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Robert L. Johnstone born January 19, 19uo,~in :
Bloomsburg R Penneylvama, is the &son of Mr, and Mrs.
Richard Ke Johrwstone._ He attended the Bloomsburg “oublie"
schools and Bloomsburg State College. He was graduated :
from Bloemeburg State College in June, 1961 with a v

degree of Bachelor of Science in Education. During the -

academic year 1961 1962 ‘he taught French at the _' |

Atlantic City High Scboolg Atlantic City, New Jersey.
In September, 1962 he ‘began graduate work at Lehlgh
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Engl ish andAmericénLiteratufe, No. 6. Bern, 1961¢ *4

' Green Kn;ght " UTQ, XXXIII (1963), 2C8 278

>.Q.~'181r Gawain and the Green Knight. 'ed. Sir;Israel;6011éncz.‘

|l London, 1940,

Sir _gyain,and the Green‘Knight éd -J.R. R. Tolklien
and E. V. Gordon. London, 1925 |

 Is About," MAE, XXXII,(1963)’ 171-189. o o

Whiting,’B. Je "Gawain, His Reputatlon, His Courtesy |

and His Appearapce in Ghaucer's Sguire's Tale,ﬁ
MedStud IX (19u7>, 189 23u

] ..‘,ff.-'Essazlig Integgretation. The Cooper Monographs on

- Silverstein, Theodore. "The Art of Sir Gawain and the i'f‘




-‘Savage, H.enry Lyttleton. The‘"Gawain""-'Poet* Studies in

e ﬂ'“~~":Kittredge, George L’j"’nan. A Studv of "Gawaln and the AT R

‘_' Green Knlgh‘t." Cambridge MB.SS‘, 1916

- ‘Loomis, Roger S{beman. "More Celtlc Elements in Gawain

- end the Green Knight," JEGP, XLIT (1943), 19-184.

Malarkey, Stoddard and J. Barre Toelken. ‘*Gawa:m and

i{'f;__»> the Green Girdle," JEGP, LXIIT (196u) 1l4-20,

f;‘Markman,.Alan'M. "The Meaning of Sir Gawain and the |

~ Green Knight," PMLA, LXX‘II (1957) 5714.-586

";"Mman, Charles. "Myth and Medieval Li,terature' Sir

Gawaln and the Green Fnlght 4 MedStud XVIII 195),
158-172. * - |

—

'Pevarsa-ll Derek. "A Rhetorical _Q'Descriptio' in Sir

Gawain and ‘the Green Knight," MLRQ‘;L (1955), 129-13h;' |
: | “ //l/ | |

'Randall -Dale Be J, “A &ﬂ‘te on Structure in SlI' Gawaln

and the Green Kn;pht L% IXXII (1957), 161- 163

| '-'..-----'-------'-----' | "Was the Green Klight a Fiend‘?"
. sp, wiIx (1060), er9-u91. ‘ |

/
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‘His Personallgz and Background. bhapel Hlll 1956

Se}:myder, Hans; “Aspects of Kingship in Sir Gawain," . | \

ES, XL (2959), 269- b T

ey ?'{SirGaWain and the Green Knight": An
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) cook i RObePt G‘ “The Play-mement in SiI‘ G'awa ln and ‘

the GreeniKnigngg" TSE, XIIT (1963) 5= 31,

" ; ‘? ﬂEmg1ehérdt George J "Tbe Predicament of Gawaln,“ MLQ,

XVT (1955), 216 225 - -

‘ t‘g'_Eve‘rett' Dorai’;hy. Essazs on Middle English Literature. |

| Londcn, 19550

";Friedman, Albert B. “Morgan Le Fay in Sir Gawain and the

Green,Knl ht | Spec,.XXXV'(1960), 260- 27&

Green, Richard H. "Gawain's Shield and the Quest for

Perfection," ELH XX IX (1962), 121 139.

Hills,_D. Fafley. "Gawain's Fault in Sir Gawain and the

Green Knight," RES, kiv (1963), -12u-131.

chard Donald R. "Structure and Symmetry in Sir Gawain,
© Spee, XXX cl%m, Le5-433.

- Hulbert, J.'R. "Sir Gawaln and the Green Knight,"'ﬂg,‘
| XIII (1915/16), u33 u62 689 730.

 JK1ﬁe1ey, Je F, "The De Arte Honeste,&mandi of Andreas

Cappelanus and the Concept of Courtesv in Sir Gawain

‘and ‘the Green Knlght L Anglia, LXXIX (1961), 7- lo.

Anglla, LXXIX (1962), 131 137.

i ﬂﬂ;fv;--~r---‘“o "The Knlght'Who Cared,For His Life,“ o
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%} e humor of the poem.at the eXpense of 1ts seriousness. R H.

