status of god-like heroes
but that of courteous knights. Chrétien did netimt the genre of romance, however he had a
fundamental role in both the “elaboration of thethArian legend itself and in the
establishment of the ideal form for the diffusidntiat legend.” Chrétien took the material

of his poems not only from sources such as Geotirel/Wace, but also from Breton sources
that drew directly upon Celtic materidlto the point that he has been called by scholask s

w8

as Jean Frappier “the Ovid of a disintegratingiCeftythology.

3 Shichtman, p. 113.

" Nitze, “The Character of Gauvain in the Romande8tuétien de Troyes”, p. 221.

> Jones, Gwyn, “Introduction”, iMason, Eugene, trangrthurian Chronicled.ondon: Dent, 1970, p. vii.

® Lacy, Norris J., “Chrétien de Troyes”, in NorrisLhcy, ed.,The New Arthurian Encyclopedilew York:
Garland, 1991p. 88.

" Bromwich, Rachel, “First Transmission to Englanmid aFrance”, in Bromwich, Rachel, A.O.H. Jarman,
Brynley F. Roberts, edsThe Arthur of the WelstCardiff: University of Wales Press, 1991, p. 283.

'8 Frappier, Jean, “Chrétien de Troyes”, in Rogerlam Loomis, ed Arthurian Literature in the Middle Ages,
A Collaborative History Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1959, p. 164Bmmwich, “First Transmission to England
and France”, p. 277.

20



Chrétien de Troyes wrote his five famous poemsha second half of the twelfth
century (about 1159-975. In these verse romancesréc et Enide, Cligés, Lancelot Le
Chevalier de la Charrete, Yvaor Le Chevalier au LiorandPercevalor Le Conte du Graal
Gawain is always one of the main characters, bugmine protagonist. It has been noted that
in Chrétien de Troyes Gawain is always intendebda “contrasting figure with whom the
title-hero is compared or associaté€@’probably because being considered the paragon of
chivalry and universally known to audiences of time it could be easier for Chrétien to
build comparisons with hif: This could explain his presence in all the poears] in
particular in a consistent part of Chrétien’s lastl unfinished poenPerceval Here Gawain

has to face a series of “mostly trivial and freclyenomical®?

adventures that start abruptly
without a coherent link with Perceval’'s adventuresking some scholars think that this part
was probably going to be developed by Chrétien mteeparate poem before his death
occurred®® while others even think that this part was notteeri by Chrétien at aff
However, it is generally believed that the Gawaeot®n of the poem was intended by his
author not as a separate romance but as a couinetpthe Perceval paft,thus confirming
the role of counterpart that Gawain has in Chr&ipoems.

Even if Chrétien de Troyes never dedicated a fo#drp to Gawain - or, as it is stated
in a later and anonymous poehe Chevalier & I'épéghe “onques de lui ne tint conté® he

Is certainly an important figure in Arthur's coumvho often supplies the strength and

judgement that Arthur, often represented as a wamadt unfit king, lackd’ Gawain's

" Norris, “Chrétien de Troyes”, p. 89.

8 Nitze, p. 219.

81 Busby,Gauvain in Old French Literaturep. 387.

8 Norris, “Chrétien de Troyes”, p. 91.
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reputation is well supported by the way he is pneskin the various poems; for example, in

Erec et EnideGawain is described as the first among all theddaights:

Devant toz les buens chevaliers
Doit ester Gauvains li premiéfs

and his name is followed by those of all the otki@ghts of the Round Table. Kvainhe is

presented, in an equally flattering way, as thee*sof all the “chevaliers”:

Chil qui des chevaliers fu sire
Et qui seur tous fu renommés
Doit bien estre soleil clamés.
Pour monseigneur Gavain le di,
gue de lui est tout autressi
Chevalerie enluminee

Comme li solaus la matinee
Espant ses rais, et clarté rent

Par tout les lieus ou il resple%gt.
In this long and articulate simile, Gawain is natyopresented as the most renowned among
all the knights, but he is even compared to the that enlightens with his rays the world in
the same way as Gawain enlightens the whole ofdarighthood with his reputation. This is
probably the most elaborate and openly celebrgimige that Gawain has received until now
among the authors we have been considering; oneemeythink that in this passage there is
a reminiscence of Gawain’'s ancient status as suh ggning from Celtic mythology.
Moreover, the verb around which the simile is huignluminer”, is an interesting one,
because in Old French it has not only the meaninfgiging light to”, but also that of “to
decorate, to embellish”; the term was also appleethe action of decorating a manuscript
with illuminations from the twelfth century. In Middle English we find the verb
“enluminen” that similarly has the meaning of “tbesl light upon” both in a concrete and

abstract meaning, and that of “to decorate a maipiseith letters of gold.*! By extension,

8 Chrétien de Troyesrec et Enideédition critique d'aprés le manuscrit B. N. 376 translated by Jean-
Marie Fritz, Paris: Librairie générale francais@92, p. 148, Il. 1687-8.

8 Chrétien de Troyes.e Chevalier au Lion, ou Le Roman d’Yvain, éditditique d'aprés le manuscrit B. N. fr.
1433 translated by David F. Hult, Paris: Librairie gémle francaise, 1994, p. 198, I. 2400.

% Dubois, Jean, Henri Mitterand, Albert DauzBictionnaire étymologique et historique du frangaiaris:
Larousse, 1993, p. 255.

°1 Kurath, Hans and Sherman M. Kuhn, eddiddle English Dictionary London: Geoffrey Cumberlege, 1952,
p. 160.
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the term has also the meaning of “to adorn or dimbevith figures of speech or poetry” and
“to make illustrious, glorious or famous”; we fidwith this meaning in th€lerk’'s Talein
reference to Francis Petrarch, “whos rethorike seféenlumyned al Ytaille of poetri€? The
image we get of Gawain then is almost that of arament for Arthur’s court, a glowing sun
that gives light and adorns the whole order of almwwith his only presence.

Another characteristic attributed to Gawain by @kréde Troyes is his exemplary
courtliness, that is particularly emphasized anchieetd by all the other knights of Arthur’'s
court like Erec, Cligés, Lancelot, Yvain, Perce¥aln Erec et Enidehe is immediately
established as King Arthur’'s wise counsellor in épésode of the hunting of the White Stag,
a custom that requires that he who succeeds imgithe White Stag will have to kiss the
fairest girl at court. Arthur has decided to rentg custom, even if it may cause trouble
among his men, since every knight would feel ofeahdf his girl were not chosen as the
fairest - and at the same time would be even mifended if she was kissed by another
knight. Gawain warns Arthur against such troubld,ib vain: the king’s choice not to follow
Gawain’s advice brings the court to internal figiMsich threaten its unity, and Arthur has to
go back to Gawain and ask him for help.

One of the most evident characteristics that Cémesttaches to Gawain is that of
“sens”, that is, thoughtfulne$8:he proves on various occasions to be not only \aise
prudent, but also cold-minded and rational, fomepke in theLancelot,where he is “the only
knight with enough self-possession to propose taisiai course of actiod® when Guinevere
is abducted by Keu. This characteristic appeararlglen another famous episode of the
Lancelot the episode of the “charrette”, where Gawain's ak“reason” prevents him from

following Lancelot on the infamous cart that willirg him to Guinevere’s rescue. In this

92 Chaucer, GeoffreyThe Riverside Chauceed. Larry D. Benson. Third ed. Boston: Houghtoifflv, 1987,
p. 137, Il. 32-33.

% Kelly, Douglas, “Gauvain and ‘Fin’ Amors”Studies in Philology67 (1970), pp. 454-5.
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episode, Gawain represents the “mesure” (measgahst Lancelot's “folie” (madness;.
Another episode where Gawain proves a thoughtfightns the “blood drops” episode in the
Perceva) that we can summarize thus: Perceval sees tHoee ldrops on the snow that
remind him of his beloved Blanchifleur's complexiand falls in a trance. He is found in this
state by Sagremor, who challenges him and is thefeay is also defeated by Perceval, but
finally Gawain comes and resolves the situationlbnotmeans of violence, but using careful
words to ask him what he is wondering about, amah tthowing understanding for what he
says, thus proving that he is “an exemplar of peagjty and judgment, a model of courtesy
and understanding”. We could easily conclude that in the hands of @Géméde Troyes,
Gawain becomes the image of the ideal courtly Knighmodel of perfection for the upper
class in medieval Franc®:Chrétien had thus an important role in establghBawain’s
literary reputation: “it is Chrétien to whom we owulee literary conception of Gawain”, a
conception that inspired future writers not onlyFHrance but also in England, namelySim
Gawain and the Green Knigfit.However, we will see that things are not so cleathey
seem.

If in general Chrétien’s depiction of Gawain is asjiive one, there are also other
aspects of the character that are more or lessasv@nsial, such as his representation as a
lover, which represents a fundamental part of hepttation” as a literary figure. The aspect
of Gawain’s relationship with love seems to bergportance to Chrétien, who makes him the
lover par excellenceHe does not embody the model of the faithful toas does Lancelot,
who in the Charette proves to be a better knight than Gawain in regguis love

Gueneveré® on the contrary, “unlike any other knight in Cliwéts poems, one must speak

% Busby,Gauvain in Old French Literaturgy. 60.
" Nitze, p. 224.
% Nitze, p. 225.
% Nitze, p. 224.
10 Kelly, p. 456.
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of Gawain’s loves in the plurat’® for example Lunete iivvain or the King of Escavalon’s
sister and the Orgueilleuse of Logres in @aente du Graakmong many others. However
this seems to be not a reputation to be proud oGwain: “Gauvain is less exemplary in
love than in other fields*> Gawain proves to be “limited” in his qualitiesdomparison with
other knights such as Lancelot (who surpasses himis love for Guenevere), or Yvain,
whose faithfulness for Lunete overshadows Gawagindverbial lightness in love affairs; so
even if he is not presented in negative termsghadities are not sufficient to prevent him
from being diminished by such comparisdfis:“We find in Gauvain's failures and
shortcomings evidence for the superiority of thevalier-amantover the knight pure and
simple, that is, the qualitative supremacy of loveourtly love- over knighthood or
courtliness alone™®* The character of Gawain then is transformed inéGém de Troyes to fit
into his vision of love and knighthood: the supstjoof courtly love over mere chivalry®
Future authors will be keen on playing upon thjgutation as a lover, as in the Chevalier

a I'’épée as we shall see later.

Another controversial aspect that must be takeo @tcount when considering
Gawain’s figure in Chrétien de Troyes is the authgrowingly critical attitude toward this
character in his five romanct®As we have seen, in Chrétien’s first romanégec et Enide
and Cliges Gawain’s reputation is entirely positive: he the' yardstick against which the
performance of other knights is measurfd.'However his attitude toward love in the
following romances,Lancelot and Yvain makes him a more controversial character. In

general, in the poems of Chrétien de Troyes Gawdove adventures are “almost without

1 Kelly, p. 455.
192 Kelly, p. 457.
193 Kelly, p.458.
1% Kelly, p. 458.
1% Kelly, p. 459.
1% Busby,Gauvain in Old French Literaturep. 50.
197 Busby,Gauvain in Old French Literaturg. 53.
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exception superficial and physicaf® reinforcing the impression of Gawain’s deploralaiek

of seriousness when dealing with love. Moreoverhage seen that ibancelothe is taken as
a counterpart to Lancelot’'s “mad”, but admirableddfor Guinevere, while iri¥vain he
arrives to the point of advising the protagonisaiagt staying at home with his legitimate
wife to pursue glory in tournaments, thus showimat he doesn't believe at all in faithfulness
and conjugal love. In this way, he becomes queeerficial character, and he seems to lack
“a sense of the potential depth of human Io¥& th LancelotandYvainthen, the comparison
with the poems’ main hero puts Gawain in a negdtgig. The same happens in Chrétien’s
last poemPerceva| that is also his most controversial work, as itinfinished. In this poem
Gawain is once again drawn into a comparison with main hero, but the nature of such
comparison is not entirely cledf? Busby however agrees with Jean Frappier in belgethat
Gawain’s performance in the poem was intended tsupeassed by that of PerceVdisince
the adventures he has to face in the second seatitire poem are all negative and even
humiliating**? The fact that Gawain had embodied in Chrétien'svisus romances the
model of the perfect knight could make us thinkt t@#rétien is criticizing through this
character the whole chivalric culture, or at |€astedding some doubt [...] on the notion of

chivalric perfectibility as personified by Gauvaitt® As Busby notes,

everything supports the idea that Chrétien wasitrda having Perceval surpass the worldly chivalry
Gauvain and have him finally succeed in the smfitadventure of the Grail. There are admittedly
positive aspects to Gauvain’s character and advesitbut all he achieves is as a result of hisiphlys
prowess, not of any spiritual quality he may poss@ie qualities — vices and virtues- that Gauvain
embodies are those of the Arthurian court and efdburtly ethos in general. He illustrates both its
potentials and its limitations, whilst remainingestially admirablé*

As had already happened in Wace then we can seeJaovain’s figure changes in

the hands of the authors who exploited him to cgreveertain idea of chivalry. Chrétien’s

198 Bysby,Gauvain in Old French Literaturep. 394.
199 Busby,Gauvain in Old French Literaturep. 70.
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depiction of Gawain however was particularly infitéor the future writers who had to deal
with this character, but at the same time, it was an ambiguous one: was Gawain a perfect
knight as inErec et Enideor was he a limited knight, destined to be swspddy the other
knights of the court in matters of love and spality? The fact thaPercevalends abruptly
without giving a proper end to Gawain’s adventusesely played an important part in
building an ambiguous reputation; but it was aldwréflen’s ambivalent attitude toward
Gawain, “characterised by an undoubted admiratiohi® virtues and a suspicion as to his

"115 to make of Gawain such a controversial charactehé works that followed

limitations
Chrétien’s great romances.

The ambiguity of Gawain’s figure in Chrétien de yfee brought later authors in Old
French literature to give often a comical, evenldague portrait of him® as in two
anonymous romances that are devoted to haChevalier a 'épéeandLa Mule sans frein
both written in the late twelfth or early thirteBneentury'!’ These poems are generally
attributed to an unknown poet who calls himselfi&ha de Maisieres” - with a pun on
Chrétien’s name, “Pagan” against “Christian” - teame believe to be Chrétien himseffin
any case the romances show to have a perfect kdgwlef the character of Gawain as
depicted in Chrétien de Troy&S.The fact that he was the protagonist of such poeond
be in fact at the same time a sign of his popylanhong the French audience of romance and
of his reputation as a far from faultless charackemr example inLe Chevalier a I'épég

Gawain is presented as a victorious knighand as the prototype of the ladies’ m&nbut

the overall tone of the poem is such that it leax@sloubt on its derisory intentions, including
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422 that continues also in other

the poem in a tradition of “affectionate burlesquof Gauvain
poems, likeLa Mule sans freinwhere Gawain is the main character, but alsdheraexts in
which he appears, like the thirteenth-century textVengeance RaguidEf This last text is
clearly an “anti-Gauvain parody”, where the paraslyouilt upon Gawain’s reputation as a
lover and his success with wome.

Later authors in French medieval literature did limoit themselves to making fun of
Gawain; in some cases they did not hesitate irgaisg) to him a totally negative role, as it
happens in th&€ueste del Saint Graabne of the five prose romances that compose the
Vulgate cycle (ca.1215-1235%° where he is depicted as a “hardened and unregientan
sinner”!?® or in the ProseTristan, an extremely popular thirteenth century text rsgiy
influenced by the Vulgat®’ where he even becomes a “murderous villaif®. Busby
suggests that this change in the attitude towandaBais probably due “to a change in the
spiritual climate in France around the turn of temtury”?° that caused a harder judgment
on Gawain’s “spiritual inadequacy” compared to otkiights such as Perceval, especially in
those texts where the quest for the Holy Grait itha centré*

In conclusion, even if Gawain in Old French litewr&t was not an entirely positive
figure, it may have been exactly this “flexible,nf@ro (but with heroic potential) status that

rendered the figure of Gawain so serviceabfé’making him a highly malleable and

interesting character in the hands of later autheh® had a whole range of roles from which
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127 Bushy, “ProseTristar?’, in Norris J Lacy, ed., The New Arthurian Encyclopediblew York: Garland, 1991,
p. 374.

128 Byshy, “Gawain”, p. 178.
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they could draw inspiration when including Gawaintheir narratives, from the exemplary
knight to the disinhibited lover, to the mercilegiain. In particular we will see in the next
section how the complexity of this character wasoed in different and contrasting ways in
various European traditions other than the Frenuod, @and these traditions contributed in

enriching the literary biography of Gawain.

1.3 Gawain in the Thirteenth Century

In the previous section we have touched on theldpreent of Arthurian romance in France
after Chrétien de Troyes, whose literary careerednoh the last decade of the twelfth
century*®? In the following century, French Arthurian litena¢ developed into two main
groups of literary works: on the one hand, the gpease cycles, such as the Vulgate Cycle
and the Post-Vulgate Cycle; on the other hand,rallphaflourishing of separate romances
“couched in unapologetic versé® dedicated to the adventures of individual knighitshe
Round Table, and in particular to those of GawatnThese romances are also known as the
“epigonal romances” because they take Chrétienmisarmes as their declared motféland
include such verse romancesLasChevalier a 'épéandLa Mule sans freili® that we have
already mentioned in the previous section. Thesdy emmances about Gawain are
characterized by a burlesque tone and by a repedsen of the knight as a lover and
seducer®’

In various prose romances that belong to the pbsétfeén cycles, on the contrary,

Gawain is portrayed in a much darker way: he islarger the almost perfect flower of

1321 acy, J. Norris, “Chrétien de Troyes”, p. 89.
133 Taylor, Jane H. M., “The Thirteenth-Century Arthuin Elizabeth Archibald and Ad Putter, edShe
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chivalry that we have seen in twelfth-century wosksh as Wace'Brut and Chrétien’€rec
et Enide but becomes a real villain, cruel and treacherthes worst knight to be found in
138

Arthur’'s court.” The phenomenon of Gawain’s “epic degeneratiorthathirteenth-century

French prose romances can be summarized thus:

The Vulgate Cycle condemns Gauvain on religiousiigds; the Proséristan, on the other hand, taking
up the theme of Gauvainmesurdirst introduced in théMort Artu, makes him into a villain for the
benefit of the title hero; th8uite du Merlinand the longer romance of which it forms part sa&eer
from the prosdTristanthe conception of a treacherous and vindictive ity

The negative characterization of Gawain in thesearaces will be of great importance in the
last section of this chapter, where we will see feiwThomas Malory used these texts to
build up his own Gawain.

However, the thirteenth-century Gawain is not dhly object of burlesque romances
or the embodiment of evil in the prose cycles,ibwdlso at the centre of tales concerning his
youth that seem to attempt a partial restoratiomisfheroic statu§'® An example of this
tendency is the fragmentary poehes Enfances Gauvaift.1230):*! a tale that follows the
first years of Gawain’s life, and of which unforaiely we only have two fragments (712
lines)**? that tell us about Gawain’s exploits, focusinghis “rise to chivalric excellence*
Another example is that of a prose romance in L.dhiaDe Ortu Waluuanii Nepotis Arturi,
probably contemporary thes Enfances Gauvaiand entirely dedicated to Gawain’s youth
and early adventures; it is interesting to note tha only surviving manuscript containing

this prose “was apparently copied in England infthateenth century*** This prose tells us

about his birth as the illegitimate son of Annathir's sister, and his training in arms by the

138 Bogdanow, Fanny, “The Character of Gauvain inThiteenth-Century Prose Romancedledium Aevum
27 (1958), p. 154.

139 Bogdanow, p.161.
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142 Bushy, Keith, “Les Enfances Gauvain”, in Norriddcy, ed.,The New Arthurian Encyclopediblew York:
Garland, 1991, p. 133.

13 Taylor, p. 65.

144 Hahn, Thomas, edSir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Taléalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications,
1995, p.2.
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emperor of Rome: however, Gawain is totally unawarkis noble origind*® The story then
goes on with Gawain’s first adventures and the legia of his true identity by Arthur to
reward him for his help in battfé® De Ortu Waluuaniiwas attributed by John Bale to the
Abbot of Mont Saint Michel, Robert of Toright’ who lived in the second half of the twelfth
century, but this attribution has been rejectedsblyolars such as J. Douglas Bruce who
ascribed it to the second quarter of the thirteamthtury or even latéf® In the romance,
Gawain is called “miles cum tunica armature”, thaidtit of the Surcoat. Sir Frederic
Madden noted that this romance is quite remarkéinets being “quite distinct from the
established fictions of the Round Table”, addingt ttwve cannot be sure whether it derived
“from floating Celtic traditions or from an Anglodiman original”.**° Bruce argues that
there must have been a French source from whidn®tOrtu WaluuaniendLes Enfances
Gauvainderive™°

Sketches of Gawain’s youth were also in the maur@®for Arthurian romances, the
Historia Regum Britannigevhere we are told about his education in Romeideal by Pope
Sulpicius, a fictional pope. A passage about Gawamuth can be found also in Wace’s
Brut, and in thePerlesvausa French prose probably composed in the firshdiemf the
thirteenth century>* where we find for the first time a hint to Gawairiflegitimacy, a detail
that will appear also ies Enfances Gauvaiand in De Ortu Waluuanii®>® What Keith
Busby says about these accounts of Gawain’s yotitie-bringing up of the young knight in

the maternal uncle’s household recurs frequentihenromances, and can be traced back to

“Day, Mildred Leake, “De Ortu Waluuanii Nepotis Aty in Norris J Lacy, ed., The New Arthurian
EncyclopediaNew York: Garland1991, p. 112.

1“5 Day, p. 112.

47 Bruce, J. Douglas, edHistoria Meriadoci and De Ortu Waluuanii, Two Aritian Romances of the
Thirteenth Century in Latin ProsBaltimore: the John Hopkins Press, 1913, p. v.

18 Bruce,Historia Meriadoci and De Ortu Waluuanip, xxiv.

199 Madden, FredericSyr Gawayne: A Collection of Ancient Romance-PoeynScotish and English Authors
Relating to that Celebrated Knight of the Round l@abondon, Richard & John E. Taylor:1939, p. xxxiii
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Celtic sources” *®

seems to be confirmed by a study made by Raymdmmpson, who
analyzed the pattern of the tales of Gawain’s yaumith related it to the description of the birth
of heroes.

The account of Gawain’s youth — as toldDe Ortu Waluuanii Perlesvausand Les
Enfances Gauvainseems to be of crucial importance in the wholéhefArthurian tradition
because it provides a link with the earlier stagiegs development: “The story of Gawain's
birth shares many characteristics with similar istortold of culture heroes from widely-
scattered lands, and, like these, belongs progerlthe realm of mythology rather than
romance.*** The description of Gawain’s youth then would beelic of a “more primitive
concept of heroism” that we do not usually findriedieval romanceS® The basic pattern of

the story remains substantially unchanged in theetlworks cited and can be summarized

thus:

Gawain is born out of wedlock from a union betwéeth and Arthur's sister. To conceal the fact af hi
birth, the mother arranges for the disposal of¢hiéd. Together with certain precious articles and
letter indicating his noble origin, the infant iped in a cradle and comes into the keeping oéa of
lowly station. Years later the hero is brought tonke by his guardian, and there is taken into the
custody of the pope or emperor, who completesdiisa&tion. He is eventually knighted and earns great
renown before winning the recognition of his paseamd uncle, King Arthur®

The proof of the fact that the account of Gawaywosth is of a more ancient origin would be
a hidden hostility with his uncle Arthdr! a hostility that emerges particularly in an episod
of De Ortu Waluuaniiwhere the encounter between nephew and uncleo-dafs not know
about his nephew’s real identity — is particulariglent, since Arthur is defeated by Gawain
who proves to be a better knight than the kingnewben Gawain has been recognized, he
meets difficulties at becoming part of the Roundl&abecause Arthur wants another proof

of his valour*>® Thompson notes that from these episodes a “jeaategonism” emerges

133 Busby,Gauvain in Old French Literature. 33.

% Thompson, Raymond H., “The Impact of a Mythologieattern upon Arthurian Tradition in Accounts bét
Birth of Gawain”,Folklore, 85 (1974), p.113.

1% Thompson, p. 113.

% Thompson, p.114.

5" Thompson, p. 113.
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between Gawain and Arthur, and attributes it teature of the original legend of Gawain’s
youth, that cannot be entirely suppressed by tteamatts made by the author of the Latin
romance to diminish it by describing Arthur's déligat knowing about his nephew’s
identity>*° To explain such hostility he relies upon a stugtyito Rank who analyzed tales
about the birth of heroes, outlining a basic sdtipt can be applied also to Gawain’s st8fy.
The hostility would thus be explained by an almesgudian conflict between the hero and
the monarch-father figure: “As the pattern estdiglis by Rank shows, some measure of
conflict between the hero and king is essentiah&obirth tale. The hero must first punish his
parents for the initial rejection, then win theécognition of the rights that are truly hig*,
with the difference that the father is in the caE&awain embodied by the powerful figure of
his uncle Arthur. An interesting aspect of the Gambagend can thus be recognized in those
tales dealing with his youth, that seems to be mportant element in the whole of the
Arthurian cycle.

Another attempt to restore Gawain’s reputationtdeast to portray him in a positive
way was made by a German poet, Heinrich von derinJivwho dedicated to Gawain a verse
romance in the first half of the thirteenth centuitye Diu Créne (The Crown). The poet
came probably from an Alpine region of Austria g do not know much about hif?f
What is relevant to us about this German romancthesfact that Gawain (here called
Gawein is the main protagonist of all the adventured twl the poem: Diu Crone is
essentially a biographical romance about Gaw&ihivho proves to be an excellent knight in
all the tests he has to faté He replaces Lancelot in the rescue of Guineé¥2emd succeeds

even in the quest for the Grail - replacing Pert@vdhe role that was attributed to him by

%9 Thompson, p. 118.

%0 Thompson, p. 114.

81 Thompson, p.118.

182 Andersen, Elizabeth, “Heinrich von dem TirlilD$u Créneand the Prose Lancelot: An Intertextual Study”,
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185 Andersen, p. 44.
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Chrétien de Troyes in thgueste du Graahnd ensuring with this act the survival of Arthur’s

court6®

Gawain is thus given primary importance in thigtteand his portrayal in the
romance absorbs the adventures and features of Attieirian characters — who are pushed
to the background by his presence - probably a®resequence of the eclectic use of
numerous literary sources made by the author: timecentration of motifs, episodes and
characteristics around the figure of GaweirDin Créne weakens the individuality of the
heroes of other romances [...] and they are cleadyosiinated to Gawein® This
attribution of the features traditionally belongittgcharacters such as Lancelot, Perceval and
Iwain from them to Gawain has as a consequencestih@ancement of his “status as the
outstanding representative and defender of theuieth world”® For this reason, Gawain is
in Heinrich’s tale something more than a simplgrbtry character, for he becomes the very
emblem of chivalry, the perfect knight that canfest and the defender of chivalric values:
“Gawein is the model of all chivalric virtues, tfevorite of Lady Fortune, successful in all
his endeavors like the hero of fairy tales who ugdes no evolution or crisig®®

The importance given to Gawain in this romance o¢ at all casual, because as
Elizabeth Andersen notes, “In tiigueste del Saint Gra&auvain is too secular a knight to
be successful in the religious quest. By contrasts precisely the secular tradition of
Arthurian chivalry which Heinrich champions Diu Crone”*’® Heinrich’s intent is that of
preserving Arthurian chivalry against the hiddeanace to the integrity of the Arthurian
world represented by Lancelott®urtoislove for Guinevere, a love that makes of him the
best knight in the world but that is guilty of tsem against Arthut’* and of overcoming this

threat to the Arthurian world exactly “by making Glawein, the traditional exemplar and

16 Andersen, p. 31.

187 Andersen, p. 38.
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representative of Arthurian chivalry, the hero kifd’? thus ensuring the survival of a
certain kind of Arthurian chivalry, one that is radraditional and closer to the earlier stages
of the Arthurian legend.