Bowers, "Gawain and the Green.Knight as Enterualnmant

f me, v (1963), 333431, in stressing that the funotion

“".of the romance is to entertaln, argues that tha main ac-

tions of the poem, the decapitation and the temptatlon,

are essentlally prao ical ,3ol<:es,9 and that the whole story

i ‘,f  ", is & mere tale of magic. He sees Sir Gawain as a wholly L
G | 'secular poem.wblch only genuflects to ChPlStlanlty’ gy . ,» 'f;.

- though it properly aads anough'monallzlna or sentlmant to
ﬂgll,‘ | give a poem ballast and protect it agalnst 8 puritan

charge that 1t lacks utilitas" (3&0-3&1). Mr. Bowers!

e view ignores the obvlous importance of such Chrlatlan
elements of “the poem as the pentangle and the emphasis

.~ that th e Sunuctunal arrangament places on such scenes as

~ the two confessighs. The other critic, Robert Ge Cook ;
| nThe Play-Element in Sir Gawain ano cne Green Knight," o N %

i ISk, XIII (1963), 5- 31, contends that the whole poam - M‘_V?
 shows the poetts reallzatlon of the importanoe of gamesi"' N g

n to a clv ilized life, The ne06331ty of b 1ngable to \ é
chreate a small world of order in a largei;orld of chaos. . . a f

B ' Such a readlng makes the poem.lnto a'modern 8001oloolcal é
‘tract rather than,a fourteenth-century romance. ,%A
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65 _BurPOW.s 78; Howard, )4'33' |

| 66 Gréen‘,’ 138-139, .
 Bchnyder, p- 73'- N

® Hulbert, LS.

0 99 Kittredge, pp. 132-133.

‘70.'Laom1s,, 181-183.

7'1,Baugha‘n,~ 2l41-251, The quotations are from 251.

= 7 Carson, "Morgain La Fee," 3 16

13 Friedman, 266-2‘67."

™4 Priedman, 269-271. The quotation is‘_mmzn: f

Still another critlc who sees Norgan as indis-

pensable to the plot is Bercovitch, who says that she 13"},

g carlcature of the romance mode“ (35) She is, of

- course, not well enough developed to be a cam.cature of

-

anythwng.

Morton W. Bloomfield, "Sir Gawain and the Green

~ Enight: An Appralsal " PMLA IXXVI (1961), 15, -

o aadeaves
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L Fiend?" SP, LVII (1960), u79 A91-
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Marie Borrof’f "SlI’ Gawaln and the Green Knight"

A St listic and ‘Metrical Study (New Haven, 1962)» PPe

110- 113° , ] , f_],.,, T

- Dale B, J. Randall "Was the Green Knight a ’

57 Tolkien and Gordo,“fp'.”iBl-.'

*% Borrorf, pp. 110-114. i
9 Randall, "Was the Green Knight a Fiend?" br81,'i

//
7

e / '. 60 Roger Sherman Loomis, “More Celtic Elements in. _
- Gawaln and the Green Km.ght " JBGP XLII (19143), 170~ 181

. _61 Slhifche~rs, 18&. - k
| Baughan,.ZSl, *Carson, "Morgain La ee, " 15,
63 | | | -
Scbnyder, pp. 39- LL1. Schnyder develops the same
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wWith as clear and concentrated an impression of Gawain's

B I .' .‘\.

hh Everett, P. 88.

R h5 JOhn BurrOW' “The Two Confession Scenes in Sir'ii“
Gawaln and the GreenkKn;ght tt P, LVII (1959), 75
46 waard u29, and Englehardt 222. 5Burrow;e75-e«,«
M | e‘?é makes up a confe351on for Gawain and decideS'what he

o did and did not confess. The ‘author sxmply says tEat

.G&Wain‘was-“clene, (1883). e

| - I. u‘? Bul"I';DW: 75-76°

| hg Tolkien and-Gefden; D 115, note to 24L5.

, u9 Mother,Angela Carson, "The Green Chapel' Its
~ Meaning and Functlon,“ 8P, IX (1963), 598 605, argues
vinkthe opposite dlrectlon. She eontends that the Gawain-
poe% 1s using the word chapel in a sense derived from the

 twelfth- century'French chapeler,'"to cut down."“She then

— argues that chagel here must mean "a plaee of slaughter."_;-rﬂ

That the poet would devﬁse a fonm e};an already archailc

. word and eXpect his, audlence to understand him.ls unlikelyhg.\l';‘

50 Smithers, 171 17&, 177 179.

i ST VJ R :

”".'courtesy as he would havé af ter putting down Gawain" (‘23L”?

?fegejjfiin”Arthurian romance would come away from no other work -

’”" 7 4‘ 51 Everett, Pe 79, calls the Green Knight's view ‘,1 ,i?]‘«‘




by that lace.”