To conclude this section dedicated to the workst (motten in England) where
Gawain has a primary role we must remember a Mi@uiteh text where Gawain has once
again the main role, trRoman van Waleweitn general, Gawain enjoyed high popularity in
Middle Dutch literature, where a special form o$ hmame, Walewein, appeared quite early,
and where he was even namaer avonturen fathe(“the father of adventures®)® The
Roman van Walewewas written by two Flemish poets, Penninc anderigbstaert, in the
second half of the thirteenth century (c. 1260) dedls with Walewein’s adventures in the
quest for the Floating Chessboard, a fantasticcolijgat Arthur wants and that Gawain
acquires after a series of complex but successfutrstures’® The pattern of the story is
basically that of a common popular story, a faale tthat was later told also by the Grimm
brothers:”® The fact that this work - together wibiiu Créne -was dedicated to Gawain, and
that his role in the poem was completely positatégsts to the affection that many thirteenth-
century romances outside France have for this Heive will see in the next section how the

reputation of Gawain developed in England in tallegarious provenance.
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1.4 Gawain, the English Knight

Until now we have been concerned mainly with watkat were produced outside medieval
England - with the exception of th#istoria Regum Britannigewvhose language was Latin -
and in particular in France, even though at thesbaistales about Arthur there was the so-
called “matter of Britain.” We have to wait for tHeurteenth century to see a consistent
production of Arthurian texts in English; howevehe flourishing of French Arthurian
romance had echoes also in thirteenth-century Bdglahere Wace’se Roman de Bruwas
translated from French and arranged into Englistedtive verse in the poem known as
Layamon’sBrut.>”” This work, that was produced probably before 1293 priest of Ernleye
on the Severh’® is surely of importance to us, since it “marks flist occurrence of the

Arthurian story in English®®

it is also one of the first major examples ofrhteire in Middle
English!®® The use of alliterative verse was to be foundrlateother Arthurian works
produced in English, such &r Gawain and the Green Knighnd the alliterativeMorte
Arthure®! and this poem can be considered a forerunner efafliterative revival of the
fourteenth century to which these works belbffgLayamon was generally faithful in
following Wace’s account of Arthur’'s story, howevse did not simply translate the French
text and arrange it in alliterative verse, but dethdeeply the system of values behind the
work: “While one thinks of Wace’s adaptation of &esy of Monmouth as a move toward

courtly romance, one thinks of Layamon’s adaptabériVace as a move back to a more

heroic age™?® Also the style of the work is very distant fromettefined courtly verses of

17 Kennedy E. Donald, “Layamon”, in Norris dacy, ed.,The New Arthurian Encyclopediéew York:
Garland, 1991, p. 274.
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Wace, and much closer to that of effit.In Layamon, then, the interest in things suctoas
and chivalry disappears, and is replaced by viwdcdptions of brutal episodes of war and
violence!®® What is interesting for us to see is how the dépicof Gawain, who is one of the
protagonists of LayamonBrut (indeed, he sometimes takes the role of main ctaraas in
Arthur's campaigns against Rome, where “the fosusn Gawain rather than on the king

himself”)'&°

is influenced by this “step back” toward the herand warlike world that we
have found in Geoffrey of Monmouth — a very diff@resetting then from Wace’s and
Chretien’s courtlymilieu.

This shift toward the epic can be seen clearlygfa@mpare the same scene in Wace’s
Roman de Brueind in Layamon’'Brut, for example the already cited exchange between
Gawain and the knight Cador. In Wace, the passagensarly a declaration of intentions of
chivalric ethics: peace was praised by Gawain-Gauas a time when knights can dedicate
their time to love and knightly deeds; the exchabg®veen the two knights is seen more as
an exercise in eloquence than as a real argumedhttheir talking is described as almost a

joking among the knights while they are going u@ $tairs of a towe’ In Layamon every

reference to joking and chatting is removed:

First the tower itself is characterized — ‘an antistonework, stout men wrought it’ (M 24885) — and
this Beowulfian glance at a remoter past alterst a®re, the whole lighting of the passage. Thsre
nothing about love. Cador seriously denounces @élsnGawain utters weighty praise of peace. There
is a real strife oflit between them, and Arthur, who knows the swords tidghout any minute, quells

it sternly (M 24966-72). Not a trace of the Norn@aiety remaind®®

If we look closer at Gawain’s reply, we can se@mglete lack of interest in Layamon in the

courtly side of the character, called Walwein iry&mon’s text. His reply sounds thus:

That heard Walwein, who was Arthur’s relative, antjered him much with Cador, who said these
words; and thus answered Walwein the good: ‘Cattmy art a powerful man; thy counsels are not
good; for good is peace and good is amity, whoselyrtherewith holdeth, and God himself it made,

184 Brook, p. viii.
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through his divinity; for peace maketh a good mamkngood works, for all men are the better, and the
land is the merrier'®®

In Gawain’s speech as reported by Layamon, themoigseference at all to chivalry and
“chevaleries”, but peace is praised only becausantmake men become better (clearly in a
religious perspective) and act in a good way. ifference in Gawain’s characterization is a
result of the different mood of the two poems, lbseawhile in Wace we were facing an
openly lay and mundane work directed to a speafidience, the Norman aristocracy, in
Layamon we have the work of a cleric who has diférgoals and a different audience: “The
Brut contains none of the celebration of courtyuea so central to Wace’s work, primarily
because these values would have close associatwths French (especially Norman)
culture.™ Layamon’s audience is by no means that of Frepelaldng courtiers, but that of
a people that had been conquered by Normans; mar#dos author is a priest and stresses the
religious idea of the smallness of men — every negan Arthur and Gawain - in a world that
is only transitory’®* This attitude is obviously reflected in the chaeas of the poem and, for
what concerns us, in Gawain: “Wace depicts Gawanaagood-humored young man,
Layamon focuses on the solemn side of his perdghaff We have already seen how this
difference in Gawain’s characterization is evidenthe exchange with Cador, where Gawain
becomes even “the voice of religious pacifism inaiempt to strengthen social bond¥”.
To sum up, in Layamon, Gawain is no longer the ggohist of a romance, but that of an
Anglo-Saxon epic: “Gawain soon assumes the rotlbetraditional Anglo-Saxon watrrior; he
becomes like Cador, and his pacifism gives way ashy proud, brutal actio™ The

ambiguity of the French Gauvain — especially thatGhrétien and his continuators -

189 ayamonBrut, in Mason, p. 230.
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1 Schictman, pp. 114-115.
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completely disappears in the hands of Layamon,thedctharacter is restored in his original
integrity and in his heroic status — that of Gesffof Monmouth.

Moreover, Layamon enriched the picture of Gawaldiag details to his personal
story and his relationship with the other charactérhis can be seen in particular in
Layamon’s interesting exploration of the Gawain-bted relationship: “Perhaps Layamon’s
most significant addition to Gawain’s characteiimatis his strengthening of the bond
between the knight and his evil brother, Mordr&8.Gawain is represented as a character
torn by an internal strife between his loyalty tdhAir and that to his evil brother, Mordred, to
whom he seems to be particularly tied, even “buedéiy his presence, as in the account of
Gawain’s birth, where Layamon foretells Mordredsuie misdeed¥® This represents also
an innovation added by Layamon compared to Waeats &nd he is the “first writer to stress
Gawain’s family ties™®” Another example of Layamon’s additions in relattonGawain is
the allegorical dream that Arthur has one night] #rat we can summarize thusthur is
sitting in a hall, with Gawain — armed with Arthsirsword- on his side; Mordred arrives,
destroys Arthur’'s hall and breaks Gawain’s armsthim dream, Gawain is identified as the
one who protects Arthur from the destruction brduwbout by Mordred’s treason; however,
Gawain’s failures are also being foreseen in tihgsuoh, since he will not be able to detect in
time the danger represented by his brother aneggrdtrthur from the inevitable destruction
of his kingdom**®

Martin B. Schichtman explains this dark depictioh Gawain's family ties with
Mordred with Layamon’s overall view of history asgeless and treacherous to peoples like
the English who had been defeated and ruled byNtrenan for 150 years at his time, thus

reinforcing the message that God is the only soofceope and salvation: “For Layamon,

19 Schictman, p. 116.
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living in Norman-occupied Britain, history was a ane of showing his audience the way to
God.”™® Gawain is thus taken by Layamon as the symboldifamed Arthurian society, that
is too committed to earthly things to be saved ftmtragic course of history represented by
Mordred?®® he becomes in his hands an almost tragic figure amrucial element in his
account of Arthur’'s story. The fact that he addedails to his story, diverging from the
French source, and that he gave so much prominenc¢gawain’s role in the narrative
confirms the impression that Gawain’s character whsimportance to Layamon; he is
transformed, deprived of all the courtly featurestthad been attributed to him by Wace and
brought back to his original heroic status, buhatsame time renewed in his image and made
more sympathetic to an English audience of the,tilyeturning into a more humane figure:
not the faultless warrior of epic tales nor thefeercourtier of Wace, but a fallible warrior
who does his best to serve his king but is allstime defeated by the inevitability of history’s
progression.

We can also wonder whether the additions to Waadeniby Layamon were all of his
invention or taken from other sources. In the Rjo®to his poem, Layamon claims to have
used three different sources: Bed&sclesiastical History of the English NatioWwace’s
Roman de Bruand what he calls a “book of St Albin and Austihat has not been clearly
identified?®* However, apart from these declared sources — afhmie most exploited is
surely Wace'Brut °? he probably used also Welsh sources, “bits of Watsdition which
its author, who dwelt near the border of Walediegiheard directly from his Welsh-speaking
neighbors or got at second hand from his Englistisip@ners, among whom legends of
Welsh origin were doubtless populd!® This is attested for example by the fact that

Layamon changes in his poem the names of the deasamaking them closer to the Welsh
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form of the same namé%! we can wonder whether the additions he made toa@eés\figure
derived from a Welsh influence or were only prodlibg his imagination.

Notwithstanding Layamon’s quite original reworkin§ Wace’s poem, in thirteenth-
century England Arthurian romance was more a “faséble import®® from the continent
than the product of local writers who felt the Anttan material to be strongly tied to their
land. The production of Arthurian romances in Endlatarted to become more consistent in

the fourteenth century, when

the appearance of English Arthurian literature agganies the gathering strength of English as a
literary language and the growing sense of nati@eitity most sharply felt in relation to Franéegom

the fourteenth century onwards French romance -iategpreted for an English audience for whom
Arthurian material is inescapably historic and iccii®

There is of course a preference for English pl&resvn to the readers to set the adventures
of the various knights, that are chosen preferabipng the “local” heroes such as Perceval
of Wales, Tristram of Cornwall and of course, Gawafi Galloway or Orkne$®’

Gawain becomes indeed from the fourteenth cenburyards the protagonist of a
number of chivalric and folk romand@%(a definition of these genres will be proposethia
next chapter, devoted in detail to these romaneespng which we find what is probably the
most famous work of the medieval English RenissaB8aeGawain and the Green Knight
where he is the protagonist and main hero of theatiae, “and in the English corpus he fills
this role more often than any other Arthurian knitf?® Such corpus of romances featuring
Gawain as the main protagonist is composed of dllewiing works: Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight(late fourteenth centurygir Gawain and the Carle of Carlisle. 1400), The

Avowyng of Arthur(composed between 1375 and 1479)he Awntyrs off Arthuearly
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fifteenth century),The Greene Knighind The Jeaste of Sir Gawaffate fifteenth century),
The Knightly Tale of Gologras and Gawair{end of the fifteenth century)fhe Carle of
Carlisle, The Turke and Sir GawainThe Weddynge of Sir Gawen and Dame Ragnell
(c.1500), and the late balladdng Arthur and King Cornwalland The Marriage of Sir
Gawainthat can be found in the sixteenth-century manpscialled “Percy Folio®!° All
these Gawain romances represented a consistenbvfg#teenth-century England Arthurian
reading, forming a group of tales that definiteiyelge from the French tradition of an
amoral and even criminal Gawain — the tradition dawill follow,*** as we shall see later.
In all these romances indeed, the portrayal of Gavwgoverwhelmingly positive, as he is
“almost always successful in combat, and both naidein himself and a moderating
influence upon others™*? English poets decided to reject the “epic degeiterathat, as we
have seen, had affected Gawain in later French moeya@mbracing “the traditional image of
him as the loyal supportive vassal, the perfeatlyrteous knight, upholder of the reputation
of the Round Table and reconcilpgr excellenceof hostile elements in society with the law
and order embodied in the Arthurian codft”It is interesting to note how the rise of
Arthurian romances in English happens mainly througmances featuring Gawain as
protagonist, as if he had been chosethagxemplaryEnglish knight, a phenomenon that has
puzzled also critics: “One possible explanationtfos is that British authors and audiences
regarded Gawain as a British hero and that it vwasidered unseemly to show such a figure
in a poor light.?** Gawain is also the dominant figure in all thoseaaces that are not

entirely devoted to him, but where he is an impdrsecondary character, usually playing the
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Companion to the Arthurian Legendambridge: Cambridge University Press, 20096p. 8

22 Mills, Williams, Alexander, Allen and Barron, “Chilric Romance”, p. 114.

213 Rogers Gillian, Diane Speed, David Griffith andhddNithrington, “Folk Romance”, in W.J.R. Barrord.g
The Arthur of the English, the Arthurian LegendMedieval English Life and Literatur€ardiff: University of
Wales Press, 2001, p. 198.

214 Busby, “Gawain”, 1991, p. 178.
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role of the main hero’s helper, asYmain and GawainLibeaus DesconuandSir Percyvell

1 the first two of which are directly derived frommelach sources; this is why in

of Galles
Libeaus Desconusve find a rather less pleasant portrayal of Gawéaen in the other
romance<® Another text deriving directly from French Arthari literature where Gawain
(who is not the main protagonist) is portrayed imeay negative way is the Stanzaiorte
Arthur,*"an English verse romance probably written in thetienth century'®

Strangely enough however this rich local traditainthe perfect Gawain was almost
totally disregarded by one of the major authorg\ghurian literature of medieval England,
that is, Sir Thomas Malory, who did not follow timain trend of a flawless picture of Gawain

but preferred to shape his own Gawain starting filoenegative depiction he had received in

the French prose romances of the thirteenth cenaisrwe shall see in the next section.

1.5 Heroto Zero: the Controversial Gawain of Sir Thomas Malory

Malory’s proseLe Morte Darthuris the last work to be included in this survey @wain’s
appearances in medieval literature, being locatechaitd the end of the period that is of
interest here, since it was written between 1469 B70?*° In Malory, the tradition of the
largely positive characterization of Gawain that m&e noticed so far in English medieval
literature breaks abruptly. This is not a detaise€ondary importance in the development of
Arthurian romance on the whole, sinice Morte Darthuris probably “the most influential of

all Arthurian texts’®?° and thus the way in which Gawain is depicted wittiis work is of

215 Mills, Williams, Alexander, Allen and Barron, “Chilric Romance”, p. 115.

2% Dalrymple, p. 267.

27 Dalrymple, “Sir Gawain in Middle English Romance’ 267.

218 Mahoney, Dhira B., “Stanzaice Morte Arthut, in Norris 1 Lacy, ed., The New Arthurian Encyclopedia
New York: Garland, 1991, p. 430.

29 Field, P.J.C., “Sir Thomas Malorylee Morte Darthut, in W.J.R. Barron, edThe Arthur of the English, the
Arthurian Legend in Medieval English Life and Laarre, Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2001, p. 225.
2 Field, “Sir Thomas Malory’s.e Morte Darthut, p. 225.
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crucial importance for the literary biography of robero, since it influenced many
postmedieval authors such as Tennyson.

Le Morte Darthurneeds some background information before goindepth into the
analysis of Gawain’s role in it. We do not know ruwabout its author, apart from his name —
Sir Thomas Malory — and what he tells of himse#fide the work, that is, when he composed
his work (the ninth year of King Edward IV’s reigr)is being a knight and a prisoner, and
little more??* About fifteen years after Malory completed his kothe first English printer,
William Caxton, took possession of a copy of thenoszript and arbitrarily divided the text
into twenty-one books, each one divided in turo vérious chapters, and added the incorrect
French title with which it is now generally knoi#. The title is misleading, because the
book on the whole does not tell only about the lledtKing Arthur, but givesaccount of
Arthur’s story, from birth to death, together withat of the knights of the Round Table, as
Thomas Malory himself wrote in the closing wordshaf work, where he calls what he wrote
“the hoole book of Kyng Arthur and of his noble kiges of the Round Tablé®* Caxton’s
division into chapters was later questioned by Beg®inaver, whose 1947 edition of
Malory’s work proposes a different division of tharrative into eight “tales”, on the basis of
the “explicits” that are interspersed in the temd @ahat were originally in his opinion the real
end of separate romances, only later unified byt@eX> We are not sure whether the tales
were intended to be part of the same work or sépaakes that were subsequently unified by
Caxton, also because we do not have a copy ofuti®®@s own manuscrift® however the

different sections that form Malory’s book have the whole completeness and coherence,

221 Byshy, “Gawain”, p. 178.

222 Fjeld, “Sir Thomas Malory’sé.e Morte Darthut, p. 225.

223 | oomis, Roger Shermaiithe Development of Arthurian Romantendon: Hutchinson, 1963, p. 166.
224 Field, “Sir Thomas Malory’sé.e Morte Darthut, p. 225.
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and are arranged in chronological order as if thre supposed to fit into a unique
narrative®*’

TheMorte Darthur, then, is not a life of Arthur, although the néirra is defined by his birth and death.
Rather, it is precisely what Malory called it: th®ry of Arthurand his noble Knights of the Round
Table. That is the story that Malory tried to uniénd he largely succeedéd’

Malory is also believed to have writt@ihe Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle
verse romance in English, however he is surely nmiete known for thdlorte Darthur?*°

It is important to note also that Malory used aietgrof sources to write the various
sections of his account of Arthur’s story, amongahlihwe find various French and English
Arthurian narratives. At his time, a strong need doherent reworkings of the various tales
surrounding Arthur and the knights of the RoundI&atmas felt, and Malory’s intent seems to
have been just that of creating a coherent stamn fthe variety of sources he had at his
disposal, and not by chance he often proclaimsisésof “authorized” books® Among the
sources that Malory used we find the French Pidedin, the English AlliterativeMorte
Arthure, the French Proseancelotof the Vulgate Cycle, a lost English poem aboute@a
the French Proséristan the FrenchQueste del Saint Graathe FrenchMort Artu and the
English Stanzait.e Morte Arthur’®* The use of different sources is important to esabise
they not only helped him in building up the plotto$ story, but also the characterization of
its protagonists, where he was able to recondilthase disparate sources and add something
of his own??

The heterogeneous genesis of Malory’s work — arel @msequence, of his characters
- is obviously reflected also in the way Gawaimépicted in théviorte Darthur.Indeed, the

character of Gawain in Malory’s work has been thgct of debate for scholars who, “from

227 Field, “Sir Thomas Malory’sé.e Morte Darthut, p. 231.
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Jessie L. Weston to T.H. White, [...] have puzzle@roMalory’s treatment of this colorful
figure”.?®®* Scholars such as Roger Sherman Loomis argued Miaddry’'s treatment of
Gawain is the result of his use of such a greathmirof sources, and for Loomis in particular
the figure of Gawain suffered from Malory’s use sburces, being inconsistent and
contradictory throughout the book: “The varietyhig sources contributed both to the defects
and the virtues of his compilation. [...] Far morei@as flaws, arising from the diversity of
sources, are the conflicting concepts of three melaracters - Kay, Gawain, and Arthur
himself.?** For Loomis then the characterization of Gawairs wanegative consequence of
Malory’s syncretism: “In book IV Gawain is depicted a treacherous bounder; in book VII
he is described as ‘vengeable’ and murderous;rbilite last book Arthur mourns as ‘the man
in the world that | loved most’, and sees him wision surrounded by ladies whom God had
permitted to appear with him because he had doge Har their rights.?*® The right
interpretation of Gawain’s character in Malory therof crucial importance also to shed light
on the matter of unity and coherence in therte Darthur which | have already discussed
above: “The scholarly attention focused upon tliaracterization indicates agreement that
the role of Gawain is central to an interpretatibtthe Morte D’Arthur as a unified work 2%

The idea at the basis of this interpretation of &gk Gawain is that there are two
contrasting traditions that Malory mixed togethewithout necessarily trying to reconcile
them — concerning the figure of Sir Gawain, onetp@sand one negative, as expressed also
by Eugéne Vinaver:

While in theMerlin, the Lancelotand theMort Artu Gawain is a noble, generous and valiant knight —
indeed, a real embodiment of courtesy and braveiy the French Pros@&ristan he appears as a
vindictive criminal, guilty of several offences amdted for his cruelty. Malory does not attempt to

233 Bartholomew, Barbara Gray,“The Thematic FunctiérMalory’s Gawain”, College English24 (1963), p.
262.
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235 | oomis, The Development of Arthurian Romanqe,171.

2% Bartholomew, p.262.

46



reconcile these two conceptions of Gawain’s charadte blindly accepts the verdict of each of his
sources and so produces a picture full of incomstses and contradictioR.

If we look more closely at Malory’s text, the gealempression that the theory of the
inconsistency affecting the picture of Gawain supgd by these critics is true, even if the
occasions on which Gawain acts in a negative rathem positive way seems to be more
frequent®®® One of the first appearances of Gawain is indexdarcelebratory one, since one
of the very first occurrences of his name, locatedhe second Book (following Caxton’s
division), is linked to the episode of his fatheKdling by king Pellinore, which Malory
comments with these words: “But kynge Pellynoreslthe wyte of the dethe of kynge Lott,
wherefore Sir Gawayne revenged the deth of hyg fiudi tenthe yere aftir he was made
knyght, and slew king Pellynor hys owne hondis.Gawain's fate seems thus to be linked
with some kind of vengeance occurring because faindly member’s death from his very
first appearance in the book. The concept is repeatfew pages later: “And on the morne
they founde letters of golde wretyn how that ‘sav@@ayne shall revenge his fadirs dethe, king

Lot, on kynge Pellynore®#°

There seems to be some insistence then on theojpltalory
when writing about Gawain’s need for revenge, #ygiears as something inevitable against
which he is powerless, almost a doom cast uponblyign inscrutable fate. This impression is
reinforced by the dark prediction with which thesed Book ends, pronounced by Merlin
who predicts the future while handling the swordtltd dead Balin le Savage: “there shall
never man handyll thys swerde but the best knydghihe worlde, and that shall be Sir
Launcelot, [...] And Launcelot with thys swerde shalé the man in the worlde that he lovith

beste: that shall be sir Gawayrfé"The first occurrences of Gawain in theorte Darthur

then seems to be all surrounded by a sense of eiecadnd ominous prediction, and we do

%7 \/linaver, Eugene, edThe Works of Sir Thomas Malo@xford: Clarendon Press, 1947, p. 1423, quoied
Barnett, D.J., “Whatever Happened to GawaitEtiglish Studies in Afrigal8 (1975), p. 1.
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not find positive comments surrounding Gawain’'sifgas in other texts we have met so far,
for example in Chrétien de Troyes, where Gawaiaisi@ was almost always accompanied by
some kind of praising epithet or as in Wace, wlitanes constantly qualified by the flattering
title of “sire”. Moreover, we do not find digressi® upon his bravery, courtesy and other
positive qualities but, as said, only hints to deefivengeance and murder that will happen in
the future.

If we go more in depth into the analysis of Gawsi&ctions, this impression of a more
negative than positive depiction of this charaatereases, as it can be seen in no less than
“Gawain’s first recorded adventuré® in the Morte Darthur, where he accidentally kills a
lady. In the third Book, Gawain and his brother &&hare chasing a white hart, they enter a
castle to catch it and then they kill it right lret“chyef place” of the castfé® A knight comes
out from one of the chambers of the castle andsdlap of Gawain’s greyhounds “evyn in
the syght of Sir Gawayne, and the remanente heedhadth hys swerde oute of the
castell”?** Then he threatens Gawain to kill him if he doesleave the castle, which causes
Gawain’s angry reaction, and a violent fight sta@awain has the better of the knight, who
falls on the ground and begs for his mercy: “arghthe cryed mercy and yielded hym and
besought hym as he was a jantyll knyght to saveyif/s>*® Barnett notes in reference to this
fact that “Anyone with a knowledge of French medieViterature is reminded of
Gornemant’s advice to Perceval never to slay ahkniho has yielded himself and begged
for mercy”?*® Following the rules of knightly behaviour then,¥&san is expected to spare his
opponent, however he openly breaks this rule, blinbly anger, and without listening to the
knight's pleas prepares to behead him with the dwHiis lack of mercy is highlighted by

Malory: “Sir Gawayne wolde no mercy have, but uethtiys helme to have strekyn of hys

242 Barnett, p. 2.
243 Malory, Thomasl.e Morte Darthur p. 105.
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hede”?*’ At this point, the knight's lady comes out fromo#tmer chamber and falls over her
lover, and Gawain cuts her head “by missefortfi"Gaheris’ comment at this view
underlines the shame that will stain from now higtlher Gawain: “ ‘Alas,” seyde Gaherys,
‘that ys fowle and shamefully done, for that shahall never frome you. Also ye sholde gyff
mercy unto them that ask mercy, for a knyght witeomercy ys withoute worshig® It is
true that Gawain is “astoned” at the death of the lady and finally spares thighkis life;
however, this episode clearly throws a dark lighdru Gawain. Malory makes it clear that the
episode is a shameful one for Gawain, and not sirapl accident, because at night four
knights come to take vengeance on him for his neddend say: “Thou new made knyght,
thou haste shamed thy knyghthode, for a knyghtowtith mercy is dishonoured. Also thou
haste slayne a fayre lady to thy grete shame tngtavorldys ende®** Gawain’s accidental
killing of the innocent lady causes also great aiwert at King Arthur’s court, since “the
kynge and the quene were gretely displeased witG8ivayne for the sleynge of the lady*”
Gawain’s career as a knight is thus stained frenvéry beginning, and echoes of this dark
episode will follow him also in other episodesisitalso interesting to note how the theme of
decapitations seems to follow Gawain.

The negative echoes that surround Gawain’s firgeatlires as a knight seem to be
slightly reduced in Book Four, where he is defitwgcking Pellinore as “good a knyght of his
tyme as is ony in this londé®> However, this definition sounds sadly ironicélwie think
that just some pages before in the Second Bookaawad plotted with his brother Gaheris

to kill king Pellinore, but apparently not so muichtake vengeance on him for his father’s
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slain — even though it had happened fairly in battl but because Pellinore has a more

honourable place at the Round Table, a title thases “grete envy” in Gawain’s heatt:

And therewith Merlyon toke kynge Pellinor by thenkde, and in that one hande nexte the two segis,
and the Sege Perelous, he seyde in opyn audielmgs {Is] your place, for beste are ye are worthy to
sitte thereinne of ony that here ys.’

And thereat had sir Gawayne grete envy and toldeetya hys brothir, “Yondir knyght ys putte to grete
worship, whych grevith me sore, for he slewe oadirfkynge Lott. Therefore | woll sle hym,’ seyde
Gawayne, ‘with a swerde that was sette me thaagsynge trencheaurftg.

In this passage, Gawain’s desire for vengeance seéerbhe more the effect of his envy for
Pellinore’s position than of his desire of vengegrbus his integrity as a knight comes out
quite bruised, and his behaviour seems to be rigardf the rules of the chivalric code.
Another episode where Gawain openly breaks thesraf chivalry and acts in a very
unpleasant way is in the fourth Book, where he dupéady by making her believe that her
lover is dead and then sleeps with her, actingtgxas “the faithless womanizer and shallow
reprobate of French romanc&®Ironically enough, Gawain had gone on a questHerady
on the part of king Pelleas, who is a prisoner suffers because he cannot see her beloved,
who is also very harsh toward him. Gawain, app&yenoved by a sincere desire to help this
noble but unlucky knight, promises him “to do dlht lyeth in my powere to gete you the
love of your lady™®®’ However, it is partly true that the lady confesse$Gawain that she
never could stand king Pelleas’ love, but Gawali@kaviour is all the same not fair and even
strange, since he initially seems really willinghtelp the suffering knight, but then changes
his mind when he sees the lady and acts in ayatplbosite — and not really chivalric — way.
Later on, Sir Pelleas is made a knight of the Roliabdle, and Malory points out that he
“loved never aftir Sir Gawayne, but as he spareah ligr the love of the kynge”, and then

adds that “Sir Pelleas was a worshypfull knyght] aras one of the foure that encheved the
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Sankgreal *® Malory seems to be contrasting the two knightsthis passage, making
Gawain appear almost unworthy of the title of Kiligpmpared to Sir Pelleas.

The section of th&lorte Darthurwhere Gawain’s evil conduct reaches its zenitmis i
the Tristramsection (corresponding to Caxton’s Books Eight welve), where together with
his brother Gaheris and the arch-enemies Agravaie Mordred he plots the death by
ambush of Pellinore’s son, Sir Lamorak, who is tyuilf courting Gawain’s mothér® This
depiction of Gawain as a treacherous villain howevas taken directly by Malory from his
source for this section of his work, that is, threrfeh Proselristan a very popular work
dated around 1248° The influence of the French tradition of an evév@&in upon Malory is
thus clear in this part, and also in the last seatif theMorte Darthur, “The Tale of Lancelot
and Guinevere” and “The Mort Arthur Sanz Guerdoodrfesponding to Caxton’s Books
Eighteen to Twenty-one) that has as one of its raurces the Stanzdie Morte Arthur an
English text derived from a French original thattpys Gawain in a very negative way,
making of him the implacable enemy of his forméerfd Lancelot®* Here Gawain becomes
one of the main causes of the final downfall ofhrts kingdom?®? it is in the context of
internal fights between different factions that aen inside Arthur’s court in the previous
tales that Lancelot kills by accident Gareth, Gawgbrother, thus provoking Gawain’s wrath
and subsequent vengeateBut this is exactly what will lead to the end ofttiur's
kingdom: Gawain’s anger and desire for vengeane® istrong that he makes Arthur pursue
Lancelot on the continent, thus leaving Mordreet fte usurp his father’s throne; at Arthur’s

return it will be too late and almost all the kniglof the Round Table, apart from Lancelot
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and Bedivere, are killed in a battle on Salisbulgir?®* In this section, however, Gawain
seems to be partially redeemed by Malory, who degasm his sources and makes him an
almost tragic figure in his desperate need for eange at his brother’s deaff.

So far we have seen a picture of Gawain that iseaty pleasant, however he does
not act in such a negative way throughout the bbak,shows also a more positive side on
different occasions. For example, in the Fourth iBdwe proves to be extremely loyal to
Ywain, his sworn blood brother, when he is banistieth King Arthur’s court because he is
suspected to have plotted for King Arthur's deadfhen he hears that Ywain is being
banished from the court, Gawain decides to go aie exith him, saying that “whoso
banyshyth my cosyn jarmayne shall banyshe #ffeMoreover, his departure is received by
the court with “great sorrow among all the estatesiice, as Gawain’s brother Gaheris
comments, “we have loste two good knyghtes forldke of one.?®” He proves also to be a
valiant knight on various occasions, as in BookeFiwhere he defeats King Priamus, a
Saracen who then turns Christian and becomes Gawéaiend. This detail is not of
secondary importance, because it is thanks to Rmagnus that Arthur will be able to win the
battle he has engaged against the Roman Emperars.@&awain acts also as a good brother
when in Book Seven he finds out about his brothare@'’s identity — that had been
concealed to him — and exclaims: “A, sir Garetlay your brother, Sir Gawayne, that for
youre sake have had grete laboure and trav&fifeshowing sincere love for him.

In general, Gawain seems to be loyal toward hisilfamembers, and maybe his
desire for vengeance can be partly explained byfibise sense of blood ties. This can be
seen also in the sincerely strong bond that seeriskt Gawain with his uncle Arthur. As we

have seen, he is loyal and useful in battle, athéenwar against Lucius. Moreover, Arthur
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expresses clearly the genuine love he feels fombhew, for example in the Thirteenth
Book, where at Gawain’s decision to leave the ctiuget off on the quest for the Holy Grail
he comments sadly: “Alas! [...] ye have nygh slayrefor the avow that ye have made [...]
And therewith the teerys felle in hys yen, and thanseyde, ‘Sir Gawayne, Gawayne! Ye
have sette me in gret sorrow, for | have grete eldlht my trew felyshyp shall never mete
here more agayne®® Arthur shows his great love for Gawain also on\key moment of
his nephew’s death, where he manifests his greabvsocand even swoons thrice for the
pain?®’® Finally, Gawain’s ghost appears to Arthur and \sarim not to fight on the next day
because he would be surely killed: once again treeproves to be loyal to his family, even
after his death.

So far we have tried to see if the hypothesis ofiaconsistent” and contradictory
Gawain, deriving from Malory’s use of diverse arametimes conflicting versions of the
Arthurian legend can be taken seriously. We coulth sip this view of Gawain in Malory

with Barbara Bartholomew’s words:

In portraying Gawain, Malory uses each of the amfititory chronicle and romance traditions of the
“bad Gawain” and the “good Gawain”. The result lmttin theMorte Darthur Gawain is good-
humored, chivalrous, and loyal on some occasiams,spiteful, wicked, and treacherous on others. In
shor2t7,l Malory’s Gawain emerges as a character ceat®f obvious inconsistencies of virtue and
evil.

Indeed from the examples above, the picture of Gathat comes out from Malory’s work is
surely a controversial one, however as Bartholorpeimts out in her study, it could be that
these inconsistencies are not simply a “side éffgichMalory’s use of sources, but that this is
exactly how Malory wanted Gawain’s character to lmethe intentions of Malory then,
Gawain had to embody in himself the “summa” of tak virtues and all the evils of the
knights of the Round Table, thus becoming a kindepfesentative of all those knights, and

ultimately bearing himself the tragic destiny oktRound Table: “Gawain functions as a
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dramatic representative of all that happens tdRbend Table fellowship [...] he reflects the
qualities of good and bad which prove the Roundd&alstrength and its downfalf® With

his often contradictory behaviour then, Gawain ifigs” the behaviour of all the knights of
the Round Table, because he bears in himself ait titood and bad qualities: “Since he
creates Gawain as typifying the Round Table knighéshaps Malory does not resolve the
inconsistencies of the two traditions entangling tharacter of Gawain because he does not
need to resolve thent” Those that have been traditionally seen as instersiies in
Gawain’s portrayal then are in reality the extrentbat affect all men: “Gawain’s
inconsistency is the inconsistency of humanfty”,and it is exactly this inconsistency
exemplified by Gawain that takes the Round Tabliéestdownfall?”> Gawain’s portrayal then
is functional to Malory also to express his pessimivision of the “ideal”, in this case
Arthur’s ideal represented by the “perfect” chiyabomposing the Round Table, since he
demonstrates that men are fallible, and this is @¥sn the highest ideal is destined to 44il.

In this sense, Gawain represents the “actual” ag#me ideal embodied by other knights such
as Galahad and in part Lancel6t.

Malory’s picture of Gawain is surely an intriguirne, endowed with a degree of
complexity that leaves it open to various and @msiing interpretations. It is true that the
sources that Malory used to shape his charactgr qtaimportant role in the matter of
characterization in th®lorte Darthur, and that the portrayal of Gawain that comes étlh®
book gives a strong impression of a contradictdrgracter (with an insistence on his evil

side), however it may be that Malory’s use of searavas moved by a precise aim, that is,

making Gawain the key to understand the causesrtbiuAs downfall and an invitation for
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the reader to reflect upon the possibilities ofitheal. Once again then, Gawain proves to be a
crucial figure in the Arthurian legend, even if thertrayal we have of him is not that of the

flawless epic knight or of the perfect courtier.
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Chapter 2

The Gawain Romances

2.1 Can We Talk of “Gawain Romances”?

In the previous chapter we have been dealing wdtv&n'’s literary biography in the whole
of the European medieval tradition; from now, ottertion will be focused upon a group of
poems that were produced in England between thendeualf of the fourteenth century and
the beginning of the sixteenth century, and thatuee Sir Gawain as their main protagonist.
These romances belong to the so-called “Matter+g&ld”, that is, the whole of literary
works (poetry and prose) dealing with Arthuriandeds, “by far the most widespread and
pervasive of romance categoriéHowever, the figure of King Arthur himself doest seem

to appeal much to romancers of medieval Englamtesonly two Middle English poems are
entirely devoted to him (the Alliterativ®orte Arthureand a mid-fifteenth century poem
known as the Marquis of Bath’s “Arthur®)the majority of the Middle English romances deal
with the adventures of the individual knights oé tRound Table, and in particular with Sir
Gawain, who “seems to have been the most populaArdiur's knights in medieval
England.® Other popular knights of The Round Table such aescd¥al, Tristram and
Lancelot were also protagonists of Middle Englisimances, but to a much lesser extent —
only one poem survives for Percevayr Percyvelle of Gallesne for TristramSir Tristrem
and one for Lancelot,ancelot of the Laik Gawain is thus the knight to whom the majority

of the Matter-of-Britain romances are dedicatedo “‘dther Arthurian knight is the hero of so

!Sands, Donald B., edMiddle English Verse Romanc¢d&sxeter: University of Exeter Press, 1986, p. 3.
2 Sands, p. 3.
% Sands, p. 3.
“ Sands, p. 3.
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large a group of English poemsind, as we have seen, he surpasses even Arthuniber

of appearances. Moreover, since the Matter of Brita the most widespread category of
romance in England, it is not incorrect to consi@awain one of the most important

characters of Middle English literature, and hense¢o have been appealing to both literate
and popular audiences, given the heterogeneousenafitthe romances of which he is the

main protagonist. The numerous references to Gathainwe find interspersed in medieval

literature give us a confirmation of his widesprdahe as a literary character, and of which
the already cited quote from Chaucefbke Squire’s Tales the most exemplary one. Sir

Frederic Madden, the editor of the first volumeirety dedicated to the Gawain romances,
collected in his Introduction to the poems a seoiegeferences to Gawain that can be found
in various medieval texts and that attest to higuparity. It is interesting to see how in these
references he is almost taken as a representatited entire genre of the Matter of Britain;

for example, in the romancRichard Coeur de Lioncomposed in the early fourteenth

century, we find these lines:

Many romances men make newe,

Of good knyghtes, strong and trewe;

Off theyr dedes men rede romance,

Bothe in Engeland and in France;

Off Roweland and of Olyuer,

And of euery doseper;

Of Alisandre and Charlemain,

Off kyng Arthour and of Gawayn;

How they were knyghtes good and curteys,
Off Turpyn and of Ogier Daneys.

The allusions to Gawain continue also in the fifttbeand well into the sixteenth century, as

attested also by another curious reference, “Lan&hamusing account of the actors in the

®> Newstead, Elaine, “Arthurian Legends”, in J. BuBevers, edA Manual of the Writings in Middle English
1050-150Q0 New Haven: The Connecticut Academy Of Arts AnieBces, 1967. 54.

® Weber, Henry, ed.Metrical Romances of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth difleenth Century Edinburgh:
George Ramsay and Company, 1840, p. 4, in Fredéadden, ed.Syr Gawayne: A Collection of Ancient
Romance-Poems by Scotish and English Authors Rglati that Celebrated Knight of the Round Table
London: Richard & John E. Taylor:1939, p. xxxviii.
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Coventry pageant before Queen Elizabeth at KeniWgrwhere Gawain’s name is used
almost as a bye-woftdor “firm, vigorous”, thus attesting how pervasitis reputation had

become to make of him an almost proverbial figare] not only in literate environments:

But aware ! keep bak, make room noow, heer they lcand fyrst captin Cox,—an od man, | promiz
yoo,—by profession a mason, and that right skilfudlry cunning in fens, and hardy as Gawin, for hiz
tonsword hangs at his tablz ehd.

Madden notes also that the figure of Sir Gawain thas‘prototype” for Spenser’s character
Sir Calidore in theFaerie Queenewho is presented as a courteous knight, of widegp
renown, able both in battle and conversatibn.

From what said above, it is clear that Gawain weadly an important character in
Middle English literature, to the point of beindk¢éa as representative of the whole Arthurian
literature and an almost proverbial figure. We halveady mentioned in the previous chapter
the questions that such investiture of Gawain agi§inromance herpar excellenceaises,
because the fact that he was chosen as protagonshumber of heterogeneous poems over
150 years does not only attest to the popularitthisf character, but becomes almost a riddle
for scholars who try to understand the reason etbisis of such popularity. Why did the
authors of these poems feel so attracted by theefigf Gawain? Were they simply relying
upon the popularity given to Gawain by the proéfen of the burlesque poems dedicated to
him by the French continuators of Chrétien de Ts@y&ut why then did they decide to
diverge from the tradition of a “debauched” Gawaimd make him an almost flawless hero?
Indeed, the way Gawain is depicted in Middle Ergliemances seems almost unaffected by
the negative reputation that French poets posti@éhréad attached to him: “English poets

reject the idea of a degenerate Gawain; with thememains the loyal lieutenant of dynastic

" Madden, FredericSyr Gawayne: A Collection of Ancient Romance-PobynScotish and English Authors
Relating to that Celebrated Knight of the Roundl@abondon, Richard & John E. Taylor:1939, p. xl.

8 Madden, p. xl.

° Letter on the entertainment of the Queen at Kemtlyg. 34, 1575, irfMadden, FredericSyr Gawayne: A
Collection of Ancient Romance-Poems by ScotishEamylish Authors Relating to that Celebrated Knighthe
Round TableLondon, Richard & John E. Taylor:1939, p. ppxkl

19 Madden, p. xli.
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romance, the embodiment of the basic knightly estun accounts of his own chivalric
adventures® It could be then that these romances where otlginatended to restore
Gawain’s reputation in open contrast with the Fhetradition which had started the process
of Gawain’s “epic degeneration”, in an attempt tm@ him back to the status of ideal knight
he had embodied before the thirteenth century. WMeweas noted by Beate Schmolke-
Hasselmann, the idealization to which he had babjested before that time had transformed
Gawain in an almost “boring and colourless” figundyich caused the reaction of both the
public and the authors against the “excessive &edetore rather tedious idealization of
Gawain.™? The process of de-idealization to which the figof&awain was subjected in the
ends of thirteenth-century French authors thendcdwlve been an attempt to make this
character more lively and mark his persondfitfhe fact that the majority of English authors
preferred again an idealized — but boring — Gavemainst a more interesting depiction of
him, for example comic and burlesque or vindictwel tragic, reinforces the impression that
for some reason they were particularly attachethiwfigure, and thus preferred to hide the
faults attached to him by the French authors efvreyy had made of him a more colorful and
lively character.

The reason at the basis of Gawain’s prominent iposiin the Matter-of-Britain
English romances is probably destined to remaithénfield of conjecture, but we can agree
with Keith Busby who argues that he was probabgnday audiences as a national hero, and
so “it was considered unseemly to show such a digara poor light** The reason at the

basis for such “patriotic” investiture that wasaatied to Gawain is not clear, but suggests that

it could have been sustained by popular beliefslageinds, derived from more ancient times,

* Barron, W.R.J.English Medieval RomancBlew York: Longman, 1987, p. 159.

12 Schmolke-Hasselmann, Bealithe Evolution of Arthurian RomancEhe Verse Tradition from Chrétien to
Froissart, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 19980p. 1

13 Schmolke-Hasselmann, p. 105.

14 Bushy, Keith, “Gawain”jn Norris J Lacy, ed.,The New Arthurian Encyclopeditlew York: Garland, 1991,
p. 178.
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that are now lost, and the remnants of which arédofound - transformed and almost
unrecognizable — in the Gawain romances themselMas.hypothesis that at the basis of
many of these romances there were popular bebessipported by Barron, who thinks that
they were originally folk-tales motifs derived fro@alloway, “the bridge to Gaelic Scotland
known in the twelfth century as ‘the kingdom of Gam”.*®> The basis for Gawain’s success
with Middle English romancers then could be higustaas a popular hero in tales that have
not come to us: “No member of the Round Table dppemore strongly to the English
imagination than Sir Gawain, perhaps because hkl dmimost readily identified with the
archetypal folk-hero seeking self-knowledge througtiventure™® This hypothesis is
supported also by other scholars, for example K.GQVEbster says that: “one is led to
conjecture that in the twelfth and thirteenth ceietithis region [Galloway] was a focus of
romance the embers of which are the well-known Bhgbcottish Gawain poems of two
centuries later™ An early scholar of the Gawain legend, Jessietiesvas among the first
to support the idea that the Gawain poems that bawee to us may be the remnants of “a
large body of tales of about Gawain which are nost.t® In particular, Gawain enjoyed
popularity in Scotland; after all, he is the sonLot of Orkney, that is, the Orkney Islands,
and thus could be easily felt as a local hero,wacdcave already mentioned in the previous
chapter his associations with Galloway. Fredericd®m gives this detail as a matter of fact:
“It is scarcely necessary to add, that in souttgsatland the popularity of his exploits could
not have been less, since he there was claimesa®fotheir own chieftains, thieord of
Galloway”'® Gawain was even considered by the Scots as a nightul heir of Britain’s

throne than Arthur, as explained by Nicola Royan:

!> Barron, p. 159.

' Barron, p. 158.

" Webster, K.G.T., “Galloway and the Romancégtdern Language Note§5 (1940), p. 363.
'8 Newstead, p. 54.

¥ Madden, p. xli.
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Arthur was conceived in adultery and thus beinggilimate should not have acceded to the British
throne. There were legitimate heirs to the thromamnely Mordred and Gawain, sons of Uther's
legitimate daughter, Morgause, by her marriage @b &f Lothian and Orkney. However, through a
misguided desire to have a king of their own peofite Britons chose Arthur instead. This is the
version of Arthur’s origins current in much late dieval Scottish historiography, and although vasiou
mitigating factors are offered to support the Brgbchoice, such as the youth of Lot’s sons or Arth
personal valour, Arthur’s illegitimacy infects Highaviour*

This version of the Arthurian legend attests tofthaurable light in which Gawain was held
in the eyes of the Scots. The popularity enjoyedslyvain among the Scots is attested also
by one of the poems included among the Gawain roesmmhe Knightly Tale oGologras
and Gawain that “represents what may well have been a labgely of Scottish Gawain
romances® Another hypothesis that could be formulated tdifysGawain’s success in
medieval romances then is that it was in part sectbn of the popularity he enjoyed in
Scotland; this could explain why English romancaem to be uninterested in the faults that
French authors had attached to Gawain.

So far we have been talking of the “Gawain romahceghout taking into
consideration the internal differences that exmbag these poems, and that are sometimes
quite relevant, like the big distance in time theparateSir Gawain and the Green Knight
from the later romances of the fourteenth centatyrer differences are to be found for
example in the language and the “genre” to whigytban be ascribed. The main element
that enables us to talk of “Gawain-romances” theanss to be exactly the presence of
Gawain, that functions as an element of cohesiorafgroup of tales devoted to his figure.
However is the presence of Gawain sufficient t@leirout this group of tales, or are there
among the poems themselves differences so big terms of time of production, genre,
geographical distribution and so on - that they desrupt the unity of the whole? In other

words, is it correct to talk of Gawain romancesarg the ties that link these tales too feeble

% Royan, Nicola, “The Fine Art of Faint Praise ind®f Scots Historiography”, in Rhiannon Purdie aridok
Royan, eds.The Scots and Medieval Arthurian LegeBdry St Edmunds: St Edmundsbury Press, 20053.p. 4
2L Archibald, Elizabeth, ‘ancelot of the LaikSources, Genre, Reception”, in Rhiannon Purdig lditola
Royan, eds.The Scots and Medieval Arthurian LegeBdiry St Edmunds: St Edmundsbury Press, 200,
Scots and Medieval Arthurian Legend 72.
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to justify such a definition? Thomas Hahn, thetadiof a volume collecting “eleven
romances and tales” dedicated to Gawain — theailyne entirely dedicated to the “Gawain
romances” together with that of Frederic Madderassumes that “the force of the hero’s
character is sufficient to overshadow the diffeemn@n texts produced over the course of
several hundred year§”In particular there seems to be a gap betweerthifee earliest
romances -Libeaus Desconus’wain and Gawairand Sir Gawain and the Green Knight
that have not been included by Hahn, and the qttreashave a more “popular” appéaThe
aim of this chapter will be that of proposing a ®étcriteria - based respectively on
chronology, genre and recurrent themes - thdtmalke it possible to understand the main
differences among these poems, and at the samel&taemine the common traits that make
of them a coherent group, and judge if the debnitof “Gawain romances” is sufficiently
supported by these common features or if we havyerapose a different classification for

these poems.

2.2 A Chronological and Geographical Overview of th Gawain Poems

The first element that | will take into considecatiin my analysis of the Gawain poems will
be their chronological and geographical distribotidogether with this | will provide a
general presentation of the poems themselves auwnanary of their plot. The aim of this
section then will be that of trying to determine thmain differences in terms of time and place
of production between these poems, and whethee thiéfierences can be disregarded when
talking about the Gawain poems as a group or whetiese differences are so relevant that

they can disrupt the unity of the whole and forsgaiabandon this definition.

22 Hahn, Thomas, edSir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Talkalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications,
1995, p. 24.
% Hahn,Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tafes24.
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On the basis of the chronological distributiortted Gawain poems — that on the whole
date from the first half of the fourteenth centtwythe early years of the sixteenth century —
three main groups can be outlined, separated Inyfis@nt spans of time. The first group can
be seen as forerunning the other romances, creatingntecedent for the future literary
success of Gawain, and is composedLiiyeaus Desconuand Ywain and Gawain“both
dating from the earlier fourteenth centuf§'These poems are the earliest in terms of time of
production, and are both characterized by thetfatt Gawain is not the absolute protagonist
of the story but plays a relatively minor réfeHowever, they seem to have established once
for all Gawain’s prominence among the Arthurianreleters: after LayamonBrut, that as
we have seen was the first to introduce the Aretiudhronicles in Englarfd,early Arthurian
narratives from the late thirteenth and early feenth century such @sthur and Merlinand
Sir Perceval of Gallesnly “recount minor deeds of Gawain, but when inalfy enters the
literary scene irYwain and GawaimndLibeaus Desconuéoth before 1350), he establishes

himself as the unblemished paragon of chivalrid¢ueir?’

These poems are distinguished
from the others also because they are probablymihe ones for which we can find direct
literary sourcesYwain and Gawaiis in fact “the only surviving romance in Middle gish
that was quite certainly translated directly fromaaiginal by Chrétien de Troye&® that is,
Yvain while Libeaus Desconu@neaning “The Fair Unknown”) shares many episodiél w

Renaut de Beaujeuls biaus descouneusr Le bel inconnuc.1190)° They can also be seen

then as a hybrid literary product, where Englisthats are trying to elaborate upon the

24 Hahn,Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tafess.

%5 Hahn,Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tales6.

% Hahn, Thomas, “Gawain and Popular Chivalric Roneairt Britain”, in Roberta L. Krueger, ed.The
Cambridge Companion to Medieval Romgn€ambridge: Cambridge University Press, 20002(. 2

?"Hahn, “Gawain and Popular Chivalric Romance irtdni’, p. 221.

% Mills, Maldwyn, Elizabeth Williams, Flora AlexandeRosamund Allen and W.R.J. Barron, “Chivalric
Romance”, in W.J.R. Barron, edhe Arthur of the English, the Arthurian LegendMedieval English Life and
Literature, Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2001, p. 117.

29 Mills, Williams, Alexander, Allen and Barron, p24.
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French Arthurian tradition but still rely upon dsiahed models to develop their own poetic
outcome.

Yvain and Gawain -that survives only in one manuscript of the eaiffeénth
century, British Library Cotton Galba E. i¥-is written in a Northern dialect; the language is
thought to be that of the original author becauteNorth-East Midland forms that are
reflected in the rhym& The audience to which the poem was directed wierelit from that
of Chrétien, “more mercantile in its livelihood th&hrétien’s courtly group® this is why
the poet did not simply limit himself to translapgainly the original French text, but
shortened it by almost a third, often at the expensf Chrétien’'s subtle and detailed
descriptions, focusing more on the action and fommsng the story into a “fast-paced
plot”,*® thanks also to the use of short couplets; thighig the poem is considered “one of the
most successful in Middle Englisf®.

Libeaus Desconuseems to have been really successful in Englamate sit is
preserved in six fifteenth-century manuscrip(& big difference with the single manuscript,
for example, ofSir Gawain and the Green Knighor of the poem’s source, Renaut de
Beaujeu'sLe bel inconnu Libeaus Desconuss also the only one among the Gawain
romances for which we can make a hypothesis altsytrobable author's name, Thomas
Chestre, who wrote other two poems contained inrsttsee manuscript dfibeau Desconys
Sir Launfal and Octavian in a Southern diale¢f The story follows the pattern of the
traditional “Fair Unknown” motif, where a young marin this case Gingelein, Gawain’s son

— goes through a series of tests until he findsheus a boy of noble origins, the son of a king

%0 Kooper, Erik S.,Ywain and Gawainin Norris J Lacy, ed.,The New Arthurian Encyclopediflew York:
Garland, 1991, p. 531.

%1 Braswell, Mary Flowers, edSir Perceval of Galles and Ywain and Gawaialamazoo: Medieval Institute
Publications, 1995, p. 77.

%2 Braswell, p. 77.

% Braswell, pp. 78-79.

¥ Newstead, p. 65.

% Newstead, p. 68.

% Newstead, p. 68.
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or an illustrious knight, and has some kind of aedy namely the love of a noble lady. The
story has analogues also in other languages, ssi¢healtalianCarduino (c.1375) and the
Middle High GermarWigalois(c. 1210)%’ in addition to the Frenche bel inconnuand we
find the same motif also in MaloryBale of Sir Garethwhere the “Fair Unkown” is Gareth,
younger brother of Gawain. MaloryTaleseems in turn to have been drawn from a lost poem
about Gawain, “which in turn would be a reworkinyaoyounger-brother story from the
world of traditional storytelling® The story was thus popular in origin, and wideagre
throughout Europe, and has as its ultimate soufaenaus Irish saga, “The Wasting Sickness
of Cuchulainn™® that was then linked in particular to Sir Gawaihimself or his relatives -
probably because the son or younger brother of ancaxemplary knight could have been
immediately recognized as of noble origins even rmgnoot literate audiences, or maybe
because of his traditional connections with Cudnualdimself. Moreover it would have been
strange to make such figure the unknown or illegaie son of Arthur, who already had one
important figure with this role in the legend, tlistMordred, who was destined to doom his
reign; this is probably why the role of “unawaré¢hir/brother” was attached to Gawain, as
the “next in line” in order of importance after KjrArthur, the principal knight after the king
himself. The story became thus particularly poputarEngland — as attested by the six
surviving manuscripts and by other extant versiminthe story, such as the one in Malory —
which is probably due to the “intense interest” Rifitish audiences in the figure of Sir
Gawain?® whose son or younger brother could not fail tdamous like him.

Even if these two poems have declared sources dethiem, they both operate
considerable reworkings upon their originals, agltt in the end not simple translations, but

quite different and innovative poeméwain and Gawairshows from the title a shift in the

3" Newstead, p. 69.

¥ Field, P.J.C., “Sir Thomas Malorylse Morte Darthut, in W.J.R. Barron, edThe Arthur of the English, the
Arthurian Legend in Medieval English Life and Laarre, Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2001, p. 235.

% Loomis, Roger Shermafihe Development of Arthurian Romankendon: Hutchinson & Co., 1963, p. 135
40 Newstead, p. 68.
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focus of the story from Chrétien de Troyes's talhere the focus was on Ywain’s
adventures, and concentrates more on the “climapigode” where Gawain and Ywain fight
against each oth&t.A more general shift happens also in the main eanof the poem, that
is, “its emphasis upon ‘trowth’ldyalty, constancy rather than upommour courtoisas a
principle of chivalric action®* Libeaus Desconuis also quite different from its supposed
source,Le bel inconnubecause it introduces big changes in the ordevehts and in the
names of the characters; these differences hawgylbraritics to believe that there was a
common Anglo-Norman source from which both theseksalerived* In both cases then we
have “transitional” texts that clearly borrow froRrench Arthurian narratives but in an
original way, making changes in the original mattermake it more suitable for their
audiences, that were different from those of Caréte Troyes. In both cases, the figure of
Gawain — even if not entirely at the centre of $k&ry — seems to act as a familiar object that
can “naturalize” the French narrative to make irentiEnglish” — and thus more appealing to
an English audience.

The second sub-group that can be isolated in th@emof the Gawain romances is
constituted by two poem$he Awntyrs off ArthuandSir Gawain and the Green Kniglttoth
dating around 137%' Unlike the poems discussed above, we cannot firttdsources from
which these texts were translated or largely drawut,they are nonetheless the product of
“high literate” authord? even if we do not know exactly who these authoesewBoth these
poems are sophisticated narrative$he Awntyrs off Arthuicombines a “popular story,
academic learning and extravagant alliterativeisttys”,*® while Sir Gawain and the Green

Knight is universally recognized as a masterpiece of Midithglish literature, that does not

“1 Mills, Williams, Alexander, Allen and Barron, p11.

2 Mills, Williams, Alexander, Allen and Barron, p11.

3 Newstead, p. 69.

“Hahn, “Gawain and Popular Chivalric Romance irtdni’, p. 222.
“5Hahn, “Gawain and Popular Chivalric Romance irtdni’, p. 222.
8 Hahn, “Gawain and Popular Chivalric Romance irtdni’, p. 222.
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only provide a splendid example of Arthurian romaiecit even “reprocesses popular culture
to interrogate the ethos of knighthood and to traute the genre of romance, rendering it a
splendid anomaly among English Gawain storfés.”

The Awntyrs off Arthu(The Adventures of Arthur) was composed aroundstmae
years asSir Gawain and the Green Knighéagain in alliterative verses, in the North of
England, and probably in Cumberland; it seems @ lieeen quite successful, even outside its
original place of composition, since it is presehin four fifteenth-century manuscripts all
coming from different parts of Englafifi. The plot is formed by two stories: the first dae
based upon th@rental of St. Gregor§® a popular motif associated with Pope Gregory the
Great, and tells about the ghost of Guinevere’sherothat appears at the Tarn Wadling (a
lake) and advises her about the necessity to lg@olus life and reject sin, that has caused her
damnation after death. The second story sees @aie @awain involved in a challenge with
a knight called Galeron of Galloway, who appearsaatrt claiming that Arthur’'s possessions
in Galloway are not legitimate and asking for algdumeedless to say, Gawain accepts the
challenge and wins. In the end Galeron reconciiés Ming Arthur and is made knight of the
Round Table by Arthur. The author of the poem vambst certainly” a cleric® a detail that
can be confirmed by the first section of the stampere a penitential theme connected to
Guinevere is developed. This fact, added to thdi@akills of his author — Awntyrsis
composed in one of the most demanding and richhoiecverse forms in the English

n 51

language” =" suggests that the poem is a high literary prodewan if not as splendid &ir

Gawain and the Green Knigh¥loreover, the poet was probably moved by a “papinterest

in chivalric ideals™? and it is exactly this “fusion of popular and leed” that makes of

*"Hahn, “Gawain and Popular Chivalric Romance irtdni’, p. 222.
“8 Hahn,Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Taes169.

9 Newstead, p. 61.

¥ Hahn,Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tajesl71.

*1 Hahn,Sir Gawain:Eleven Romances and Tajes172.
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Awntyrsa transitional poem, where oral performances atedalie production were mixed
together in chivalric romance.

Sir Gawain and the Green Knigistuniversally recognized as a masterpiece of Middl
English literature, and its merits can be summadrirethese words by John Matthews: “a
remarkable work of genius which tells an astonighistory with pace, colour and
unforgettable imagery™ Despite its literary merits however, the poemvises in only one
manuscript, the British Library Cotton Nero A.xgaiher with three other poemsPRear],
Cleannessand Patience— which are generally believed to be all from tlaene unknown
author>® The poem is written in a Northwest Midland diaJeahd consists of 2530 lines
linked by alliteration and arranged in stanzas gaaable number of unrimed lines followed

by groups of five short rimed lines called “bob amdeel”>®

The four large initials that can
be found in the manuscript are generally takenmagi@rnal division of the poem into four
sections known as “fitts™ At the end of the poem there is a reference td‘@veer of the
Garter” that was founded in 1348, which helps ttedie poem® The story tells about
Gawain’s accomplishment of a challenge set by atenpsis Green Knight, who appears at
King Arthur’s court and asks for a blow with theeadout will give the same blow back to the
knight a year later. The Challenge or Beheading &snone of the central themes of the plot,
to be found also in other stories featuring Gawaimg it ultimately derives from a Celtic
source, the Irish saddricriu’s Feast where the hero being tested is Cuchuldiifihis Irish

tale was absorbed by French Arthurian narrative SouGawain and the Green Knigist the

text that preserves the major number of detailmftioe original Irish stor$® The motif of the

*3 Hahn,Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tafes173.

>4 Matthews, JohnSir Gawain, Knight of the Goddes$®ochester: Inner Traditions, 2003, p. 64.

> Newstead, “Arthurian Legends”, p. 54.
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Beheading Game is then combined with that of theaftatior?* set out by the lady of the
castle where Gawain finds refuge during his setockhe Green Chapel, the place where the
Green Knight has given him the appointment forrétern blow. Gawain’s endurance at the
lady’s sexual offers (occurring in three episodes tare evidently paralleled with the hunting
to which Sir Bertilak of Hautdesert, the lord oétbastle, dedicates himself while Gawain and
Lady Bertilak stay at home) determines his suctetse challenge: he is spared by the Green
Knight who was the lord of the castle and the ladyusband, and only slightly wounds
Gawain’s neck because he has accepted from thealgglgen girdle which - she had said —
was magic and could save him from harm. He alseaisvthat the entire “game” had been
organized by Morgain le Fay to frighten Guinevénethe end however, Gawain’s behaviour
is not immaculate, since he is blamed by Sir Baktfbr his “moral faultiness”, but the nature
of Gawain’s “sin” is not clear and has caused safipldebaté? His fault may derive from
fear of death, represented by his acceptance ajrden girdle, or by the fact that refusing the
lady’s advances he has betrayed his reputationpasfactly courteous knight; accepting her
sexual invitations however would have caused amdiheach of the rules of courtesy, this
time toward the Lord of the castle. In general thBe rules of chivalry result quite
contradictory, and Gawain himself seem to haveandear conduct in the poem: he flinches
two times at the moment of receiving the returnabfoom the Green Knight, but before he
had not been afraid to accept his challenge. Findie poet seems to overtly play upon the
seriousness of Gawain’s fadftwhen he finally comes back to King Arthur’s cowashamed
for his moral defeat, but when he tells to the tiets his story everybody starts laughing and

they even decide to wear a green girdle in honb@awvain.

®1 Newstead, p. 55.

%2 Scattergood, Vincent J., “Sir Gawain and the Grieight”, in Norris J Lacy, ed.,The New Arthurian
EncyclopediaNew York: Garland, p. 421.
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The interpretation of the story is not at all simfhen, and the picture of Gawain that
we have at the end is at least puzzling, becausarevenot sure whether we can take his
reputation seriously or not, and poses in generabts on the rules of chivalry and courteous
behaviour. The poem could thus be seen as “tragitike Awntyrs and both poems seem
to have a critical attitude toward the world of \@iry: Awntyrs starts with a penitential
theme, not exactly what we would expect from a ahie poem, and with a prophecy of King
Arthur's downfall®® while Sir Gawain and the Green Knigtgives us a problematic
representation of chivalric behaviour exemplifigd@®awain’s sense of shame.

The third and last group of tales that can be ifledtis constituted by those tales that
were composed during the fifteenth century andbibginning of the sixteenth. Even if the
extant versions of these poems are all later tih@npoems described above, they were
probably earlier in composition: “they almost cerha circulated from the thirteenth century
on, but extant manuscripts date from the fifteetdhthe mid-seventeenth centuriés.”
According to Hahn, it was exactly this latter “dieisof popular English Gawain romanc®s”
that formed the basis for Gawain’s renown amongdemogs and that made him the ideal hero
to be featured in more literate works suclsasGawain and the Green Knighthese poems
seem to have had a more popular appeal than thesgomed before, and were intended for
oral recitation; this can be seen also by the sihtbe manuscripts in which they have been
found: most of them show in fact signs of “modesgios and constant us&””Moreover,
these texts have only rarely recognizable souaas,are often drawn from “traditional tales
and oral stories, either with no known sources dhwnly a distant relation to a literary

text.”08
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An important source for us in the study of thig Igoup of poems is represented by
the Percy Folio, a manuscript named after ThomasyRd Dromore (in Ireland), the bishop
who found the volume and used some of the textisidied in it to compile hiRReliques of
Ancient English Poetrf1729)% The manuscript was realized around 1650 by a eing|
scribe® and was found by Percy lying on the floor of oriidnis friends’ house, “being used
by the maids to light the fire®! this is why many pages are torn in half, and as a
consequence, texts suchkdang Arthur and King Cornwalhave been almost halved and must
be reconstructed using other extant versions of&lnee story. Further damages were made by
the binder who bound the manuscript for Percy, beede “pared off some of the top and
bottom lines in different parts of the volum@.The scribe came probably from Lancashire or
Cheshire; Percy suggested that the author was Th@ioaunt, author of works such as the
Law Dictionary(1670), but there is no evidence for thi§ome of the Gawain romances here
considered are contained in the Percy Folio, sonetiin single copy, that i$he Marriage
of Sir Gawain,The Carle of CarlisleThe Turke and Sir GawaiandKing Arthur and King
Cornwall. The Percy Folio represents thus a precious sdaroaederstand the importance of
Gawain in Middle English literature, because eWghe manuscript is dated 1650, it contains
much earlier texts, that were still in vogue at timee by which they were collected by the
anonymous scribe: “The Percy Folio scribe clearlyhed to preserve a large group of what
were by the mid-seventeenth century ancient ronsaacel entertainments, many of which
must have been transmitted orally.” This text was also the one from which Sir Frederi
Madden took some of the poems printed in his voladedicated to Sir Gawain in 1839, and

in particularThe Carle of CarlisleThe Greene KnighindThe Turke and Sir Gawaitdahn
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points out how the texts contained in the PercyoFate generally “more popular” in tone
than other extant versions of the same sfdfgr example texts such e Marriage of Sir
Gawainor The Carle of Carlisleepresent the popular version of other texts, &gy The
Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelted Sir Gawain and the Carle of Carlisl&he
popular nature of these texts is largely due tofdéloe that they were often intended for oral
recitation and directed toward mixed audien@edVe will see in more detail the
characteristics of each text in the following paeguips.

Sir Gawain and the Carle of Carlisland The Carle of Carlisleare two different
poems basically telling the same story: the figtm was composed probably in Shropshire
about 1400, and is preserved in the National LibcdrWales Porkington MS 10, while the
second poem is one of the Percy Folio and is adalbmposed in Lancashire between 1500
and 1550. Both poems seem to derive from the same earlisiare of the story, now lot,
but the ballad preserves an episode that is nbieimriginating poem but that must have been
an important element of the story, that is, theslaeling of the Carl€ The protagonists of the
story are Arthur, Gawain, Kay and Baldwin. They hunting in a forest, and Gawain, Kay
and Baldwin find shelter in the house of the “Ca¢ieword derived from Old Norse meaning
“churl”, that we find for example also in Chaucedsfinition of the Miller, a “stout carl”}°
who is a giant. During their stay at the castle @arle subjects Gawain to various tests,
bidding him to throw a spear at him, kiss his vafel sleep with his daughter. Gawain always
submits to the Carle’s will, though he is only aidhin the final test, the Carle asks Gawain
to behead him (this episode however is to be foumg in the ballad version of the story),

and then he transforms into a “normal” knight. ldeeals that he had slain a lot of knights in
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the previous years, because they had refused tp libe and that Gawain is the only one
who has succeeded so far thanks to his courtesgrdmises to change his behaviour from
now on and become an exemplary knight like Gawamna, King Arthur makes him a knight
of the Round Table. It is not improbable that alédrque element was inherent in the
paradoxical confrontation between the courteous &awand the Carle, basically a “hideous
rough churl”, who addresses Gawain even “with @aierkindly contempt® thus probably
making the story particularly appealing for a p@puaudience, as attested by the ballad
version of the story.

The Avowyng of Arthuwasprobably composed in the North of England aroun2b14
by a West Midland scribe; it is preserved only meananuscript (Ireland Blackburn, now in
the Robert H. Taylor Collection at Princeton Unaigr).8? The word “avowyng” means
“vow”, and represents the main theme of the po&e accomplishment of vows made by the
protagonists: King Arthur, Sir Gawain, Sir Kay a8l Baldwin are in Inglewood Forest, and
King Arthur vows to kill a wild boar before the rteay. He then orders Gawain to keep the
guard at the Tarn Wadling during the night, whiah lae his vow. Kay’'s vow is to ride until
the next day looking for adventure. Baldwin’s vosvthreefold: never to be jealous of any
woman or to refuse food to anyone, and never todeath. The rest of the poem tells how
the knights deal with their vows, and Arthur, Gawaind Baldwin (but not Kay, who is
captured by Sir Menealfe and then rescued by Gaviraitne end are successful. The second
part of the poem is entirely dedicated to Baldwiatcomplishment of his vows, and he

becomes thus the focal figure of the poem, reptegea kind of chivalry that ties “apparent

81 Rogers Gillian, Diane Speed, David Griffith andhddVithrington, “Folk Romance”, in W.J.R. Barrord.g
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daring and reckleness to rationality and calcufédtim his accomplishment of the vows,
which made it more appealing for a bourgeois auri&h

The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragneks composed about 1450 in the East
Midlands and is preserved in a single sixteenthtognmanuscript (Oxford, Bodleian
Library, Bodleian 11951§% The tale is a variation on the famous theme of “thmathly
Lady”, that appears also in other English taleke-IChaucer'swife of Bath's Taleand
Gower'sConfessio Amantis but also in other vernacular versions in Iristerieh and Old
Norse®® The story is that of a young knight who has torsd riddle, “What women most
want”, and is helped in his quest by an old and lagdly who gives the answer to the riddle
(that is, sovereignty) in exchange for the promenarry her. After the wedding, the ugly
lady turns out to be a beautiful young girl - aftdre has obtained a proof of having
sovereignty over her husband, who makes her dedi@¢her she will be fair by day and ugly
by night or vice versa - victim of a spell that twbbe broken only by a courteous knight who
would submit his will to her, and the couple livesppy ever after. In this poem the plot is
complicated by the fact that the quest should bilaukis duty, because he has met with a
knight — Sir Grom Somer Joure — who was about ltdkn, claiming that the king has given
the lands which rightfully belong to him to Gawakiing Arthur has his life spared, but he
will have to tell Sir Gromer “what women most want’a year. Gawain helps Arthur find the
answer, and offers to marry the ugly lady who ré@athur the solution of the riddle, giving
once again proof of his courtesy and loyalty, gitleat he will be subjected to public scorn
the day of the wedding. However in the end hewsarded for his noble act and lives happily
with the beautiful girl. The same story is told amother text dedicated to Gawaihhe

Marriage of Sir Gawaina ballad that was probably composed in the fifleeentury but that
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can be found only in the Percy FoffoHalf of the poem is missing because of the miifest
to which the manuscript was subject, but it isdtffiicult to reconstruct the plot confronting it
with other versions of the “Loathly Lady” story,reeretold in a simpler way more apt to the
ballad form®” Hahn notes that the widespread success of thehlyohady story and its
connection with Gawain through space, time anddriegenres “bears witness to Gawain’s
huge celebrity with an astonishing variety of andes, and across centuries of enormous
cultural change®®

The Jeaste of Sir Gawaims a poem preserved in only one manuscript, Oxford,
Bodleian Library, Bodleian 21835, and was probatdynposed in the second half of the
fifteenth century in the South Midlands; unfortueigt the first lines of the poem are
missing®® The plot is a mixture of two episodes drawn frohe tFirst Continuation of
Chrétien’sPerceval®™ Gawain finds a beautiful lady in a “pavylioi’and the two are having
fun together, when the father of the girl arrivesl atarts a fight with Gawain; Gawain wins
but then has to fight also with the three brothadrthe girl. He defeats two of them, but the
third brother - called Brandles, from the FrenBnandelis” - seems to be almost invincible:
none has the better on the other, so the two deégidestpone the feud to another day, but the
final duel never occurs. The English version cudfdhe final episode of the story, where the
fight between Gawain and Brandelis ends thankbeagirl who shows Gawain the son born
from their love, Ginglain, and obtains peace betwéer brother and her lové&t.lIt is

interesting to see how the motif of romantic logenot at all at the centre of the poem, unlike
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what one could think from its premises; on the canyt the pivotal elements of the poem are
“individual combat and martial prowes$"around which much of the story is built.

The Greene Knighs once again preserved only in the Percy Folid,vaas composed
about 1500 in South Midland dialect; its plot issically the same aSir Gawain and the
Green Knight but the matter is obviously not treated with g@mne skill of the Gawain-
poet® What is curious about this poem is that the “GeeKnight” is not a mysterious and
otherworldly figure, but a “real” person, Sir Brestlule of the West Country, whose wife is in
love with Gawain (even if the two have never meig.is transformed into a green knight by
his wife’s mother, who is a sorceress, and thers goeArthur’'s court to defy Gawain. The
castle of Lord Bertilak is here replaced by Sir dreddle’s house, that has been identified
with Castle Hutton in SomersetshireAnother particular is changed from the originalrse:
the green girdle that Lady Bertilak gives Gawaiése replaced by a “white lace” that — the
text says - was later adopted by the knights ofQhger of the Bath, “popularly assumed to
have been founded by Henry IV in 1389and this detail may reflect “the fact that in the
fifteenth century new members were expected to weanhite silk shoulderknot until their
first notable feat of arms’* (The allusion to the Order of the Bath could hheen also an
attempt to imitate the reference to the “Orderted Garter” found irSir Gawain and the
Green Knigh{. All the mystery and suspense that infoBin Gawain and the Green Knight
are lost here, and substituted by a more “redlisetting and less sophisticated structure: the

three episodes of seduction of the original versianin fact reduced to a single one, and no
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parallel is being drawn between the lady’'s seductamd the hunting activity of her
supernatural husbaridl.

The Turke and Sir Gawais a poem preserved only in the Percy Folio, writiteound
1500 in North or North Midlands dialect and prolyalihtended for oral recitatiofr
unfortunately it is in the part of the manuscripttwas being used to “light the fire”, so about
half of the poem is missin° as with another poemKing Arthur and King Cornwall The
poem combines the motif of the “Beheading Gamehuwhiat of the “otherworldly visit” to a
foreign king: the story begins with the same scas®ir Gawain and the Green Knighwith
a stranger entering King Arthur’'s court while hts st the table; this time he is not a “Green
Knight” but an exotic “Turke” (Turk) who asks fordaiel. Gawain accepts and strikes the first
blow, but then the story has an unexpected turcaume the Turke becomes Gawain’s
companion in a series of adventures where he ammisly tests the knight, making him
suffer hunger, fight with giants, and so on, bwtajs being at his side and helping him in
difficult situations. He finally asks Gawain to beheaded by him, which Gawain does with
some hesitation, but his blow transforms him intnayht, Sir Gromer, who is made Knight
of the Round Table by Arthur. It is interestingriote that “the Turk’s role as the helpful
attendant of the hero finds no counterpart in tagous versions of the challenge stot$”,
while other details of the story can be found aisothe French poenfélerinage de
Charlemagne(ca. 1140)% even if this text is not the direct source Tdfe Turke and Sir

Gawain but

since similar episodes are scattered in other Aghuromances and tales, it is likely that these
analogues, both Carolingian and Arthurian, deriltenately from a story about the visit of a kingdo
rival monarch’s domain in the Otherwotfd

as we will see also in the next poafimg Arthur and King Cornwall.
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King Arthur and King Cornwalls one of the ballads preserved in the Percy Fdlio;
has probably Northern origins, but as with othettsepreserved in the Percy Folio the
modernization of the spelling makes it difficult tdentify the exact provenance of the
poem!® The plot of the poem is similar to that of tRélerinage de Charlemagnkowever,
this poem is not its direct source, since prob#dymotif of “a king’s visit to a rival monarch
with supernatural powers was attached to Arthuwel as to Charlemagné® The story
tells of King Arthur’s search for King Cornwall,taf Guinevere tells her husband that a king
possessing a more beautiful Round Table existhowit saying exactly where. Arthur is
accompanied in his quest all over Britain to fittds wonderful king by Sir Gawain,
Tristram, Sir Murramiles and Sir Bredbeddle. Afteany travels in strange lands, they arrive
at King Cornwall’'s court; the king however is notaurteous host, and even claims to have
had a daughter from Guinevere. Arthur swears tohiih, and the other knights similarly
swear to take from King Cornwall various magicajeats he said to possess; in the end they
succeed. Even if the tale is a ballad intendeddi@ recitation, the poet shows some
acquaintance with the Arthurian matter, since his punong King Arthur’'s companions no
less than Sir Bredbeddle, a character that we hleady met inThe Greene Knightwhere
he was exactly Gawain’s antagorii&tMoreover, the motif of the “vows” made by the Kmig
to conquer objects belonging to Cornwall openlyeneslesThe Avowyng of Arthuithough
the literary quality of the narrative is lower thidmat of this text’’

The Knightly Tale of Gologras and Gawais the only one of the Gawain poems
written in Middle Scots. It was composed aroundQ%0d is preserved only in a volume
printed in Edinburgh in 1508 by Chepman and Milthe first printers in Scotland® It can

be considered chronologically as the limit of trexipd here taken into consideration, also
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considering that this is the only poem that hash@eserved in a printed volume; even if the
composition of the poem is earlier and clearly nsateference to a certain kind of medieval
poetry, the fact that it survived in printed formnminds us that the period called “Middle
Ages” is ending (as it is universally known, thenh@l date that marks the end of the Middle
Ages is 1492, so almost sixteen years befotogras and Gawainvas printed). As immhe
Jeaste of Sir Gawajnthe plot of the story is made up of two episodftesn the First
Continuation of Chrétien'®erceval® The main episode of the story is built around the
figure of Gologras, the lord of a castle who refuse submit to King Arthur. He sends
Ywain, Lancelot and Gawain to Gologras to obtam $ubmission, but he refuses; his castle
is thus besieged, and Gawain has the better of bithGologras still refuses to submit to
Arthur. He then proposes to Gawain to go to Arthwastle together pretending that he is the
winner; Gawain courteously accepts, but then Galegeveals to the court who the real
victor is and finally accepts Arthur’s lordship. &theme of the “pilgrimage” to the court of a
wealthy and powerful king that we find {@olograsis the same aking Arthur and King
Cornwall, and is probably the result of a “combination of ifsoalready traditionally linked
to Arthur” other than to Charlemagne and ultimatiyive from Celtic sources®

After having examined the Gawain poems from thetpoi view of chronology, | will
provide a geographical overview of the poems, tyytim establish whether the poems can be
considered homogeneous on the basis of their geloiged provenance and setting. Hahn
suggests that one of the elements that justifiesuthty of the group is exactly the geography
of these tales, since almost all of them “set tlhewventures in or near Carlisle, a city with
long-standing Arthurian associations'Carlisle, a city still existing today, is set in@bria,
a territory of North-Western England that sharesdNorthern border with Scotland. In many

of these tales, Carlisle is the place where Kinthér's court is situated. The adventures to
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which Gawain takes part are often set in the faséstglewood, or at the Tarn Wadling, both
placed in Cumbrid®® The fact that Cumbria was a “border territory”,pptated by an
audience “prepared for war at all times and bretatss of military prowess” made it an ideal
setting for chivalric tale5** Adjacent territories are often mentioned with psien in these
poems, including Galloway, the “Kingdom of Gawaitfiat is also often mentioned though
not the main place of actidh? Cumbria is also the probable place of origin farsmof the
popular tales and ballads that form the last grafupoems identified above, because even if
the original dialect of their composers is not releal by the manuscript in which they are
preserved, “linguistic evidence in the poems pointshe North, and perhaps Cumberland
itself.”**> The poems settled in Cumberland, near places asidBarlisle, the Tarn Wadling
and Inglewood forest are in particulahe Awntyrs off Arthur, The Avowyng of Arthlihe
Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnellae Marriage of Sir Gawain, Sir Gawain and
the Carle of Carlisleand The Carle of Carlisleso more or less half the poems. The main
exceptions are represented lopeaus Desconudhat places Arthur’'s court in Somerset, at
Glastonbury, a place with numerous Arthurian cotines'® Ywain and Gawainthat
follows its source and places the actions in Waes;ardiff; and finallySir Gawain and the
Green Knight where the main setting is in the north-west Midls of England (Gawain has
in fact to follow a “well-defined route through NbrWales, across the estuary of the Dee into
Wirral.”)**’ In two cases the definition of the setting isteuroblematic: inGologras and
Gawain the King and his knights are on a pilgrimage talxithe Holy Land, and on their way

they stop at Gologras's house, located “ostensiliy™France west of the Rhoné*®
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however, “the descriptions of landscapes and foatifons , here and in the second part,
conform strikingly to the border areas between I8odt and England, where the poem
originates.*® The other poem characterized by a “mixed” setiBigThe Greene Knight
because it places Arthur’'s court at Carlisle babah Delamere Forest, in Cheshire, and the
house of the Green Knight in Somersetshiferinally, in other poems the setting cannot be
Carlisle for obvious reasons, such a&ing Arthur and King Cornwallwhere Arthur and his
fellow knights are involved in a journey to Corniyat is not easy to establish the initial
setting of the journey since the first lines andeotparts of the poem are missing, and king
Arthur is generally defined as “King of Little Bain” without further specification, and
probably in open contrast with the king of Cornwdlis true however that once again the
setting is that of a “border zone”, adjacent toalitionally Celtic territory*** The same can
be said for the setting d@ir Gawain and the Green Knighivhere the lands crossed by
Gawain are those bordering North Wales; the conogpt “border” setting for the Gawain
romances is thus generally respected, even iféae & Arthur's court is placed in different
regions; a consistent group of poems however prefgrlace the action in the North of
England, and in particular near Carlisle. In otheems however the setting seems to be not
an important element at all, for instanceTime Turke and Sir Gawaiand The Jeaste of Sir
Gawain

From the point of view of production, we meet oagain with a mixed picture, and in
a situation similar to the one described aboventhgrity of the poems result from linguistic
evidence to come from the North of England, wittmeonotable exceptions. The poems
composed in a Northern dialect &fevain and GawainThe Awntyrs off ArthyiThe Avowyng
of Arthur, King Arthur and King CornwalandThe Turke and Sir GawaiplusGologras and

Gawainthat is written in Middle Scot€ther poems come from the Northwest of England:
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Sir Gawain and the Green Knighthe Carle of Carlisleand The Marriage of Sir Gawain.
Finally, the remaining texts have mixed origih#heaus Desconus written in a Southern
dialect (but the manuscripts in which it is preseihcome from different parts of England),
The Greene Knighand The Jeaste of Sir Gawarome from the Southern Midland§he
Wedding of Sir Gawairs written in East Midlands dialect ai®ir Gawain and the Carle of
Carlisle in West Midlands dialect. It is also true that esaky for the Percy Folio texts it is
extremely difficult to identify the origin of theogms. It is not easy then to trace a
homogeneous map of the provenance of these poernisidtrue that a consistent number of
poems come from the North and Northwest regiortsngfiland, and from Scotland in the case
of Gologras and Gawainthe hypothesis of a more Northern diffusion oé thigure of
Gawain, due to his association with Galloway andtli@od can be supported, given that also
the exceptions are taken into consideration.

In conclusion, we have seen that the whole of thev@n poems can be divided into
three main groups according to the chronologiciémon, those written before 1350, those
written around 1375 and those written in the fiftieecentury, while from a geographic point
of view the majority of the texts merge into twoimgroups, those written in Northern and
Northwestern regions and those coming from othetspaf England. The chronological
aspect is probably the one that raises more daldatst the internal cohesion of the “Gawain
romances”, since they have been produced over aueide span of time. The picture is
further complicated by the fact that for some @& téxts we do not have the original sources,
but only later compilations that gather texts ofimas ages but that were still in vogue well
after the time considered, such as the texts avedain the Percy Folio. The picture that we
have of these texts then is a fragmented one, a&edytting seems to go against any
definition of unity and cohesion to describe théut still, we have to consider the fact that

even if the period of production is a wide ondsihonetheless true that these poems can all
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be included into the wider category of the textgteun in “Middle English”, that is, that phase
of the English language included between 1100 &GDX¥*? The fact that these texts were
produced in different times then seems to be naliswipting for the unity of the whole if we
think that they fall into a category of texts thgt definition covers a wide span of time, and
includes heterogeneous texts in terms of genrepapdiction (as we will see in more detail
in the next section of this chapter, dedicated éorg). Moreover, we have pointed out the
different sub-groups that can be outlined, and dheenternal differences are considered it is
easier to acknowledge also the continuity amongtéix¢és themselves: in the first group,
where the earlier texts are gathered, we cannseecethe future developments of the figure
of Gawain; the texts contained in this group atbegidirectly or in part drawn from French
sources, and Gawain is not the main protagonisé ther the ultimate perfect warrior that we
will find in later texts, but his only presence seeto determine the success of the text itself
among English audiences. The second group of iexisore mixed, and can be seen as
transitory: for the first time we find a text — owé the best products of Middle English
literature — entirely devoted to his adventur8s, Gawain and the Green Knighut that
seems to be almost playing upon Gawain’s reputasi®ra perfect knight; it is as if the
consequences of the internal contradictions ofathywvere reflected in Gawain’s behaviour.
In TheAvowyngon the contraryve find a more traditional depiction of Gawain, lpably due
also to the less sophisticated nature of the pdmrhthis is the image of the knight that
affirms itself in the later poems. The last grosprobably the most problematic one because
it contains extremely heterogeneous texts, not y@weasy to date or partly lost due to the
scarcity of sources, but that attest to Gawain'sitp@ reputation in England among mixed
audiences - sometimes overtly popular as in the oashe texts contained in the Percy Folio

- and even well into the seventeenth century. drffrenological distance that separategin

122 Horobin, Simon, “Middle English Language and Pgetin Saunders, Corinne, ed4 Companion to
Medieval PoetryOxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010, p. 181.
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and Gawainfrom Gologras and Gawaircould thus be omitted if contextualized into the
wider picture of the development of Middle Englisithurian romance and in the history of
the genre; in the next section dedicated to théemaft the “genre” in the Gawain poems |
will then try to go more in depth into this fundame aspect and propose a classification -

and possible unification - of the poems based eir titerary genre.

2.3 Gawain “Romances” or Gawain Poems?

The main aim of this section will be that of prdivig a discussion of the romance genre, and
to outline the problems connected to this term, oty in the field of Middle English
literature but in the broader corpus of medievatpg on the basis of such a discussion, |
will try to analyse what we have labelled so fam¥&in romances” or “Gawain poems”, and
try to determine whether it is correct or not te tise term “romances” in reference to them.
As we will see, the task is not an easy one, siheeterm “romance” itself is highly
problematic and does not provide an easy definibibthe kind of poetry we can label with
this term; the definition of “Middle English romagicseems to be even more misleading,
given the variety of texts which are usually desmynvith this term — among which we find
also the poems which form the object of my study.

A fundamental essay that must be cited when tallathgomance is the chapter
included by Erich Auerbach iMimesis: The Representation of Reality in Westaierature
(1946), where he provides an analysis of a pegrample of romance, Chrétien de Troyes’s
Yvain Auerbach thinks that courtly romance as conceifsgdChrétien de Troyes was
basically "a self-portrayal of feudal knighthoodthvits mores and ideals®®* He recognizes
also the basic pattern of the romance in the sefiesantures(adventures) that the knight-

protagonist has to face; the teavanturein fact does not indicate something “accidental” or

123 Auerbach, ErichMimesis transl. by Willard R. Trask, Princeton: Princetdniversity Press, 2003, p. 131.
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“unstable, peripheral, disorderetf but something essential to the hero’s display isf h
virtues: “trial through adventure is the real meanof the knight's ideal existencé®, since
“the world of knightly proving is a world of advene”'?® specifically designed to provide
adventures to the knight. The protagonists of sadventures are always members of the
nobility, the “chivalric-courtly” society to whicknights belond?’ the adventures of which
he is the protagonist generally revolve around tthe only activities that are considered
“worthy of a knight”, that is, love and feats ofies?® For Auerbach then there was little or
no doubt about the nature of romance: it was tleuymt of the courtly culture embodied by
the figure of the knight, who was the protagonist series of adventures involving fights and
love affairs in which his qualities could be prdgpetested. However, this definition of
romance given by Auerbach — basically, that of mati@e dealing with “aristocratipersonae
and involving combat and/or love” written after 01682° was later put into question by
scholars such as John Finlayson, who recognizegthkiguity, or even vaguenes&® of the
term “romance”.

According to Finlayson, confusion arises from tisdry of the term itself: originally,
it signified both “a language derived from populatin” and “a translation from Latin into
the vulgar tongue”, but was later extended in scopéVace “to include any work in the
vernacular™® From the thirteenth century, it designated a paldr type of “fictitious
narrative”, written in romance languages, and thishe sense that later predominat&d.
Moreover, confusion about what could be labellednfance” — especially in reference to

Middle English poetry - started to arise accordiad=inlayson “in the enthusiastic work of

124 Auerbach, p. 135.

125 Auerbach, p. 135.

126 Auerbach, p. 136.

127 Auerbach p. 139.

128 Auerbach p. 140.

129 Finlayson, “Definitions of Middle English Romangeh Stephen Shepherd, ediddle English Romances
New York: Norton, 1995, p. 429.
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131 Finlayson, p. 430.
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early antiquarians and commentators, such as Heodit and Hellis”, but for him, such a
term “is clearly useful and meaningful only as alibgraphical classification, designating
medieval, chivalric, fictitious narrativé®® For Finlayson then “romance” is a misleading

term, that cannot be taken as representative ofasély definedgenre 3

as it traditionally
happened. However, he allows that the term canflsme use, given that we “recognize
clearly that the romance probably is not a monaligenre but, like the novel, can be divided
into a number of largely different types” and toy“find another name or names for those
poems which do not fit the proposed definitiois.He allows then that we use the term but
that we also take into consideration the extremeetyathat characterizes the Middle English
romances, defined as “a large body of narrativenmedealing in varied ways with a
considerable range of subjects, which literarydniahs and their dependent critics have
agreed to callomances.**

Finlayson then goes into a discussion of MiddlelBhgomances, and outlines some
of their common features: they are almost alwaysveé from French sources (and when
they do not derive from French they draw largebnirLatin chronicles and saints’ lives), but
compared to them, they deal less with love affaird more with deeds of valour: “it is true
that love-making plays a rather insignificant partnost English narratives. It is also true that
physical activities, provided by military encourgieare probably the most important element
in English ‘romances™®” This is also why, according to Finlayson, Englishithors of
romances did not distinguish between the epichainsons de gestnd the courtlyomans
when choosing French texts to translate or adapt.aldo highlights a basic difference

between French and English “romance” that allowsstech unification: French romance was

the expression of a courtly and sophisticateitleu, and those in medieval England who

133 Finlayson, p. 434.
13 Finlayson, p. 434.
1% Finlayson, p. 435.
1% Finlayson, p. 429.
37 Finlayson, p. 435.
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could read French (which “was still the languageefinement and culture in the fourteenth
century”)"*® would rather read directly the original texts thaeir renditions in English, a
language that “was still often regarded in the feanth century (and later) as a language
unsuited to the expression of refined sentimenabYjiously this means that the audience to
which such romances were directed was a differeat one which could not read French- a
less aristocratic on€? This is also why most Middle English romances carbe compared,
according to Finlayson, with the refinement of Brench ones, with few exceptions (namely
Sir Gawain and the Green Kniglaind Chaucer'sThe Knight's Talp*® The imitation of
French models then was a practice that was dueetaldsire to “assimilate [...] the prestige
of a superior civilization through the imitation it culture.***

Finlayson then enumerates the criteria which allevio distinguish theomancefrom
the chanson de gestearratives. The difference is on the emphasis hwiiey place upon
common elements such as “courage, skills in arayglty and generosity”, all characteristics
of the aristocratic class to which these narrativese originally directed*” while the
chanson de gesis more heroic in tone, and deals basically with, wae romanceis more
courtly and deals with moral concepts ajurtoisie and mesurethat are attached to the
hero!*® However, the biggest difference betwesmanson de gestand romanceis to be
found in “the concept of the herd* while in thechansonthe hero is one in a group, a
warrior of a larger army and a member of the sgchet fights for, the romance hero is
regarded more as an individual character than #@sobpa larger group: “botlthanson de

gesteandromanceheroes are known through their prowess, but whigeformer employs his

138 Finlayson, p. 436.
139 Finlayson, p. 436.
10 Finlayson, p. 436.
I Finlayson, p. 436.
12 Finlayson, p. 437.
143 Finlayson, pp. 437-438.
144 Finlayson, p. 438.
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skill in a public context, the latter does so splet usually in pursuit of a private ideaf®
The romance hero was the product of idealization, lsis “code of behaviour” was more a
convention displayed in literary texts than a piracteally followed in actual court§® To
affirm this is to go back to Auerbach and give sabse to his observations about courtly
romance: “The basic paradigm of th@manceis expressed in the formula, ‘The knight rides
out alone to seek adventuré®. This last observation brings Finlayson to give basic
definition” of romance “a tale in which a knight achieves great featawhs, almost solely
for his ownlos et prisin a series of adventures which have no socidlfigad or religious
motivation and little or no connection with medikewaatuality. [...] The basic romance is the
romance of adventurg“*® This is the basic patter of Chretiemsmans courtoisbut also of
any other romance: “adventure, then, is the ree ©b romance, whether it be popular or
courtly.”#°

Finlayson finds thus the essence of romance inbagic and correlated elements: the
concept of “hero” as an individual distinguishednfr the group, and the episodic nature of
the narrative he is involved in, since the serieadventures he has to face is the ground on
which his moral - more than physical - qualitiesl Wave to be tested. Other features, such as
the presence of supernatural elements and the hoars®° for example, but also of courtly
love affairs® are important but not necessary in romance.

Finlayson’s definition of romance includes also Migldle English romances and re-

elaborates the early definition provided by Auethahowever, this definition has been

further challenged by scholars such as SchmidtJawobbs, for whom the extreme variety

15 Finlayson, p. 439.
1% Finlayson, p. 439.
17 Finlayson, p. 440.
18 Finlayson, pp. 440-1.
19 Finlayson, p. 442.
%0 Finlayson, p. 441.
31 Finlayson, p. 444.
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typical of the Middle English romances excludes thestence of a univocally defined

romance genre:

The medieval English romances are stories in vatseh deal with the adventures of noble men and
women and which end happily. If the definition &gue, it goes as far as the evidence permits. It is
hardly possible to ‘characterise’ the romances npoeeisely, so miscellaneous in their characted, an
while they can be ‘classified’ according to theiarmative material, length, verse-form or other
prominent features, they exhibit so much variegt some critics have questioned whether it is péssi

to speak of a romance genre at'#l.

Another scholar who has rejected the idea of arlgledefined genre called “romance” is

Stephen W. A. Shepherd, who writes:

For some time it has been a commonplace for editokéiddle English “romances” to remark upon the
inadequacy of inclusive definitions for the ostélesigenre; the one hundred or more so-called
romances in Middle English present an extraordinamety of form and theme to which no single

critical paradigm is usefully equé??’
For Shepherd, we have no more than a “perceiveghasis” into which we can operate
distinctions, rather than the “standard” proposed duthors such as Auerbach and
Finlayson™* A similar ideas has been expressed by Donald BdSdor whom there is “no
homogeneous essence which would make possibleeh dmnid valid description of the
genre.**®

The question is then if we can even talk of “rog&nin reference to the Middle

d"2° given the lack of

English fictional narratives — the “leading genme’medieval Englan
unification affecting these narratives. Even if gostholars are critical on the term however,
others seem less preoccupied with the differertaseaixist among these poems, and prefer to
highlight the common features that allow us toeatst provisionally term them “romances”.

Finlayson for example, even when questioning the afsthe term romance in reference to

certain texts, acknowledged also the existence bbdy of “Middle English romances”

152 5chmidt, A.V.C. and Nicholas Jacobs, eledieval English RomanceBlew York: Holmes and Meier,
1980, vol.2, p.1.

133 Shepherd, Stephen H. A., édiddle English Romanceslew York: Norton, 1995, p. xii.

%4 Shepherd, p. 2.

1%53ands, p. 1.

136 Schmidt and Jacobs, p.1.
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sharing common characteristicé.The evidence of a common definition seems to lea th

more based on the works themselves, which, evawotifall completely adherent to a pre-

given “prototype” of romance as ChrétierYsaincould be, show in fact a number of features
sufficient to ascribe them to the genre. It canubeful in this respect to read what Diane
Speed says:

The romances are a very diverse literary entityl mmuch scholarly endeavour had been expended in
searching for definitions of the genre which wotd#le account of the varied features of all the work
so grouped. What is extraordinary in the circumstanis the high degree of unanimity with which
scholars have identified the works they considapjiropriate to place under this headitfg.

What are then the common characteristics that eamsbful to decide whether a poem
is a “romance” or not? First of all, they have ladlen written after 1280, “the earliest extant
Middle English romances” being the fragment of @embridge MS containingking Horn
and Floris and Blanchifleur®® The most obvious common characteristic is thay the
written in verse, “prose romances being of neglegimportance if we except the works of
Malory.”*®° They are written in various verse forms, “all tréef verse-forms of the English
Middle Ages”: the alliterative long line, octosytie couplet and tail-rhym&* The fact that
they were in verse is closely related to the faat they were intended primarily as a form of
te2

entertainmen 63

and they were designed “in the first instancegdeard”,”” this is also why
they are “typically anonymous” and difficult to é3f* The “leisure” function of these poems
is very important: “Like much medieval literatutee romances were not meant to be read in
private to oneself. They were recited to an audigperhaps in the hall of a manor, more

likely perhaps in the large room of a tavetff Their function was then that of “entertainment

57 Finlayson, p. 429.

1%8 Speed, Dianeed.,Medieval English RomanceSydney: Department of English, University of Sggn1987,
p. 11.

139 pearsall, Derek “The Development of Middle EnglRbmance”, in Derek Brewer, e&tudies in Medieval
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and edification™®® and their intended audience was a mixed one: “rm@maan have an

appeal for many people, regardless of rank, or efezducation, because it deals basically
with concerns that are common to most of humarift{.”

From what we have seen in the previous secti@setitharacteristics are commonly
found in most Gawain romances: they have all begtiew after 1280, in all of the three
verse forms mentioned above (alliterative long,lioetosyllabic couplet and tail-rhyme) and
even if we do not have direct evidence of theirction or audience we can assume from
details such as the surviving of some of the poeniater manuscripts that they were often
popular narratives that could appeal to very déiferaudiences — from the most sophisticated
readers oBir Gawain and the Green Knigtd the less literate listening to ballads suchilas
Carle of Carlisle Moreover, there seems to be no difficulty on plaet of the scholars who
have dedicated their studies to the Gawain poemkaing them within the boundaries of the
romance genre — always given that the internakwanf subject, metre, production and so on
that they show are typical of the wider categoryhef “Middle English romance”. It is useful
however to provide a classification of these podamsaccount for such internal variety,
starting from important matters such as the forstaicture of the poems and their subject
matter — criteria for which we have textual evidenenlike other matters such as the possible
function or audience of these poems, for which éhier no direct evidence. The first
classification of the Gawain romances that | wibyde is thus based on the verse-form in
which they are written: the tail-rhyme stanzas, tngmed couplets, the alliterative lines and
the ballad stanzas.

Among the Gawain poem¥wain and Gawaims the only one written in octosyllabic

rhymed couplets, a metre that was very populahéanfourteenth century and can be found

6 5peed, p. 12.
7 Speed, p. 13.

92



also in other poems such BRichard Coeur de Liomnd Gower'sConfessio Amanti€® This
metrical form is also the closest to that of thigioal French romancé¥ — and the poem
itself is a rendition of Chrétien$vain - although the poet gave more importance to stress
than to the count of syllables in comparison tosioigrce'"°

The tail-rhyme derived from the French lyric, andsnespecially used by minstrel
because it was easy to memorizeAmong the Gawain romances, those written in tail-
rhymes arelLibeaus Desconudhe Greene KnighfThe Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame
Ragnelle Sir Gawain and the Carle of Carlisl@he Avowyng of ArthurThe Turke and
GawainandThe Jeaste of Sir Gawaihibeaus Desconus written in twelve-line tail-rhyme
stanzas, and the tail-rhyme scheme is “skillfullyigd” by the poet to avoid the monotonous
effect that it can sometimes haVé. The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnklle
written in six-line stanzas rhymexhbcch “with the a andc couplets written in longer lines
[...] and theb-lines shorter*”® The same rhyming scheme is employed alsbhia Turke and
GawainandThe Jeaste of Sir Gawaiin The Greene Knighthe rhyme scheme is not easy to
detect, since it is divided in six-line stanzag, half the poem has a potential rhyme scheme
involving groups of twelve line¥)* so the poem could be a reworking of an earliefvigve
line stanzas romancé In the other tail-rhyme romances the number afdifor each stanza
varies: Sir Gawain and the Carle of Carlisles written in twelve-line stanzas rhyming

aabccbddbeebeven if this is not totally consistent throughttue poent.’® In The Avowyng

188 Friedman Albert and Harrington, Norman, ed¥wain and GawainLondon: Oxford University Press, 1964,
p. Xlviii.

189 Mills, Maldwyn, ed.,Ywain and GawainSir Percyvell of Gales, The Anturs of Artheondon: J. M. Dent,
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of Arthurthe sixteen-line stanzas rhyrmaabcccbdddbeeebnd are sometimes linked also by
alliteration, but it is not a structural elemenimsther alliterative poens’

The alliterative poems “differ from the others molly as to metrical form but also in
vocabulary and geographical origil®® they sometimes reflected a more aristocratic and
sophisticated origin than any of the tail-rhyme ipsgas in the case &ir Gawain and the
Green Knightand another alliterative Arthurian poem, #iéiterative Morte Arthur'’® These
poems were part of the so-called “Alliterative Reli that refers to the continuation of the
old Anglo-Saxon alliterative verse, a traditiontthad never really died in English poetry and
that survived through the ages also in other wetkdh as LayamonBrut — it would thus be
more correct, according to Loomis, to call thisival“the Alliterative Survival"*®° and that
after a rich flourishing especially in the fourtdercentury ended by the early sixteenth

century*8!

However, the corpus of alliterative poems thatehasme to us — two of which,
Piers PlowmarandSir Gawain and the Green Knigate among the most significant Middle
English poems — is itself problematic given thegéaspan of time (three centuries) during
which alliterative poems were produced and theevardisplayed by the numerous poems
forming this corpus® Derek Pearsall however has shown that there ificiguft formal
evidence to give substance to an “Alliterative Ralii there was a “continuum” of
alliterative writing in England that never stopdeain the Anglo-Saxon times, that interrupts
between 1250 (the possible date of completion gabhaon’sBrut) and 1350, when writing in

alliterative verse reappeared, and that can bentalsethe start date for such RevitfAl.

Moreover, he recognizes also a regional identigt tmifies the poems of the Alliterative
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Revival, all coming “predominantly” from northerméiwestern ared§* This is true also for
the three poems among the Gawain romances thdiecarcluded in the Alliterative Revival,
that is,Sir Gawain and the Green Knighthe Awntyrs off ArthuandThe Knightly Tale of
Gologras and Gawairthat as we have seen come all from the north amwth-west of
England.Sir Gawain and the Green Kniglats already saids written in alliterative stanzas of
irregular length, each followed by a rhymed “bolalavheel.” The Awntyrs off Arthuis
written in “one of the most demanding and rich echverse forms in the English language”:
rhymed thirteen-line stanzas, where the first nieeses are alliterative long lines bound by
four stresses and by the end rhyme; the last fetges in each stanza form a “wheel”, where
the first three lines rhyme with the same sound thedast line with the ninth rhynm&® The
Knightly Tale of Gologras and Gawais also written in thirteen-line stanzas and has th

186 these two fifteenth-century poems in

same complex metrical structure dsvntyrs
particular “form a link with the Scots alliteratiyems of the later part of the century” and
the fact that they both come from extremely norihereas could be a proof that “alliterative
poetry retreated northwards under pressure fromdaonEnglish and the Chaucerian
tradition.”®’ The strong presence of a Chaucerian influenchdrSouth of England however
seems to be more in general at the basis of thehiward shift” that interested the production
of romance in timé®®
Another poetic form employed in the Gawain poemghst of the ballad, that is

characterized by four line stanzas rhymi@xa usually intended to be read alotfd Among

the Gawain poems we find three ballads, all preskm the Percy Foliofhe Marriage of Sir

Gawain The Carle of CarlisleandKing Arthur and King CornwallThe ballad metre is fully
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respected imThe Marriage of Sir Gawaijrcharacterized also by a simplicity of plot typio&
the ballad forn’?® as we have seen, this poem was in fact a simpliftelling of The
Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnels in the case dfhe Carle of Carlislgthat

however is not preserved in formal ballad metre ihuthyming couplets}®* Finally, King

Arthur and King Cornwallcan be ascribed to the category of the “romamdlady, where the
four-line stanzas are mixed with six-line stanzagningabcbdb™®?

As already said, the Gawain poems fall into the ewidarrative category of the
“Matter of Britain”, involving Arthurian characters distinguished by the other “matters” that
provided material for Middle English romances, tisathe “Matter of France”, the “Matter of
Rome” and the “Matter of England”. However, eventle same group as the “Matter of
Britain” poems we can operate a distinction conegetith the particular way in which such
matter was employed in each poem. We can thusdigsh between “dynastic”, “chivalric”
and “folk” romance. Dynastic romance originatednirthe interest in the chronicle tradition
typical of English authors of Arthurian romancésput does not directly touch the Gawain
poems here considered. The most important distindtiat we can draw among the Gawain
poems then is between “chivalric’ and “folk” romas¢ according to the way in which the
adventures of Gawain and the other knights ardeetldt must be remembered that these
classifications are not proper of the time in whitle texts were produced, and did not
influence the authors in the composition of th@ems; they are rather “a concept of our own
time, not of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuri&sthat can help us understand better the
nature and the function of these poems. The chtvadmances in particular are characterized

by a “concern with the prowess and fortunes ofviatlial knights, [...]. As Auerbach long
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ago made plain, the primary object of such an idial hero is the pursuit of ‘adventuré®®
They can be considered then as the closest orteg toaditional concept of “romance”, and
indeed they include the earlier romances, those dha closer to the French poems. An
important element in these romances is represéntadmantic love, but it is by no means
essential to the development of the story; the migiortant elements are indeed the
adventures that follow one another in the tale, tad are often loosely linked with each
other?®® According to the definition provided by Maldwyn IMithen the Gawain poems that
we can put in the group of the “chivalric romances® Ywain and GawainLibeaus
DesconusThe Awntyrs off ArthyrThe Knightly Tale of Gologras and Gawalirhe Jeaste of
Sir GawainandSir Gawain and the Green Knight

The “folk romances” differ from the chivalric on&sot by any absolute difference of
components but by a shift in the balance betweemtf*’ that is, they are dominated by
folk-tale motifs that are always the same in theows poems ( namely “tests, vows, quest,
hostile challengers with a beheading garti&Pather than by the individual adventures of the
hero; it is true however that many of these fole-tanotifs are shared also by the chivalric
romances (this aspect however will be treated imendetail in the next section of this
chapter, dedicated to the thematic structure ofGlgvain poems). In this group we can
includeThe Greene KnighiThe Turke and Gawajisir Gawain and the Carle of Carlisknd
The Carle of CarlisleThe Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnatid The Marriage of
Sir Gawain The Avowyng of Arthuand King Arthur and King Cornwall It must be
remembered that six of these poems appear in tloy Pelio manuscript and, as has already

been said, they represent the more “popular’ assl $ephisticated poems in the whole of the

19 Mills, Williams, Alexander, Allen and Barron, p13.
1% Mills, Williams, Alexander, Allen and Barron, p13.
97 Gillian, Speed, Griffith and Withrington, p. 197.
198 Gillian, Speed, Griffith and Withrington, p. 197
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Gawain romances'® that is, those that are more likely to be claséotk tales and popular

motifs.

To conclude this discussion of the “genre” to whitie Gawain poems can be
ascribed, we can say that the poems share allotinenon characteristics that are traditionally
attributed to this genre; the internal variety tblag&racterizes the poems is typical of the genre
itself, to the point that some scholars have gaesti the possibility of talking of “Middle
English romance” at all. The question whether thems object of this study must be labelled
Gawain “romances” or Gawain “poems” relies then umur acceptance of the idea of
“Middle English romance” in general, an idea whitle common features shared by these
poems seem to validate. In the next section we sak how the presence of common
structural elements in the plot of the poems raprissa further element of unity to the group

of the “Gawain romances”.

2.4 Recurrent Themes and Motifs

We have seen from the previous section that ortheofmain points of the discussion on the
nature of romance, and one that plays an impoparitin its definition, is the structure of the

romance itself. As scholars like Auerbach and Fysda& pointed out, the essential plot of
romance is made up of a series of adventuresnkiatvie a knight (that is, a member of the
nobility) and that give him the opportunity to tesienerally successfully - his physical, and
sometimes moral, skills. The adventures that thghktrhas to face can be of various nature,
and most of the times are unexpected events frorohwvthe action stems: “The main plot of a

typical romance [...] consists of adventures, theeess of which is not always physical

199 Gillian, Speed, Griffith and Withrington, pp. 198-
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“action” [...] so much as the occurrence of unexpectémd hazardous eventS® This
structure ultimately derives from Chrétien de Tiggomance&® and the Gawain romances
on the whole are not an exception, since theircbasn is to tell us how Gawain or other
characters such as his son face a series of adegsnand successfully conclude them;
however, the Gawain romances show, in additionireng cohesion in the choice of the
adventures that their protagonist has to facedimgltheir plots around recurrent themes that
are repeated through the romances in the same donim variants of the same motif. The
same themes are not to be found in all romancesy&wan outline groups of tales joined by
the presence of a single theme; a single romarese ¢buld share one or more themes with
another one. From a structural perspective, we santhat what we have been calling
“recurrent themes and motifs” are elements of ttractire of these romances, that are
repeated adding structural unity to the group déstathat we have labelled “Gawain
romances”: as Clinton Machann — who talks of thetsectural elements from a Proppian
perspective - has pointed out, “the stories toldthe fourteen romances have general
structural similarities and several of them areyvuch alike.?° Moreover, we will see also
how the repetition of these structural elementacagd to the figure of Gawain in the
romances of which he is the protagonist becomesvead with social and cultural factors
typical of the time and place in which they weredarced.

The recurrent themes — and their variants - thatepeatedly meet in the plots of the
Gawain romances, and that contribute to make the&wharent group of tales, are basically
the following: the “Beheading Game” (or “Challenyje”the “Loathly Lady”, the
“Temptation”, and the “Imperious Host”. To theserties, we can add the “Fair Unknown”,
that does not involve directly the figure of Gawamunt that of his son ihibeaus Desconus

In this tale we find another popular motif, thattioé “Fier Baiser”, where the hero frees from

20 5chmidt and Jacobs, p. 3.
201 Schmidt and Jacobs, p. 3.
292 MachannClinton, “A Structural Study of the English Gawain Romangé&&ophilologus66 (1982), p. 629.
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a spell a beautiful woman that has been transformtm something ugly, in this case a
serpent; the story has also Celtic analogues wihergirl — a princess - becomes the hero’s
bride?®® Moreover, two of the romances cannot really béuihed in this discussion, being
openly drawn from French texts: as already s#wain and Gawainis in factexplicitly
based on Chrétien de Troyegvain while The Jeaste of Sir Gawaiis drawn from two
episodes of the First Continuation of ChrétieRerceval.We have already met with these
motifs in the previous sections, however | will yide here a short description of these
themes to help the understanding of the signifieant their presence in the Gawain
romances.

The “Beheading Game”, or “Challenge”, involves thallenge posed by a mysterious
visitor, who asks for a blow in the neck that vadl given in return to the knight who accepted
the challenge after some time. This motif was Ceiti origin, then passed into French
through channels which are not entirely clear, greth went from French romance to Middle
English literature; it is the episode with whictethish epic sag®ricriu’s Feastends (the
first recorded version of this story that we haW&)A variant of this motif is the
“Transformation by Decapitation”, in which a riva transformed into a fellow knight by
means of decapitation. The “Loathly Lady” themealves the transformation of an ugly and
old woman into a beautiful lady thanks to the hem¢ceptance of her sovereignty over him;
this motif can be found also in texts other tham Mnthurian stories, such as Chaucétge
of Bath’s Talglwhere however we find a reference to King Arthti)t also Gower'Jale of
Florent, and like the Challenge derives from Celtic fotel’®> The “Temptation” motif is a
folk-tale motif® in which the hero is tested by a supernatural;tinghe case of Gawain, it

becomes a way of testing his moral integrity, tisathis “fidelity” and his “loyalty to the

23 Newstead, p. 69.

204 yman-Kittredge, Georged Study of Gawain and the Green KnigBtoucester: Robert Smith, 1960, pp. 9-
10.

2% Gillian, Speed, Griffith and Withrington, p. 208.

2% | yman-Kittredge, p. 76.
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chivalric ideal of ‘truth’.*®” The Temptation operated by a woman was probabtjcpkarly
appealing to authors of romance who chose Gawatimesrsmain hero, given the reputation of
“lady’s man” that French romance had attached ito. T he “Imperious Host” theme consists
in the visit of an important character, such asg,kto the land of a rival often endowed with
supernatural attributes; this story was attachedhan Middle Ages to both Arthur and
Charlemagne and has Celtic analogi8s final motif is that of the “Vows” made by the
various characters to accomplish a certain deddnitiagive proof of their chivalric valour, a
theme “that may have been suggested by the knigbdjom recorded in such poems.as
voeux du paofi*®®

Starting from these simple patterns, it is possiblgroup the Gawain romances that
contain one of the recurrent themes: the Behea@Giage appears i8ir Gawain and the
Green Knight and The Greene Knightits variant of the Transformation by Decapitation
appears inrhe Turke and Sir Gawaisir Gawain and The Carle of Carlisknd its ballad
version,The Carle of Carlisldeven if the beheading is not directly includedhe narration
of Sir Gawain and The Carle of Carlislé must have been present in the original fornthef
story, and its absence from one of the tales majuleeo “the loss of a folio form the scribe’s
manuscript’)>'® Moreover, in King Arthur and King Cornwall the enemy is finally
decapitated by Arthur. Another variant of the Batieg Game, where an unknown knight
appears at Arthur's court and asks for a challe(me without asking explicitly for a
beheading game) can be foundTihe Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnéellee
Marriage of Sir GawairandThe Awntyrs off ArthurThe Loathly Lady motif appears ithe
Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnellel in its ballad versiorlhe Marriage of Sir

Gawain The Imperious Host theme can be foundine Turke and Sir Gawain King Arthur

297 | yman-Kittredge, p. 76.
298 Newstead, p. 68.
299 Newstead, p. 61.
210 Newstead, p. 60.
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and King Cornwall,and possibly inGologras and GawainSir Gawain and the Carle of
Carlisle and The Carle of CarlisleThe motif of the Vows can be found Tine Avowing of
Arthur and inKing Arthur and King CornwallFinally, the Temptation appearsSir Gawain
and the Green KnightThe Greene KnightSir Gawain and the Carle of Carlislend The
Carle of Carlisle(see table at page 104)hese motifs belong generally to the world of folk
tales, and have been later included into romancgeroduct of chivalric culture that was
originally intended for a courtly audience in waykich are not always clear; for example,
according to KittredgeThe Turke and Gawainan be considered “an Irish folk-tale which
made its way into Engliskia Celtic Scotland and became attached to the Arthusaga,
more especially to the saga of Gawaih”taking the form of a romance. In the previous
section we have drawn a distinction between theeridnivalric’ romances and those — like
The Turke and Gawainwhich are more on the “folk” side, but it is afsae that a chivalric
romance likeSir Gawain and the Green Knigfgatures elements that are shared with the folk
romances, such as the Beheading Game that welfodrarhe Turke and Gawairt is not
incorrect then to propose an analysis of these élsenspired to the Proppian theory, a theory
based on the work of the Russian scholar Vladimopp, Morphology of the Folktalé1928),
that has in folk-tales and in the elements or “fiors” that give form to them its main object
of study. From this point of view, Machann has shdww in many of the tales Gawain is
involved in a “contract-test-judgement sequencehveih enchanted or magical figure”
which corresponds to Propp’s “sought-for persBithat is, the person at the centre of the
hero’s quest; in the end, this person is broughtiwithe sphere of Arthur’s court, or a kind of
“equilibrium” is built with him or hef** we can think for example of Ragnelle’s

transformation, the revealing of Morgain’s trick 8ir Gawain and the Green Knighor
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Gologras’s acceptance of Arthur’s sovereignty. Turection of Gawain in these tales then is
that of “an agent of Arthur and his codf"who has to “penetrate” the world of a mysterious
enemy, a potential threat to the unity of Arthucurt, and to mediate between these two
worlds: “finally, he acts as a mediator between th® orders®® who restores the
equilibrium — that had been menaced by an intrusfcem “otherworld” - between them. For
Machann, the nature of the contraposition betwdwsd two opposite worlds, that only
Gawain seems to have the power to reconcile, isctimradiction “between the realm of
civilization, Christian and courtly rules of conduand the realm of pagan magic and the
ritual of nature cults®*” A character such as the Green Knight then, whodii@n been
connected with the world of wilderness and mystesj@ncestral forces, could be taken as the
perfect representative of this mysterious realns paradoxical however that the hero of the
civilized world should be a character who has imtstrong pagan associations. It could be
that reminiscences of these associations enablea@iGdo become this “transitional” figure
between the two worlds, that of chivalry and ronegrand that of Celtic lore and folk tales;
his numerous appearances in all kinds of medigtemhture enabled him to play such a role.
Moreover, as noted by Phillip Boardman, “Gawainiderin the romances was always
intimately tied to a structure of contrast or jypdaition. Through all the romances in the
early Arthurian tradition, Gawain filled a strucalirole as foil or standard against which
other knights could be measuréd®The “duplicity” intrinsic in Gawain’s character eh
would be reflected also in romances other tharf@evain romances”, for example Chrétien

de Troyes’s works, where as we have seen in teedirapter the role of Gawain is exactly

that of “touching stone” for the other knights, s the protagonist of the romance.

215 Machann, p. 634.

2% Machann, p. 634.

2" Machann, p. 635.

218 Boardman, Phillip, C., “Middle English ArthurianoRiance: the Repetition and Reputation of Gawam”, i
Thompson, Raymond Henry and Keith Busby, e@awain: a CasebogkNew York and London: Routledge,
2006, p. 257.
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Scheme of the recurrent themes and motifs in th@a@aromances. To these we must add
the “Fair Unknown” and the “Fier Baiser’ themesliibeaus DesconusThe empty circles

indicate that the motif only appears in the poenmaut being central.
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The “role” of Sir Gawain in the romances dedicatechim has been discussed by
Thomas Hahn, for whom Gawain he is the “good san”contrast with Mordred, the
treacherous and illegitimate son, and the “chietliater of the father’s law, the young man
who offers the ultimate reassurance about the statw.”*® He is an “exemplary Young
Man” who dedicates himself to adventures that bringn to face the “marvellous or
unknown”, elements that he makes “manageable foreht of society??° His courtesy is an
instrument to achieve control over the irrationalcés that threaten the unity of society,
represented by the alien figures — the Carle, tnkd, Ragnelle — that he has to face in the
various romances. For Hahn, Gawain — as we knowithiitmese romances - is not a character
as we could think of him in a modern “novelisticgrppective; he simply playsrale,??* that
of an instrument of the “reconciliation or reapmiapon, rather than the destruction, of the
strange or alien®?? His being deprived of a concrete characterizatidn terms of external
appearance or inner nature — and his pivotal rokhé romances then make of him almost a
“narrative function* to say it again in Proppian terms, a structuraineint that enables the
narrative to develop following a certain path —eaftone that has already been told in
numberless other tales, and that only needs vamiati changes in the names of the characters
to suit a certain audience. The “function” accomsipdid by Gawain in the romances could be
then at the basis of his success with medieval ifimghudiences: “casting him as hero
signalled to audiences the reassurance that alldnmei well, since no harm could possibly
come to the chief knight of the Round Tabl&"When hearing the name of Gawain,

audiences would be immediately reassured aboutsticeess of the hero, and the final

resolution of the conflict hidden in the story wabydrobably appeal to a hidden need of these

29 Hahn,Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tafes24.
220 Hahn,Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tafes24.
221 Hahn,Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tafes24.
222 Hahn,Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tafes24.
22 Hahn,Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tafes24.
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audiences, a need for a sense of newly-found éguitn between forces that they felt as
potentially threatening, if not correctly recondildy means of Gawain’s courtesy and
reputation.

Lee Ramsey has attached a social meaning to theenaf this hidden contrast
between Gawain and an alien figure in the Gawamartces: “The significance of the tests
varies considerably, but it is usually obvious. Jéare stories that express specific, though
various, social doctrines or ide&€$> He assumes that the mysterious “other” is often
represented as a “churl”’, a man belonging to aerimof social class, like the Carle or Sir
Gromer Somer Joure, the challengeifhre Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnéehes
aspect, that was clearly stated in the earliedimerof the testing games to which Gawain is
subject in the romances, has however been remawed host of the romances, so that the
enemies of Gawain are knights such as Galeron bWy in The Awntyrs off Arthuor the
lord of a castle as ifihe Knightly Tale oGologras and Gawairf*® In the romances then, and
in the motifs employed by them, there is a strotrgss on some kind of “equality” — or
equilibrium — between these two opposite forces,rnbbility and the “churl”. For example in
the Beheading game, a return blow is to be gived,Ramsey draws a parallel between this
situation and the relationship within nobility awdmmoners in the Middle Ages, where
peasants supply with food their lords, who in netprotect them from external thre&ts.
Moreover, Gawain is often humiliated by his host,ilahappens with the Carle, or has to
diminish — even if only apparently — his valourong peace between Arthur and his enemy,
as it happens with Gologras: Gawain pretends te &en defeated by him, and only at this
condition will Gologras accept Arthur’s authoriffhe problem of sovereignty seems to be

indeed an important one in these tales, and comesalso in the Loathly Lady motif, that

2> Ramsey, Lee C.Chivalric RomancesPopular Literature in Medieval EnglandBloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1983, p. 200.
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shows how “women, a subject class like the comngnsill desire sovereignty above all
else.””® Another possible interpretation of the presencethafse motifs in the Gawain
romances then could be that of a social need tlaat felt by the audience of this kind of
literary product — an audience in which mercantilesses were playing a growing role as
centuries progressed®?® and that found a solution in the representatiom afash between
two social classes, the nobility and the commorpfgeanediated by a popular character, that
of Gawain. This more social view on the naturehaf €lements that make up the structure of
the Gawain romances however is not necessarilpitrast with those that have been given
so far, since it could be that in the centuriesrdumwhich these romances were produced,
different meanings — connected to different sociaéds felt by their audiences — were
attached to them, often overlapping and creating ared unexpected significations.

Before concluding this section, it must be poinbed also that the Gawain romances
are further held together by elements that arestnmtly “structural” but that contribute to the
building of frequent scenes and ambiances into ke motifs displayed above could be
easily set. Common elements are thus encountdheiforest, or in the battlefield, and even
in the bedroom (for example an important momenthi narrative, that of reconciliation,
happens in the bedroom ifhe Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragpgfie other
common features are wild animals (asl'me Avowying of ArthuandThe Carle of Carlislg
magical events (as the appearance of Guineverethemin The Awntyrs off Arthurthe
Green Knight's “reappropriation” of the head $r Gawain and the Green Knighnd the
many transformations that involve characters sushtre Turke and Dame Ragnelle).
Moreover, the frequent presence of places like islayl Inglewood Forest and the Tarn

Wadling help creating a familiar ambiance for theliance?*' As in the case of the recurrent

228 Ramsey, p. 207.
22 Ramsey, p. 209.
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231 Hahn,Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tales26.
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themes and motifs, these elements add further mwhés the Gawain romances, helping the
reader — or listener — recognize familiar pattdsesveen two or more romances; what we
have in the end then is a composite picture, ahgatoix of elements that appear and
disappear from one romance to another, but thahatend leaves the impression of a
consistent representation — at least, one richgammgs in harmony with each other.

In conclusion then, we may try to answer the qoestvith which | started this
chapter, that is, whether we can talk of a groupGefwain romances” or not. In my opinion
the answer is positive, because notwithstanding differences in terms of chronology,
geography, poetic form and sometimes genre betéeeromances, they show nevertheless a
strong structural cohesion that is given by theeadpd presence of common themes and
motifs together with other elements such as comma@ants, scenes or places. The figure of
Gawain seems thus to be slightly reduced in impedafrom such an analysis, being
considered as no more than one among the mainathaarfunctions” and narrative elements
that made up the plots of the Gawain romancesoadga out by Hahn, “the unity that the
poems attain is consequently often more the outcofm&ructural repetition and thematic
variation than of character or eveAt? And yet, understanding the “structural” role of
Gawain in these romances helps us in the comprieimed the real importance of his
presence; his nature of mediator, that accompdameghrough the sometimes intricate routes
of medieval narrative, makes him a necessary elemeathe complex weave resulting from
the continuous crossing of the motifs connectedh Wwim, as if he was a sun around which
planets were revolving, sometimes interlacing tlogiits, sometimes not. Even if we cannot
consider him a “character” in the sense that isenfamiliar to us, the strength and appeal of
this figure then is not lost, and can still intregthe modern reader in search for hidden

meanings in narrative materials which may sometigs®sm incompatible with a modern

232 Hahn,Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tafes26.
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sensibility. In the next chapter in particular Illwiry to go more in depth into the
anthropological aspects of the character of Gawaithe Gawain romances, starting from
different elements such as his relationship withm&a or his proverbial courtesy, to finally
try and shed more light upon the meanings whick ¢bimplex and rich figure brings within
him, and maybe on the reason why at least someedfrécurrent themes and motifs” that we

saw in this chapter were attached to him.
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Chapter 3

An Anthropological Approach to the Gawain Romances

3.1 The Anthropological Approach to Gawain

The aim of the previous chapter has been that tabkshing from a critical point of view
the elements that make of the Middle English podetdicated to Gawain a consistent group,
starting from aspects such as chronology, geogrdjibsary genre and thematic structure. In
the last section in particular, | have tried tcabssh the actual role that Gawain plays in the
definition of “Gawain poems”: is his presence suéfnt to single out this group of poems
from the whole of Middle English poetry or do wevbao rely on something else? Trying to
answer this question from a structural perspedtivthe last section of the chapter, | have
seen how it is exactly the repetition of precisdifasurrounding Gawain (motifs that appear
also in literary works other than those coming framedieval England) that enables us to
identify the Gawain poems as a group, but at tleaf reducing Gawain to a mere “narrative
function”, just one element among many others, ingtimore than a stock character that
brought with him a cluster of established significes, with which the audiences of these
romances — who expected something from his predaribe text - were already acquainted,
and who were even reassured by his presence stdhe Moreover, such a perspective does
not give us the possibility of understandinlyy such motives were attached to Gawain; it just
acknowledges that they are there.

What could then add something more to these coioclsisis to be found in an
anthropological approach to these texts, where wilbbe considered in the first place is the
relationship of these poems with aspects of Wetsh lash literature deriving from Celtic
lore, and in particular with the stories involvirtige Irish hero Cuchulainn, with which

Gawain has been associated since 1891 by Sir Jblyga R hisStudies in the Arthurian
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Legend" This anthropological approach to the figure of @awhas been expanded through
the ages until our time, as we will see in detaithis section; however, it has received also
some criticism, so the aim of this chapter willdso that of establishing the significance of
such an approach to the study of the Gawain poems.

Among the scholars who dedicated their studiefi¢oainthropological understanding
of Gawain’s figure we find Jessie Weston, who deatdid to Gawain an entire workhe
Legend of Sir Gawainin this study she acknowledges how the figur&afvain has fallen
into neglect, losing his original appeal and renawthe works dedicated to him, unlike other
knights of the Round Table: “The most perplexingg & many ways the most important, of
all the knights surrounding King Arthur, Gawain shatherto failed to meet with the favour
accorded to his companiorsih particular she thought that the various stodesnected to
him had not been sufficiently “examined and comgaia order to reconstruct the original
Gawain legend.She believed that the figure of Gawain had paaity suffered from the
later developments of the “legend” connected to,hamd so the purpose of her study was
exactly that of restoring Gawain’s original statusd to determine the significance of the
Gawain legend. She also tried to find the reasmtsnd the process of epic degeneration
suffered by Gawain's character, and found themhi@ incompatibility of the “strongly
moralizing tendencies in the later romances” wigéntain aspects of the Gawain legénd.
What is particularly relevant about her book foe thurpose of the present study is her
statement that it is possible to “single out fromoag the various versions of Gawain’s
adventures certain features which, by their freqqweaurrence in the romances devoted to

him, and their analogy to ancient Celtic traditiseem as if they might with probability be

! See Matthews, JohSjr Gawain, Knight of the Goddedochester: Inner Traditions, 2003, p. 29.
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regarded as forming part of his original stofythat is, she acknowledges the existence of an
original “Gawain legend”, the aspects of which &rde found in the texts dedicated to him.
She takes as an example the well-known “waxingweading” of Gawain’s strength related
to the course of the sun, a feature that appeagsiéntly in Arthurian literature, for example
in Gautier de Doulens’€onte del Graglin the proséMerlin, and in Malory, and that could
be a hint about Gawain’s primitive identificatioritva solar god. She then goes in depth
into the various aspects of the legend of Gawamwe shall see more specifically in the next
sections.

Another scholar who contributed to carry forward #nthropological approach to the
figure of Sir Gawain was Roger Sherman Loomis. Ia &rticle “Gawain, Gwri and
Cuchulinn”, and in other works such &wltic Myth and Arthurian Romancée gives a
detailed account of the relationships existing leetwthe figures of Gawain and Cuchulainn,
and in particular he establishes the figure of Gariintermediate between them, basing his
deduction on linguistic and textual evidence. Hatsthis explanation of this relationship by
stating that “that Gawain is a counterpart of Clicinuis one of the commonplaces of
Arthurian scholarshig” and even that “there was an organic connectionvesn the
respective heroes, some reason why Gawain shogldaré take the place of Cuchulinf.”
Loomis shows also how the Welsh counterpart of Gaw@walchmei, that we find in the
Trioedd Ynys PrydeifiTriads of the Island of Britain)is probably the Welsh version of the
French hero Gauvain more than the contrary (thathis figure was not originally Welsh)
since Gwalchmei “plays no part in Welsh tales umaotinated by Continental romance8”.

Moreover, he states that the figure connecting Glagchn to Gawain then would be Gwri (or

®> Weston, p. 12.

® Weston, pp. 12-13.
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“Gwair”),'* a character who appears in various texts, inclutiedabinogion and whose
name can be recognized in that of Gawain’s brotH@eheris and Garetfi.The argument
developed by Loomis to account for this correspoodeis quite complex, and has been

summarized by Matthews thus:

1. Gwair, a rather mysterious figure whose nameeapp several times in thelabinogion and
elsewhere, is the son of the Welsh hero Liwch Lieamwic.

2. Cuchulainn is the son (or possibly the reincéona of the Irish god Lugh Loinnbheimionach.

3. Gwalchmai is the son of Llew ap Cynfarch (LoLoth in the later romances).

4. Numerous incidents from Gawain’s career coincidh those in the life of Cuchulainn, and also
with those of Gwair under the names of Gwri andesor

5. The name of Gawain’s son in the romances, Gaing] sounds like an attempt to Anglicize the
name Cuchulainn.

6. Two names which appear in the warrior lisGalhwch and OlwerGwri Gwallt-Avwyn and Gwri
Gwalt-Euryn, transpose easily into the names ofv&gh and Galvarium, as found on the Modena
archivolt.

7. The epithets attached to the name Gwri both mB&dden Haired.

8. Cuchulainn had a halo of golden hair.

9. Both Cuchulainn and Gwri are precocious at kant are put out to fosterage.

10. Both are connected with the birth of a foalebhis to provide them with a steed in later fite.

As we shall see later in more detail, Loomis alssowd a parallel between the Celtic figure of
Curoi and that of Sir Bertilak on the basis of threles in the Beheading Game (respectively
in relation to Cuchulainn and Gawain), even affiighthat originally this figure and that of
Cuchulainn represented two reincarnations of timeeshgure, the Celtic god Lug: “There is
very clear evidence that Curoi and Cuchulinn skatie Lug the same dual nature of sun-god
and storm-god, as would be natural for rebirthsLog§”, characteristics that have been
inherited also by Gawaitf. The consequences of such a statement will berseea in detail

in the course of this chapter.

More recently, the anthropological approach to figeare of Sir Gawain has been
further extended by John Matthews, who has coliette results of his studies about this
subject inSir Gawain, Knight of the Goddeddere, he follows the path established by Jessie
Weston and carries forward the analysis she bemesisting in particular on Gawain’s

original identification with the knight of the “Gdeéss”, that is, an element of Celtic religious

| oomis, “Gawain, Gwri and Cuchulinn”, p. 389.
2| oomis, “Gawain, Gwri and Cuchulinn”, p. 338.
13 Matthews, pp. 29-30.

% Loomis, “Gawain, Gwri and Cuchulinn”, p. 391.
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beliefs rather difficult to define, and that Matte describes as “what we could call an

15 One of the main identifications of

abstract principle, represented in the form of anao.
the concept of “Goddess” is with sovereignty, aasg that for the Celts was strongly linked
with the land itself and that, as Matthews notes, & “particular relationship” with Gawaif.
For Matthews then the reason behind the epic degtoe affecting Gawain’s character is
exactly his connection with “the Goddess”: “Gawaag the champion of the Goddess,
underwent a form of character erosion similar tat thf the Goddess herself”,due to his
strong pagan associations. He then tries to buildnd of biography of the character of
Gawain through the medieval texts in which he appe@lating each stage of his “rise and
downfall” to aspects of Celtic lore, and in partanuto the cult of the Goddess cited above. He
sees the origin of the stories concerning Gawathan blurry area where “the shadowy forms
of earlier traditions mingle with those of the netfthat is, in the contradictory mix of pagan
and Christian beliefs that merged in the works eflraval authors. Finally, Matthews makes
specific reference to the work of Jessie Westofirnahg that “although it has been
customary to criticize Miss Weston for her flighaé fancy” in many observation she was
right,'® thus establishing a link with her early works taitthe same time claiming an
increased awareness about the issues examined.

The anthropological approach has also been ceticlzy scholars such as C.S. Lewis,
who in a collaborative study &ir Gawain and the Green Knightaintained that even if it is
true that literary texts give a contribution to thethropological studies, it is not sure that
“anthropological study can make in return any valeacontribution to literary criticism®

He takes as an example the statement that Gawgliolging strength is a remnant of his

15 Matthews, p. 20.

16 Matthews, p. 20.

" Matthews, p. 22.

18 Matthews, p. 21.

9 Matthews, p. 23.

% Lewis, Clive Staples, “The Anthropological Apprbécin Donald R. Howard and Christian Zacher, eds.,
Critical Studies of Sir Gawain and the Green Knjghindon: University of Notre Dame Press, 1968 %.
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primitive identification with a sun-god; for Lewithis statement is at least superfluous, since
“the anthropological explanation may be true anthdy have an interest of its own; but it
cannot increase our understanding or enjoymennefsingle sentence in thdorte”,* one of

the texts in which this detail appears - which nsake understand that his approach is an
esthetic one. He also criticised Loomis’s studiegvoted to the anthropological
understanding of Arthurian narrative, remarking huie contribution — “however legitimate
in its own field” - could not be helpful in any wag “literary criticism”?? For Lewis then, it

is not true that anthropology can really add sometko the understanding of a literary text,
since it makes reference to things that are ndhénknowledge of the reader, but on the
contrary, it is the literary text experienced bg tieader that can make him know something
about the anthropological truth that lies behindaitd that otherwise he could only know
through the anthropologist’s explanations. To $ag Lewis’s terms, “the savage origins are
the puzzle; the surviving work of art is the onlyecby which we can hope to penetrate the
inwardness of the origin€® In other words, Lewis thinks that this kind of apach puts the
literary texts on the background, giving more intpoce to the understanding of “ancient
rituals” than to the texts themselves, and wisbdsring again on the foreground the literary
text itself.

In my opinion, the anthropological approach is jus¢ of the many ways in which we
can approach a text, not the only one nor the drest If flanked by other perspectives on the
text or texts that are being studied, it can exptaher aspects of these texts which could not
be contemplated by the other approaches and hdffpte comprehension of their multiple
significances. For example, as | noted before sthectural approach adopted in the previous
chapters tells us only about the fact that centaturrent themes were attached to Gawain in

the various romances dedicated to him, withoutarpig why (the reason why indeed is not

2L Lewis, p. 60.
2 ewis, p. 60.
2 Lewis, p. 64.
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of interest for the purpose of that study). Thehespiological approach on the contrary may
help us understand why such particular motives \attigched to Gawain, if they are related
or not to his origins in the Celtic myth and so givijng us a different perspective on the texts
themselves and helping us shed some light upogehesis of the character of Gawain and
the “legend” surrounding him. In the following sects then | will analyze some of the

aspects of the Gawain legend that can be founthiénGawain romances, relating them in
general with the aspects of Celtic lore that mayyireg behind them, and in particular with

the character of Cuchulainn and the concept of tasd”.

3.2 Sir Gawain and theGrene Gome

As | noted in the previous section, at the basighefanthropological theories that have been
formulated to explain certain recurrent featuresGawain appearing in medieval texts
dedicated to him, there is the idea that Gawaieritéd through obscure roads characteristics
that were originally attached to heroes and godsisti mythology; moreover, many of the
adventures in which he featured were originallyt pérthe cycles dedicated to these figures,
which are basically three: Cuchulainn, Curoi andy.L8efore | give an anthropological
analysis of the figure of Gawain as he appearfhiegnGawain romances, | will then briefly
describe these three fundamental figures and tberids proposed by various scholars to
explain their connections with Gawain; moreovewjll give an explanation of the concept of
“Goddess” that is also important to understanditties of Gawain with Celtic tradition.
Cuchulainn is a famous Irish hero, who appearsaaihein the Ulster Cycle, a group

of Irish mythological tales about the Irish prownof Ulster; Cuchulainn was considered the

best of Ulster’s hero€.In this cycle, we find the story of how “he wasbonagically when

** Monaghan, Patricialhe Encyclopedia of Celtic Mythology and Folkldkew York: Facts on File, 2004, p.
462.
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his mother, Dechtire, drank water with a worm ii*ft Soon after his birth, he was named
Setanta, and received many gifts from the heroeketdnd: “the poetry of Amairgin, the
eloquence of Sencha, the wealth of Blai Briu§jdri other versions, he is the son of Deichtire
and Lug, a god; all the sources agree on the fetthte showed his abilities in combat from
an early agé’ The name “Cuchulainn” was given him at the agsesfen, when he killed the
hound of the smith Culann in order to enter hissgowhere a big party was being held; at the
smith’s reproach, the young boy promised that heléveerve as a guard dog for him until he
found a replacement: “thus the boy earned his awduite, for Ci means ‘*hound’, and the hero
was the ‘hound of Culann?®

Another protagonist of Irish mythology whose presenan be detected in the Gawain
romances is that of Curoi, who “appears to haven lweeginally a deity transformed into a
hero, for he lived in a rotating otherworld castleose entrance disappeared after sunset”; he
was probably the protagonist of a now lost epideygimilar to that of Cuchulainfl. This
figure is rather mysterious, and has been variowdggtified with a deity of Munster or with
the “sacred king who brings good fortune with anést reign”®® He had many adventures in
the Otherworld, sometimes together with Cuchulaimna famous episode, they travelled
together to the Otherworld where they stole awayymaf its treasures, including “the
magical woman Blathnat, three otherworldly cowsd ancauldron of abundanc& They

agreed to divide the spoils fairly, but then Cueltut withdrew from the deal; Curoi took his

revenge by burying him in the ground and leavingsiole only his head, which he then

% Monaghan, p. 108.
%6 Monaghan, p. 109.
2" Monaghan, p. 109.
% Monaghan, p. 109.
2 Monaghan, pp. 110-111.
% Monaghan, p. 111.
%1 Monaghan, p. 110.
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shaved and covered with duffgThe two heroes appear together also in other épisas we
shall see later.

Lug is an Irish god and one of the great heroesisti mythology®® he is generally
considered a solar deity for the brightness emiagdtom his face, and some believe that his

name is connected with the Latin word for lighyx1.3*

The heritage of Lug “runs through
Irish mythology”: he was Cuchulainn’s father, whbmhad from a human woman, Deichtire;
however, Lug’'s reputation waned with the powerld Celts in Ireland and his figure was
progressively forgotteft. In his article “Gawain, Gwri and Cuchulinn”, after complex
analysis of all the characteristics of these figuteoomis comes to the conclusion that Curoi,
Cuchulainn and Lug share “the same dual naturauefged and storm-god” and considers
Curoi and Cuchulainn, though often opposed figunethe Celtic myths, to be both
reincarnations of Lug® To demonstrate the link with Gawain, Loomis quaetescription of
Gawain that appears in tMallgate Merlin(an episode of the Vulgate Cycle), where Gawain’s
sword (Excalibur, given him by Arthur earlier iretktory) is described as producing the noise
of thunder (“car elle bruit si comme tounoired”:oomis concludes that “not only, therefore,
do Curoi, Cuchulinn, and Lug possess the combirmadeps of sun and storm, but also, the
descendant of Cuchulinn, Gawaifi."We can then consider these figures as “mythical
ancestors” of Gawain; their presence lies undestimtace of the texts and sometimes reveals
itself through details of great or small importance

Finally, as we saw in the previous chapter, theceph of “Goddess” is strongly

connected in Irish mythology with that of soverdigrnthe “goddess of the land” in Celtic

Ireland was “envisioned as bride of the king”; stees sometimes represented as a hag asking

%2 Monaghan, p. 111.

% Monaghan, p. 296.

% Monaghan p. 297.

% Monaghan p. 297.

% Loomis, “Gawain, Gwri and Cuchulinn”, pp. 190-191.

37 Sommer, H. OscarThe Vulgate Version of the Arthurian Romancesl. 2, Washington: The Carnegie
Institution of Washington, 1908, p. 367, in LoonfiGawain, Gwri and Cuchulinn”, p. 391.

% Loomis, Roger ShermatGawain in the Squire's TaleModern Language Note§2 (1937), p. 391.
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for a kiss, and sometimes as Eriu, the “titulardgss” of Ireland, or also as Medb, a fierce
woman who marries one king after the otffeHowever, even “if the figures vary, the
concept they embody remains stable: that the kidgty is to maintain the land’s fertility
through righteous behaviof*This concept of “Goddess of sovereignty” can kedearly in

an Irish story that clearly recalls the story oé thoathly Lady, and that features the hero

Niall:

Niall and his four brothers went hunting one daylydo find themselves in a region without game and
growing very thirsty. The only water they coulddimvas in a well guarded by a hag so unsavory in
appearance that the young men fell back in disgin she demanded a kiss of them. Only Niall
stepped forward to bestow a kiss, and other fawgrsn the hag - who, pleased with his performance,
revealed herself to be a beautiful young womanisgudse. She told Niall that her name was Flaith or
Sovereignty and bestowed upon him the kingshipefand*

Moreover, as we will see in the course of the atraphe different representations of the
Goddess as both an old hag and a young bride camed in many of the stories concerning
Gawain even if the sense of their original unityd Heeen lost: “thus the original, perhaps
unnamed Goddess, as is the way with all such deibecame fragmented into several
disparate personalitie§®,

One of the biggest clues that tells us of the aason of Gawain with these figures of
Celtic origin is the famous episode of the “BehaegdGame”, that features in many of the
Gawain romances, sometimes in the form of a vartaet“Transformation by Decapitation”,
as we have already seen in the previous chapteis Asiversally known, the Beheading
Game is at the basis of the most famous of the @amaancesSir Gawain and the Green
Knight, the derivation of the episode at the centre ef tdde from Irish folklore has been
widely recognized and analyzed, namely by Kittredgéis A Study of Sir Gawain and the

Green Knight Kittredge demonstrated that the theme of the Beingg Game “which occurs

% Monaghan, p. 424.

4O Monaghan, p. 424.

“! Monaghan, pp. 357-358.
2 Matthews, p. 54.
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in Arthurian romances, French, English and Gernfesm about 1180 to about 1388
derived from the Irish story dfthe Champion’s Bargajrthe concluding adventure of the epic
saga calledricriu’s Feast(originally calledFled Bricrend, that is contained in a manuscript
known as.ebor na hUidrg(or Book of the Dun Cowwritten around 1106, though the entire
saga is much older in origfit. The story can be summarized thus: Curoi appeatseatourt

of Ulster, disguised as a herdsman,

to create dissent among Cuchulainn and two othepelse Conall Cernach and Loegure Buadach.
Urging them each to cut off his head, in returnvidrich he would cut off theirs, Cl Roi was twice

decapitated and twice rejoined head to body, bth Kwnall and Léegure refused to fulfill the entire

bargain. Only Cuchulainn offered his own neck affter third decapitation and miraculous recapitation

and so Cl Roi announced him as the chief of atidsér

The similarities with the story told i8ir Gawain and the Green Knighte striking, and have

been summarized thus by Kittredge:

In both the Irish saga and the English poem we fahege uncanny stranger visiting the court of a
great national king on a high feastday and chalfenthe assembled company to an exchange of blows
with an axe. In both, the stranger declares thdidsecome to test the valor of the court on accotint
its high reputation for bravery and other nobleligies. In both, the consternation of the warrigss
dwelt on. In both, the stranger taunts the herobsmathey hesitate, declaring that their fame is
undeserved. In both, the king does not subject &lfng the test: in the Irish he is expressly extadp

by the challenger; in the English he resigns thesatlire to Gawain. In both, one knight only is fdun
who dares fulfill the compact, and he is the mastimguished of all. In both, the stranger spalgés t
knight, proclaiming him the best of herd&s.

Other important elements that must be pointed @uinderstand the strong ties between this
poem and the underlying Irish tradition is the féat the name of Gawain’s host - whom we
know at the end to be one and the same with therGfmight - Bertilak, is clearly derived
from the Irishbachlach meaning herdsmah, exactly the form in which Curoi disguises
himself when he proposes his challenge (a termihatbeen translated also with “carl” by
Kittredge), and the fact that Curoi appears withr@y mantle; the Irish word for grey is in
fact glas, which can also mean green, and the possibiligoofusion between the two words

has been taken as a possible explanation for tightken strange colour i®sir Gawain and the

“3Buchanan, Alice, “The Irish Framework of Gawaimlahe Green Knight'PMLA, 47 (1932), p. 315.

“ Lyman-Kittredge, Georgé Study of Gawain and the Green KnigBtoucester: Robert Smith, 1960, p. 10.
4> Monaghan, pp. 110-111.

“6 Lyman-Kittredge, p. 15.

4" Buchanan, p. 316.
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Green Knighf® Gawain would be then the equivalent of Cuchulagmd Sir Bertilak the
equivalent of Curoi. Moreover, there exists alsothar version of the Beheading Game, less
known, called by Kittredge the “Uath version”, besa the name of the tester is Uath (an
Irish word meaning “terror”) that has also simiteas with the story told irsir Gawain and
the Green Knight and as we will see with other texts of the Gavgjcle - which he thinks
to be more ancient than the Champion’s Bargainimer&he best known), and which is also
shorter*® One of the details in this account of the Beheg@iame that the two texts have in
common are the setting of the “return blow” in ddaiegion, where the hero is accompanied
by a guide (on the contrary, in the longer verstebeheading happens in the royal court and
there is no need for a guide); moreover, in thertehoersion the challenger makes three
attempts to cut Cuchulainn’s head, and finally, likeo is hosted by a friendly person in both
tales on his way for the wild region where the lzefieg has to take plac®Buchanan, who
has attentively analysed and compared the two aressinotes also the similarities in the
description of the two hosts: in the “Uath versiotiie host is called the Yellow son of Fair —
probably a reminiscence of a solar god — whilé&sin Gawain and the Green Knighord
Bertilak is described as having a “broad” and “rédard, and a face “as fierce as fite.”
Coherently with the double identity of god of surdatorm, Bertilak has also features typical
of a thunder god, that appear when the whettingiofixe is described.The basic pattern
behind the story obir Gawain and the Green Knightould be then that of a visit to a “solar
host, who directs the hero on to a trial of hisovdly a personification of the storrt”

In addition to these two versions of the Beheadbagne, Loomis adds another story

involving Cuchulainn and Curoi that bears resemt#arnwith adventures concerning Gawain,

“8 Loomis, Roger Sherman, “The Visit to the Peril@astle: A Study of the Arthurian Modifications af &ish
Theme”,PMLA, 48 (1933), p. 1030.

49 Lyman-Kittredge, p. 17.

¥ Buchanan, pp. 317-324.

*1 Buchanan, p. 324.

2 Bychanan, p. 325.

%3 Buchanan, p. 325.
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that is, the story of the “Visit to Curoi’s Fortegghat is also featured in the sagaBoicriu’s
Feast> In this version, Curoi has once again to decidifwbne among the Irish heroes will
obtain the sovereignty of Ireland; Cuchulainn, Laieg and Conall go to his fortress in order
to be tested. When the three heroes arrive, thgyfomd Curoi’'s wife, Blathnat (whom he
had abducted from the Otherworld), who has beemealdy her husband of their coming and
treats them properly; she also tells them that tfease to watch the fortress (who is enchanted
and revolves every night) by night until Curoi meisihome. The first two heroes are attacked
by night by giants and are overcome; only Cuchulaho is attacked by “three troops of
nine foes and by a huge monstégucceeds in slaying his enemies, included thet gigo is
probably Curoi in disguise. At Curoi’s return heascorded the sovereignty of Irelatid.
Loomis suggests also that in the original versibthe story there was probably an amorous
intercourse between Blathnat (whose name meantse‘lEtower”) and Cuchulainn, since in
other stories they are lovers and together plobudeath’’ What is interesting to note is
that this last version bears strong resemblanceésomly with Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight — where the host’s lady too acts in connivance waign husband — but also with
another of the Gawain romancebBhe Carle of Carlisle In this tale there are striking
similarities with the “Visit to Curoi’'s Fortressin the Carle we have in fact once again three
heroes — Gawain, Baldwin and Kay — who arrive atftirtress of the Carle, where they are
variously tested, but only Gawain succeeds in titeteanks to his courtesy; moreover, there
is an intercourse between Gawain and the Carlefs, wéquested by the Carle himsgk a

feature that as we will see later we find alsonotaer Gawain romanc&he Greene Knight

>* Loomis, “The Visit to the Perilous Castle”, p. 400
% Loomis, “The Visit to the Perilous Castle”, p. F00
* | oomis, “The Visit to the Perilous Castle”, p. F00
" Loomis, “The Visit to the Perilous Castle”, p. H00
%8 Loomis, “The Visit to the Perilous Castle”, p. 00
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At a deeper level, the story of the young chamgdighting with an “otherworldly
challenger” who undergoes a “mock-death” and oiecompanied by a mysterious female
figure>® hides a well-attested tradition coming from a sehic age, that of the “annual
kingship, traces of which are to be found both iadierranean traditions as well as those of
the British Isles and Ireland®where kings were elected for one year only, afteich they

were ritually slain by a challenger “who was notrpitted to fail.**

This would be the logic
hidden in the tales where a challenge between CQaicimuand Curoi takes place, and that as
we have seen bears strong resemblances with maratimes concerning Gawain, including
the Gawain romances. In this perspective then,"Yfoeing Hero” (Cuchulainn or Gawain)
represents Spring, while the “Old Champion” (Cubuit also the Carle, Sir Bertilak — Green
Knight, and so on) represent Winter, or the Old i@pi@n that has to be defeated; the aim of
the challenge is to ensure that the Goddess “haidieaand vigorous champion at all time¥.”
The Beheading Game then represented in origin & ayt death and rebirth, a mutual
exchange of life that ensures immortality. As ndigd_ena Petroviin reference to Gawain’s
adventure irSir Gawain and the Green Kniglitn so far as the poem is about the rebirth of
life in nature, Gawain's mock-beheading is the ldeditthe solar god and his reincarnation
into his opponent, whom he then replaces in thed@ssls affections, just as winter merges
into and is replaced by sprin&*This primitive, almost organic concept was thenvayed
through time from one generation to the next, pgegively losing its original significance
and becoming attached to different characters| intias intercepted by Gawain’s orbit and
became part of the “Legend” concerning him. Latar the texts featuring Gawain as a

protagonist, deriving from those ancient tales et and rebirth, maintained some of the

original significances of those tales, but in a way always simple to detect. Moreover, what

*9 Matthews, p. 78.

0 Matthews, p. 76.

®1 Matthews, p. 76.

62 Matthews, pp. 76-77.

®¥petrovi, Lena, “Gawain: Transformations of an Archetyfehguistics and Literaturg2 (2000), pp. 146-147.
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comes out from this analysis is the fact that Saw@in and the various “grene gomes” —
“green gome” is the definition with which the Greknight appears irsir Gawain and the
Green Knight -are in fact different faces of the same coin, regnéing Spring and Winter,
which though at the opposite poles of the yearlynrad cycle are in fact inseparable from
each other, forever replacing one the other inutigoppable flow of time. In a process that
interested also the various representations oGihedess, what had been originally one and
the same character — the god of sun and stornprisigsand winter — lost his perceived unity
through time and was transformed into two sepadit@acters, bearing opposite — but
complementary — features: Cuchulainn and Curoi, #&aand the Green Knight, which could
be replaced by the Carle, the Turke, GolograsS8mer Gromer Jour, and King Corwall —
that is, Gawain’s antagonists in the Gawain romanthe enemies that Gawain has to face in
the romances then could be considered as alter-egbss otherworldly counterparts. This is
why in Gawain, but also for example in Sir Bertjlake can find both the characteristics of a
solar deity and of a storm god. It is useful todrdaena Petrows description of the
relationship between Gawain and BertilakSim Gawain and the Green Knigt order to

understand this concept better:

There are indeed numerous indications in the pderthnGawain and the Green Knight can be seen as
interchangeable characters. Thus, for examplemiduener in which his array is described suggests tha
Gawain, too, is a symbol of resurgent natural liéex his silk neck-band there is embroidered a
profusion of birds and flowers - turtle-doves aradrpts, periwinkles and true-love knots - reminrgce

of the birds and flies embossed and embroiderethenGreen Knight's vesture. If the predominant
colour of his dress is red and gold, as distingedisthom the glittering green of his opponent, itadint

that in Gawain, also, there is a touch of the Jime sparkles that flew up from flinty stones unther
hooves of his horse, too, associates him furthér thie fire and thunder of the sun-g&ds.

But let's now see more in depth this “doubling”®awain in other Gawain romances.

In Sir Gawain and the Carle of Carlisleve find this description of the “carle” (Il. 24770).

The Carle the knyghttus can beholde,
Wytt a stout vesage and a bolde.

He semyd a dredfull man:

Whytt chekus longe and vesage brade;
Cambur nose and all ful made;
Betwyne his browus a large spane;

*petrovt, p. 37.
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Hys moghth moche, his berd graye;
Over his brest his lockus lay

As brod as anny fane;

Betwen his schuldors, whos ryght can rede,
He was two tayllors yardus a brede.
Syr Key merveld gretly than.

Nine taylloris yerdus he was hyghtht
And therto leggus longe and wyghtht,
Or ellus wondor hit wer.

Ther was no post in that hall,
Grettyst growand of hem all,

But his theys wer thycker.

His armus wer gret, wyttoutyn lese,
His fyngeris also, iwys,

As anny lege that we ber.

Whos stoud a stroke of his honde,
He was not wecke, | undurstond,
That dar | safly swet

This is clearly the description not simply of a tehi, but of a being of inhuman shape and
dimensions, in other words, a giant, just as wd fmthe “Visit to Curoi’s Fortress”, where
the three heroes have to fight one after the otlier a terrible giant — who is Curoi himself
disguised. Moreover, as noted also by Loomis, #taidof the Carle’s grey beard could be
taken as a reminiscence of the grey colour of Cairoantle®® If we compare this description
of the Carle with that of the ballad version of geme tale, however, we will see that an
important detail is added: in addition to the “giasard” that is reported also here, we find a
description of his eyes: “With two great eyen bnenas fyer/ Lord, hee was a lodlye syér”
(Il. 181-182). This detail of the eyes burning as tould be a trace of the Carle’s original
connection with the sun-god figure, similarly toridek’s red beard.

In The Turke and Gawainve do not find a similar description; however, the
connections of this figure with the Otherworld &seno means clear: in his company, Gawain
has to face a series of incredible adventuresudat) playing tennis with giants; moreover,

in the first test that he has to face we find amegful event (ll. 66-73):

He led Sir Gawaine to a hill soe plaine.

 Sir Gawain and the Carle of Carlislen Hahn, Thomas, edSir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tales
Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 199692 (all quotes from the poem are from this editi

% | oomis, “The Visit to the Perilous Castle”, p. 703

7 The Carle of Carlislein Hahn, Thomas, edSir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Talkalamazoo: Medieval
Institute Publications, 1995, p. 379 (all quotesrirthe poem are from this edition).
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The earth opened and closed againe -

Then Gawaine was adread.

The merke was comen, and the light is gone:
Thundering, lightning, snow, and raine,
Therof enough they had.

Then spake Sir Gawaine and sighed sore:
"Such wether saw | never afore
In noe stead there | have beene stood."

The earth that opens and closes seems almost agpassthe Otherworld, and then the first
test set for Gawain manifests itself in the formaoferrible storm, as if the god of storm
himself had come to fight against Gawain-Cuchularepresenting Spring and the sun.

A similarly otherworldly nature is shared also bing Cornwall, who inKing Arthur
and King Cornwalboasts to have had a daughter from Guinevere, whittiur was not able
to do. | think that this accusation is particulasignificant, and is not simply intended to
portray Arthur as a poor cuckold who has to takemnge on his rival to restore his disrupted
dignity, but could hint at a more threatening aspee infertility of a king, which in ancient
times could represent a true disgrace; in this agsjit is significant that it is exactly
Guinevere to gush over King Cornwall’s beautifuluRd Table — more beautiful than that of
Arthur - as if she was accusing her husband ofmedsuring up with his rival. Moreover, the
fact that Cornwall is surrounded by magical beiagd objects, like a wonderful steed whose
eyes “glister as doth the gle&8{l. 114) is also a hint to his otherworldly contiews.

Finally, other scattered hints at the underlyiraglitions connecting Gawain to ancient
myths can be detected iMhe Awntyrs off Arthurwhere Gawain’'s horse, Grissel, is
decapitated by Gawain’s opponent, which causes (Baaraimmense pain, almost as if he

had been mortally wounded himself (Il. 541-550):

He stroke of the stede hede streite there he stode.
The faire fole fondred and fel, bi the Rode.
Gawayn gloppened in hert;

He was swithely smert.

Oute of sterops he stert

Fro Grissell the goode.

% King Arthur and King Cornwall,in Hahn, Thomas, edSir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Taléalamazoo:
Medieval Institute Publications, 1995, p. 425 ¢albtes from the poem are taken from this edition).
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"Grissell," quod Gawayn, "gon is, God wote!

He was the burlokest blonke that ever bote brede.

By Him that in Bedeleem was borne ever to ben ote,b
| shall venge the today, if | con right red."

Finally, in The Avowyng of Arthurwhat resembles most a supernatural being with
godlike features is no less than a gigantic bdeat Arthur has to fight to stop his horrible
devastations and that he only overcomes after enfight. We must remember that the boar
was a symbolic animal for the Celfsmoreover, the way in which it is described in poem
really makes of him a being that is not of this Momdeed, he is so dreadful and strong that
Arthur starts to have “drede” of hithand comes to the point of praying God to help kiiin

that beast that seems almost a devil (Il. 225-232):

There downe knelus he

And prayus till Him that was so fre:
"Send me the victoré!

This Satanas me sekes."

All wroth wex that sqwyne,

Blu, and brayd uppe his bryne;

As kylne other kechine,

Thus rudely he rekes.

In conclusion, in the Gawain poems we find mangm&fices to the underlying myths
that were originally part of Celtic lore — and hadmetimes even more ancient origins,
coming from prehistoric times — and that then weaasferred upon the figure of Gawain. In
particular we have seen in this section how theéuarantagonists that Gawain has to fight in
his numerous adventures, and that are often ragezbas “alien” figures who threaten the
integrity of Arthur’s court until they are defeated in some way brought within it, can be
seen at a deeper level as alter-egos of Gawaing lmiginally opposite faces of the same
figure, that of the Champion of the Goddess. Wé s@k in more detail in the next section
how the relationship with the Goddess is refleatetthe Gawain romances and maybe also in

other texts other than these.

% The Awntyrs off Arthyrin Hahn, Thomas, edSir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tal&slamazoo:
Medieval Institute Publications, 1995, p. 195 ¢albtes from the poem are taken from this edition).

O Monaghan, p. 50.

™ The Avowyng of Arthurin Hahn, Thomas, edSir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tal&slamazoo:
Medieval Institute Publications, 1995, p. 123 ¢albtes from the poem are taken from this edition).
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3.3 “Lady’s Man” or “Knight of the Goddess”?

If there is one feature of the character of Gawaat is universally recognized and that can be
considered as distinctive of his figure throughttiat narratives of which he is the protagonist,
it is surely his reputation of “lady’s man”, thates hand in hand with his proverbial courtesy:
“Gawain’s reputation can hardly be kept completegparate from his courtesy, a fact
especially true with regard to his love affaifé HMis “reputation for numerous love affaiis”
widely recognized in romance studiésand can be epitomized in the famous episodgirof
Gawain and the Green Knighivhere Lady Bertilak doubts that the knight innfr@f her is
really Gawain, the famous lover, who “could notdlene with her and not crave a kig§.”

¥, 7> and as we saw in the

French tradition makes Gawain “unencumbered bylastyngamou
first chapter, Gawain’s reputation as a lover detated in the later romances of the French
tradition, where his amorous adventures were dfested in a burlesque manner, and where
he was sometimes even depicted as an “unrepenitamér’s’® To propose a few more
examples, Gawain’s success with women causes theartflutter, breasts to heavé”
wherever he goes; a girl called Pucelle de LisheFRirst Continuation of ChrétienPerceval
brings always with her an “embroidered image ofhiffwhile a damsel itHunbaut an early
thirteenth-century French poem, has even a stdtGawain in her bedroori.Moreover, in

one of the Gawain romancéeélie Greene Knightwhich as we have seen is a shortened and

simplified version ofSir Gawain and the Green Knighthe challenging knight — strangely

2 Whiting, Barlett Jere“Gawain: His Reputation, His Courtesy and His Appeae in Chaucer’'s Squire’s
Tale”, Medieval Studie® (1947), p. 189.

3 Rushton, Cory J., “The Lady’s Man: Gawain as LoweMiddle English Literature”, in Amanda Hopkinada
Cory James Rushton, ed$¥he Erotic in the Literature of Medieval BritairCambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2007, p.
28.

" Rushton, p. 29.

S Rushton, p. 29.

® Busby, Keith, “Gawain”, in Norris J. Lacy, edhe New ArthuriarEncyclopedia, New York: Garland, 1991,
p. 178.

" Matthews, p. 92.

8 Rushton p. 30.

" Keith Busby, “Hunbaut”, in Norris J. Lacy, eThe New Arthurian Encyclopediflew York: Garland, 1991,
p. 241.
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enough - tries to bring Gawain to his own castlenatke his own wife happy, who is in love
with Gawain! The examples are innumerable and preasl throughout Gawain’s literary
appearances; indeed, what characterizes the Idv@aweain is exactly the fact that he is not,
like Lancelot, faithful to one single lady, butdabvays open to new adventures with different
women — we may remember also theaste of Sir Gawajrwhere he does not think twice
about making love with a girl found in pavillon in a forest, causing the wrath of her
relatives, or theCarle of Carlisle where he seems rather to enjoy the Carle’s reéqofes
sleeping with his wife and must be stopped by hiefole he goes beyond “innocent”
kisses... In Matthews’s words, “Gawain is ratherdbarteous and disinterested champion of
all maidens than the lover of on® 'Gawain’s reputation of lover and his numerous love
affairs, however, could be something more tham®l& literary characterization, and hint at
a more ancient tradition lying under the surfacéhete texts.

For Jessie Weston, Sir Gawain had been in thenatigiadition concerning him the
lover of the Queen of the Otherworld, that livedairkind of Irish heaven called thgle of
Women,nhabited by women ruled by a queen “of uneartgguty”, who sometimes visited
the real world “inviting a chosen hero to returrthwher to her kingdom® for Weston, this
connection of Gawain to the Isle of Women was ogdy an “essential part of his stor{?”
Weston notes that Gawain is the protagonist ofnalai journey to a land dwelt only by
women in a text — among others - that we saw irfiteechapter, Heinrich von dem Turlin’s
Diu Krone Weston concludes saying that “it becomes evidesit Gawain's adventure was
not merely a visit to the other-world, but spedafig to the other-world as conceived of in

Celtic mythology”®® For this scholar then, the journey to tlsée of Womenthe Celtic

8 Weston, p. 45.
8. Weston, pp. 36-37.
82 \Weston, p. 45.
8 Weston pp. 37-38.
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Otherworld, was originally part of the traditionrzected with Gawaifit moreover, it was
exactly this connection with a pagan Otherworld tteused Gawain’s epic degeneration in
the later romances. She also noted that the wonoemected with Gawain are often
accompanied by the figure of a “magician”, for ex¢enRagnelle inThe Wedding of Sir
Gawain and Dame Ragnellehois the sister of Sir Gromer Somer Jour, a magiaaud, the
daughter of the Carle — who has clear Otherworiduies - inSir Gawain and the Carle of
Carlisle®

These aspects of the “Gawain legend” were furtheestigated by John Matthews, in
a more articulate and detailed way, with evideraleeh from numerous texts both of the
Celtic tradition and from various medieval Arthuriaarratives. As | said in the first section
of this chapter, he dedicated an entire volumeh® gtudy of the relationship hidden in
various medieval texts between Gawain and the cCé@ioddess”, that as we have seen
represents ultimately the sovereignty of Ireldhdnalyzing in depth all the aspects of the
Gawain legend that are related to this conceptilllnew give a succinct summary of the
theory expressed by Matthews in his book, and #ushsome interpretations to the poems of
the Gawain cycle, to see if they can be includeduch analysis and thus add credibility to
the anthropological approach to the character evdba

For Matthews, the key female characters to undauste underlying links between
Gawain and the Goddess are Guinevere and Morgaspectively Arthur's wife and sister.
For Matthews, they are “the dark and light aspeftthe Goddess, primal archetypes well-

attested in myth cycles from almost every cornethefworld.®’

Thus, they were originally
two aspects of the same entity, but were laterraggd and transformed into opposite figures:

Guinevere “was at one time recognized as reprasgiiie Flower Bride” while Morgain “as

8 Weston, p. 40.
% Wweston, 51.

8 Matthews, p. 20.
8" Matthews, p. 88.
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sorceress, shape-shifter and implacable enemy thiuAiand the Round Table Fellowship,
clearly represents her ‘dark’ sid® Gawain acts then as a kind of “penduldmbetween
these two aspects of the Goddess, whose two farede detected in the various feminine
figures that he meets in various tales; the reaionhe “never remains with one woman at
any length of time® is because he is the “rightful Champion of the Ge=s (be she Morgain
or Guinevere),” a title acquired by means of thédling test and sealed by a magic token
given by the Goddess to her hétdike the famous green girdle given by Lady Bekita
Gawain, or the magic bridle he receives from thieggotagonist of the French teka Mule
sans freim?

The reason behind Gawain’s inability to refuseddeances of women, more than his
courtesy, would be then his “faithfulness” to thed@ess, because “he saw in each woman an
earthly representative of the Goddess whom he d&f¥eatthews then agrees with Weston
that almost all of Gawain’s lovers have some otlogldly aspect about them, and can
sometimes be considered as true goddesses, whbirteseither physically or morally” in
some way The test is intended to confer Gawain sovereigasyjn The Wedding of Sir
Gawain and Dame Ragnellehere the ugly old woman who then turns into aubiéul young
lady is no less than “the ancient Goddess of thell.aovereignty herself, who alone can gift
the king with the right to rule over his lan®. The Loathly Lady then, together with Morgain
and Guinevere, represents another “disguise” optiwerful Goddess, whom Gawain serves
as her rightful Champioff. In this view, the real meaning of the Beheadingn@avould be

that of the strife between the old champion whdlehges the new one, but is defeated and

8 Matthews, p. 88.
8 Matthews, p. 88.
% Matthews, p. 88.
%1 Matthews, p. 91.
92 Matthews, p. 88.
% Matthews, p. 92.
% Matthews, pp. 92-94.
% Matthews, p. 96.
% Matthews, p. 97.
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has to retire: in the original version of the stahen “the knight was challenged by the
retiring champion, overcame him either by simplewsss or with the assistance of the
Goddess herself, who then became his mistress ewmdraded him with a gift of life or
strength or riches™ The story of the Loathly Lady - that can be foumceltic tales such as
that of the “Sons of King Dairé® but that shows also parallels in Oriental tdfeshich attest
for the universality of such a theme - is particiylamportant to understand the original role
of Gawain, to whom the story was later attacheu;esit alludes to the fact that originally it
was Gawain himself who was intended to be “the ghiamof Britain’s sovereignty” in the
place of Arthurt® This suggestive hypothesis could offer a key tdeustand the attachment
of English audiences with the figure of Gawainaapect that as we have seen in the previous
chapter is still unsolved; if Matthew’s theory isé, it could be then that medieval audiences
were aware of Gawain’s original role as the Champad Britain — in the same way as
Cuchulainn was the Champion of Ireland - thanks & numerous popular stories that have
not come to us, in addition to the romances whé#usians to these old conception can be
sometimes detected, and this is why they were sgpathetic with his figure and considered
him a sort of national hero. | will now go moredepth in the analysis of these romances to
find a validation of Matthews’ theories.

We have seen how the figure of the Loathly Ladgfigreat importance for Gawain;
among the Gawain romances, this figure featureb boThe Wedding of Sir Gawain and
Dame Ragnelleand its ballad versionThe Marriage of Sir GawainWhat | noticed by
comparing these two poems, is that the later ver&o at least, later in redaction) shows
more archaic elements, and could be in my opinloset to the original version of the story

featuring Gawain. Let’s look for example at the refeterization of the Loathly Lady, and at

" Matthews, pp. 102-103.

% Matthews p. 97.

% Coomaraswamy, Ananda K., “On the Loathly Bridgpeculum20 (1945), p. 393.
190 Matthews, p. 105
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the way in which she makes her apparition in the texts. InThe Weddingit is quite clear
from the description of the lady that she is nbieang of this world; the description is in my
opinion too exaggerated to be intended simply toveg a grotesque and comic impression.

The lady is described thus (. 228-245):

She was as ungoodly a creature
As evere man sawe, withoute mesure.
Kyng Arthure mervaylyd securly.

Her face was red, her nose snotyd withalle,
Her mowithe wyde, her tethe yalowe overe alle,
With bleryd eyen gretter then a balle.

Her mowithe was nott to lak:

Her tethe hyng overe her lyppes,

Her chekys syde as wemens hippes.

A lute she bare upon her bak;

Her nek long and therto greatt;

Her here cloteryd on an hepe;

In the sholders she was a yard brode.
Hangyng pappys to be an hors lode,

And lyke a barelle she was made.

And to reherse the fowlnesse of that Lady,
Ther is no tung may telle, securly;

Of lothynesse inowghe she h&4.

The description becomes even more “estranging” wiedails about her mount are given: a
beautiful horse, covered with gold and jewels, ihoptat the lady’s noble status. Another
hyperbolic description of the old woman’s uglineskoth in physical aspect and behaviour —

is given later in the tale (Il. 548- 556):

She had two tethe on every syde
As borys tuskes, | wolle nott hyde,
Of lengthe a large handfulle.

The one tusk went up and the other doun.
A mowthe fulle wyde and fowlle igrown,
With grey herys many on.

Her lyppes laye lumpryd on her chyn;
Nek forsothe on her was none iseen -
She was a lothly on!

The descriptions of the old lady then make almésrcthat she is not a being of this world —

and indeed her magical nature will be revealed wétem transforms into a beautiful lady.

%1 The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame RagnéfieHahn, Thomas, edSir Gawain: Eleven Romances and
Tales Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 199553 (all citations of the poems in this sectare
from this edition).
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Other hints to the original legend that can be aetkin the tale are the request on the part of
Sir Gromer Somer Jour, Ragnelle’s brother, to Artioucome back to the same place where
they met “att twelfe day monethes end” (I. 49),etadl that we find also isir Gawain and
the Green Knightmoreover, there is a hint to the possible bemepdif Arthur in case he
does not give him the right answer after the twehanths on the part of the Loathly Lady,

who says (ll. 267-269):

Graunt me, Sir Kyng, butt one thyng,
And for thy lyfe | make warrauntyng,
Or elles thou shalt lose thy hed.

So even if the threat of the beheading is not tyetated in the poem, an echo of it can be
found in these lines, maybe alluding to an oldessiem of the story where the Beheading
Game was featured; as noted by Matthews in fagginally the Riddle Test and the
Beheading Game were probably part of the same similyrepresented the initiation test set
for the hero who had to become the new ChampidheoGoddess?

However, in the later ballad version of this stamopre hints to the mysterious and
otherworldly nature of the old lady and to the oral features of the Gawain legend can be
detected. First of all, it is interesting to noke tprominence that is given to the figure of
Guinevere at the beginning of the poem: for twoeBnn six lines she is praised as “that bride
soe bright of ble€®® (I. 4 and I. 6), making of her almost a represtmtaof the “light” side
of the Goddess. This could be due to the fact dsmtoted by Matthews, Guinevere could be
taken as an incarnation of the “young” Goddess, wad originally the protagonist of the
story of the “rape and subsequent rescue of thedfl@ride” that we find represented also in
the Modena Archivolt, and where the rescuer of @uime is not Arthur, bur Gawatfi:
Moreover, the knight who threatens Arthur and sénason his quest to solve the riddle bids

him to meet again “Upon the New Yeers Day” (l. 4tHe same day in which the Green

192 Matthews, p. 104.

1%The Marriage of Sir Gawajnin Hahn, Thomas, edSir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Talkalamazoo:
Medieval Institute Publications, 1995, p. 362 atihtions of the poem in this section are from gdgion).

104 Matthews, pp. 25-26.
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Knight makes his appearance at Arthur's courtSin Gawain and the Green Knight

probably a day which had some significance in arnesm and cyclic conception of the world.
Finally, the appearance of the old lady in Arthusight is described in my opinion in a way
which makes it clear that she is not a human bdngj,an otherworldly one, and almost a

deity (Il. 53-56):

And as he rode over a more,

Hee see a lady where shee sate
Betwixt an oke and a greene hollen:
She was cladd in red scarlett.

This description is repeated almost identical a liees later, with a stress on it; the two trees
between which the lady sits seems to form almddbar”, a passage for another world. It is
significant also that the trees are an oak — ugsaén as a strong tree, which can live for a
long time, thus an old being — and a holly, a sngaiten bush which appears also in the hand
of the Green Knight irsir Gawain and the Green Knighwe could see in these two plants a
symbolization of the two “faces” of the Goddesg tid and the young one; the Loathly Lady
and Guinevere, but also the two “champions” fightiar her love, Winter and Spring. These
two plants had also symbolic meanings in both te#i€and Christian traditions: the holly
was in fact connected with Christmas, and its nemMiddle English was associated with the
word “holy”, while for the Celts it was the embleof the Holly king, the ruler of winter,
opposed to the Oak King> The oak was “one of the most important trees ¢oGhlts” for its
usefulness and for being connected with the Othedwas shown by oak funeral housés.
The oak continued to be regarded as a sacred lseanapost-Celtic times, “when folklore
envisioned the oak as a living being that, when cued out or took revenge upon the

forester, maiming or killing him as it fell’; moreer, fairy folk were thought to live in oaks,

195 Monaghan, p. 248.
1% Monaghan, p. 364.
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and together with the ash and the thorn, oaks tvelieved to mark fairy placeg’ It is also
interesting to note that in her second apparitmrithur, the old lady appears once again
“underneath a greene holly tree” (. 125); as ndigdMatthews, the colour green was “the
colour of Faery, of the IrisBidhe of the Otherworld and of the dead® Moreover, there is
an interesting connection between the red dregheobld lady and that of the same colour
that Lady Bertilak wears the first time she meesnv@n in Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight The cross references to other texts and thecpéati description of the old lady’s
apparition then are in my opinion hints to an oldersion of the story, where the role of the
Loathly Lady as an Otherworld being come to tesiv@a was stated clearly; moreover, the
resemblance appears more clearly in the laterorersi the story.

Finally, it is interesting to note that tracestloé Loathly Lady’s “supernatural” nature
can be found also in ChauceWgfe of Bath’'s Taleand once again in the description of her
unexpected apparition in the forest. The knightggonist of the story is riding back home,
desperate because he has not found the answee tadthe that could save his life, when
suddenly twenty-four dancing fairies appear in frohhim; he tries to reach them, but the
otherworldly beings vanish, and in their place dylaf incredible ugliness appears (11.989-
999):

And in his wey it happed hym to ryde,

In al this care, under a forest syde,

Wher as he saugh upon a daunce go

Of ladyes foure and twenty, and yet mo;
Toward the whiche daunce he drow ful yerne,
In hope that som wisdom sholde he lerne.
But certainly, er he cam fully there,
Vanysshed was this daunce, he nyste where.
No creature saugh he that bar Iyf,

Save on the grene he saugh sittynge a wyf —
A fouler wight ther may no man devis®.

19 Monaghan, p. 364.

198 Matthews, p. 87.

199 Chaucer, GeoffreyThe Riverside Chauceed. Larry D. Benson. Third ed. Boston: HoughtoifflM, 1987,
p. 118.
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It this passage the apparition of the lady is mdy @learly described as an incredible event,
thanks to the presence of the fairies’ dance, latt eonnected once again with the colour
green; moreovetr, it is significant to note thabals this tale the knight has been put to death
by decapitation, so once again we find a combinatibthe Beheading and the Loathly Lady
themes.

Apart from the Loathly Lady, there are other womerthe Gawain romances that
could be considered as different aspects of thed€sxlwhom he served; first of all, Lady
Bertilak, the lady of the castle where Gawain fildspitality inSir Gawain and the Green
Knight, who is also the wife of Lord Bertilak, the Grdenight himself; we could take her as
a counterpart of Morgain - represented in the pasman old women, openly contrasted with
the beauty of Lady Bertilak in a passage of thenpeewho as we know had organized the
entire beheading game to frighten Guinevere. The ‘faces” of the Goddess here appear
then as totally opposed. Through the story, Gawsnes from one woman to another; he is
tempted, or better, tested, by Lady Bertilak, wa®,pointed out by Matthews, gives him a
“token” of his power, the magic green girdle whimhuld protect him from any harf’

This opposition appears even more clearly, evarifexactly at first glance, in the
later and shortened version of this podiine Greene Knightwhich has been often regarded
as a rather rough and inconsistent version of & that the scribe had probably read or
listened to before but then could not remember gngpwhen he decided to rewrite the
story!*! The strange aspect of the poem is the fact taGiteen Knight, Sir Bredbeddle, is
expressly sent by his wife’s mother, who is a s@cand has taught him to magically change
his shape, to bring Gawain into his house, wheetiBeddle’s wife fervently waits for him.

As Gillian Rogers notes, this detail transforms @men Knight into nothing more than a

110 Matthews, p. 88.
1 Rogers, Gillian, “The Grene Knight”, in Derek Brewand Jonathan Gibson, edsA, Companion to the
Gawain-PoetCambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1997, p. 366.

138



“procurer for his own wife, apparently in full knéedge of what he is doind* The story
seems then quite absurd, and definitely far from tbfinement of its inspiratory poem.
However, we could look at the poem from anothespective, which could explain why the
redactor of the poem made such a strange narciniee. If we consider that a similar plot is
shared also by another of the Gawain romanthks, Carle of Carlisleand that the story
underlying Gawain’s adventure is basically thathaf challenge with the “old champion” — in
this case, Sir Bredbeddle — to conquer the Charshiprof the Goddess — here represented in
her two faces by the old sorcerer and the younglitau, who in addition is in love with her
future Champion, Gawain — we will see that theystooks less absurd and possibly closer to
the original plot as outlined by Matthews. Sir Brveddle has come to challenge Gawain, in
order not to lose the favour of the Goddess whorhdsefaithfully served so far, and tests him
following the bidding of the Goddess herself - this time in her “old” shape. The final and
logical conclusion would be the marriage of Gawaitih Bredbeddle’s wife after he has been
slain by the hero; however, in the end the stotp¥es the path of the best known version,
where the courtesy of Gawain is tested and he nerédebe faithful to his host and does not
surrender to the lady’s advances in order to kegmpnloral values. In the end, he even brings
Bredbeddle to King Arthur's court with him. In mypiaion then, what seems strange
behaviour on the part of Bredbeddle, probably du¢hte author’s limited narrative skills,
could be the result of the influence of other @anmsiof the story that the redactor knew, and
that influenced his rendition of the more famousrpo

Finally, we have to consider one of the Gawainaonaoes that is not entirely dedicated
to Gawain, but rather to his son, the “Fair Unknd@minglain, that isLibeaus Desconudn
this romance we find a version of “the rape andsesgbent recue of the Flower Bride”,

another incarnation of the “otherworldly queen ad@ess with whom Gawain is seen to be

2 Rogers, p. 369.
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constantly connected® Moreover in this tale — as in other tales deditate the “Fair
Unknown”, who being his son, brother or him in pershas almost always some kind of
connection with Gawain'** the young lady is transformed into an ugly beinghis case a
horrible serpent, and by kissing her on her reqtiieshero delivers her from the enchantment,
marries her and becomes king. This detail echae$asit part of the Loathly Lady story, and
is then connected with the question of sovereigotyferred by the Goddess.

To sum up, we have seen from this analysis thatany of the Gawain romances we
can find various traces of the mythical figure bé t*Goddess” representing sovereignty,
echoed by the numerous female figures that surr@aain. These traces appear within the
romances in the form of two opposite archetypalirgg, the Loathly Lady, which we can
identify as Morgain, sometimes represented alsaraeld sorceress, and the Flower Bride,
the young girl that must be rescued and marriedyass originally the case of Guinevere or
the beautiful wife of Gawain’s host, as$ir Gawain and The Green Knigaid inThe Carle
of Carlisle (where we find another beautiful women, the Cartigsighter, who is given as a
prize to Gawain for his courtesy), and their reited presence in various texts reinforces the
hypothesis of the original role of Gawain as “Knigif the Goddess”, more than simply
“Lady’s man”, which is one of the main points ag¢ thasis of the anthropological view of this
knight. | can say then that the anthropologicalrapph to Gawain finds a strong support in
the poems of the Gawain cycle, as | will explaittdrein the last section of the chapter, which

will be dedicated to a final evaluation of this amgch.

113 Matthews, p. 26.
114 Matthews, p. 57.
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3.4 A Final Evaluation

In conclusion, | can say that at least some ofGheain romances, and especially those that
appear to be the more “popular” versions of thestdike the later ballads, contain details that
can be interpreted according to the theories adhhriny scholars of the anthropological
approach, or discrepancies that can be partly vedolvhen these theories are referred to.
Moreover, this seems to confirm the theory advarme®ruce, that “in Arthurian romance,
as in other forms of literature, older traditiormoat any given character often survive by the
side of those of later origin™> The Gawain romances may then be taken as an egashpl
texts that give validity to the anthropological eggch, or at least that can be better
understood with such an approach. The hypothesascohnection of Gawain with a mythical
“Goddess” or of his almost “organic” relationshiftiwthe Irish characters of Cuchulainn and
Curoi — even without calling into cause the existeof an original “Gawain legend” now lost
and surviving in the written texts dedicated to himay in fact give a possible explanation
for the connection of recurrent themes and moilks the Beheading Game with Gawain or
his characterization of a “lady’s man” and not, ésample, Lancelot or Perceval.

Finally, if we consider once again the lines detdidado Gawain in th&quire’s Tale
we will see that there are two elements that arengty highlighted and that form the
“classical” characterization of Gawain, that iss lproverbial courtesy, and a quite vague
reference of his staying in the world of “Fairyg® the land of the fairies. This reference to
Gawain’s living in the Otherworld probably suggestdy that he was commonly associated

with wonderful events, told in the numerous talew/lbich he was the protagonist, and indeed

115 Bruce, James Douglahe Evolution of Arthurian Romance from the BegigeiDown to the Year 1300,
Gottingen: Vandenhoek und Ruprecht, 1983,153, in Loomis, Roger Sherman, “The Visit to terilous
Castle: A Study of the Arthurian Modifications af &ish Theme”PMLA, 48 (1933), p. 1001.

116 Chaucer, GeoffreyThe Riverside Chauceed. Larry D. Benson. Third ed. Boston: HoughtoifflM, 1987,
p. 170, I. 96.
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Gawain’s “early associations with magic and theesnatural were perpetuated throughout
English literary tradition*'’ Moreover, Gawain’s connection with otherworldlyirms and
happenings is well attested not only in almosttla romances that form the Gawain-cycle
and in other texts of the English tradition, bigoain numerous Arthurian texts coming from
all Europe, as we saw in the first chapter. We ta&g this association with the Otherworld
simply as a common feature of Arthurian literatumbere indeed one may be expecting the
presence of incredible events and characters. Henveg suggested in this last chapter, at a
deeper level this association may be a hint toraderdying tradition where the Otherworld
was something more than a place where fairies thengght to live, and that had connections
with a much earlier tradition that found in Gawée ideal inheritor of ancient myths and
beliefs. We may then consider Gawain as a charémtethe threshold”, a figure that belongs
to two different and opposite traditions, the @elpre-Christian world (the “Otherworld”, or
the world of “Feirye”) and the world of “olde cuisge”, the medieval Arthurian tradition that
inherited from it many characters and stories aadsformed them into matter of chivalric
tales. As pointed out by Machann in reference imdbuble nature of the character of Gawain
in the romances of the Gawain cycle, “at the saime that he is following the rules of
courtesy, he is performing an act of ritual maghluck concerns cycles of death and rebirth.
[...] At any rate, Gawain is the link between the tgalms. [...] Incorporation of the Gawain
hero-figure into the Arthurian romances is a metbbdeconciling two traditions or at least

providing for their confluence®

This is probably why, as we saw in the second tenam
the Gawain romances this character is almost alwaysted with a “reconciliatory” function
with an alien world, something that exists outsidthur’s court - sometimes its evil double
as in the case of Morgain 8ir Gawain and the Green Kniglgometimes a figure threatening

its unity or its legitimacy, protesting for havitgd his lands taken by Arthur or coming to

117 Dalrymple, Roger, “Sir Gawain in Middle English Rance” in Helen Fulton, ed., A Companion to
Arthurian Literature Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012, p. 275.
18 Machann, Clinton, “A Structural Study of the EsgliGawain RomanceNgophilologus66 (1982), p. 635.

142



test the moral qualities of its members. Moreoaergcho of this “reconciliatory” function of
Gawalin can be seen also in texts outside the Gawaances, for example it may not be by
chance that in Malory’se Morte Darthurit is Gawain who defeats the Saracen Priamus, who
then becomes an ally of King Arthur and helps hiefedt the Roman emperor, or that in
Chrétien’sPercevalit is Gawain who finds a way of communicating wRlerceval who has
fallen in a state of trance, bringing him back agai the world of “reason”. The proverbial
courtesy glorified by Chaucer’s allusion may thenegbomore acceptable and understandable
way for medieval authors and audiences to labeal ‘téconciliatory” function, which, as |
tried to demonstrate, may be due exactly to hisrgghg to two different and contrasting
traditions. This hypothesis is also in accordandé the fact that, as we saw in the second
chapter, the Gawain romances often come from ¢eeg of England at the border with
territories were the Celtic influence remained stronamely Wales and Scotland. It is thus
true that “the medieval English Gawain is a comdigure whose many facets reflect the
range of influences and traditions that make up Afmthurian legend™'® however the
complexity of this figure may be due to somethingrenthan a mere confluence of traditions,
and offer a fascinating example of coexistencerandnciliation of distant and even opposite
worlds into a fictional character, to whom onlygisen the possibility to cross the line that

separates them.

19 palrymple, p. 276.
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