7

36 Je F. Kiteley, "The Knlght Who Cared for His

| JIdfe," Anmlla, LXXIX (1962), 131 -137, describes four

' other romances in which Gawain is shown as carlne for

’E*i{his life and remarks that a medieval.audience would not

 be shocked'by Gawain'seccwardiceo -

37 Kittredge, 5. 8 Day, p. xxi; and Smithers, 182.

38 D. F. Hills,"Gawain's Fault in SlP Gawaln and
the Green Knight," RES, XIV’(1963), 124-131,

39 Smithers, 175.

S 4o Smithers, 176. .
:ulaﬂmithers, 176, ;
‘uéThe above paragrapb is a summary omeithers,
' 176 177, 179- -189. .
h3 &mithers 183. Tbat there ean be little doubt

tbat Gawain is g nuinely ceurteous has been demonstrated
by'B Je Whltlng, "Gawaen, His Courtesy and Hls.Appearance
in Chaucer's §gylre's Tales" MedStud X (19&7),.189 23&

=-_@ *=He snows that in Sir Ceweln the number of references to

'"u;.Gaﬁ ain's courtesy exceeds proportionately . that of any

~ other I ﬂiddle Engllsh romance. "Even one who read widely

‘ 6l
‘ ’4'Telkien and Gdrdonspo 113,tranelgte'itas"(measured)..;f#'
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duction to Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, ed. Sir

; . ' . - /

 Israel Gollancz (London, 1940), PP. XX-xx1i.
ﬂ3Q:Kittredge;p;8-

31l V. &mithérs, “What Sir Gawain and the Green

ZKnight is About," MAE, XXXIT (1963) 180 181.
“ 3e Smithers; 179.

33 Howard u30-L31. ZHoward's account of the second
arming is not quite right, It does not, as he says ‘end
with thewoescription of&the ‘girdle, but the emphasis
that tHe poet puts on the girdle and 1ts function in the
second descriptlon warrants seeing it aSg parallel to the

shield. It is unnecessary to emphasize, as Howard does,

the girdle, Self-preservation is obviously a.necessary
| human value, and by this polnt in the poem we certalnly
| regard Gawaln as buman. Neither of these is a Justlflca-
| tian, whlch is why Gawain is punished but the second
’[éijianation is as satisfying as the first -

| 3”The‘definiticn is from.Tolkien and Gordon, Pe 169.

'”~'/ §_”j ﬁ 35 Stoddard Melarkey'and J Barre Toelken, “Gawaln
L and the Green Girdle," JEGP, LXIII (196u),,lu-20._ . n S
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The above three paragraphs are a summary'of

20

‘iSavage, o 31 ua R R  $‘,‘7"_j5f4

2l

J. F. Kiteley, "The De Arte Honeste Amandi of

:.Andreas Capellanus and the Concept of Courtesy in Sir -

Gawawn and the Green Kni ht,“ Anglia, LXXIX (1961),

“
22 Everett, p. 80. Tolklen and Gordon explain the

significance of . the singular and plural second-person

pronouns, Pe 131.
23'Schnyder, pp, 60-63.
2l Englehardt, 222-223.

25 Richard H.‘Greén, "Gawain's Shield and the Quest
for Perfection," ELH, XXIX (1962), 121-139.

26 DenverIEW1ng Baughan, "The Role of Morgan Le Fay

L I S T S

2h9-251, and Mother Angela Carson, "Morgaln.La Fee as the

Principle of Unity in Gawain and the Green Knlght " MLQ,

- XXIII (1962), 1l.

-t

'27-Hu1beft, 69%. P

28

("of%‘ and the Green anght " Spec, XXV'(1960), 265

Albert B. Friedman,’"Morgan Le Fay in Sir Gawain 'f ~:_ﬁ




SO '81r Gawain and the Green.Kni ht “ MB&Stud;‘XVIII (1956)’ ,w*' S

ey '101AlanM. Matkmén, "The Meaning of Sir Gawaln and
the Green Knight," PMLA, LXXIT (1957),a583-585;

11 Sacvan Bercovvtch, "Romance and Antl-Romance in

Sir Gawain and the Green Knlght " PQ, XLIV‘(1965), 30-37.

| 12 George Je Englehardt "The Predlcament of Gawain,
'.MLQ, XVI (1955), 218- 225

13 Hans Schnyder, "Sir Gawain and the Green Knightﬁ:

-égiEssaI in.Interpretation9 The Cocper Mondcraphs on

English and American Literature, No. 6 (Bern, 1961),
pp, 32-36, and Nborman, 164 =172,

- "N'Z : 1M'Everett Do 83. T - - I
15 Everett Pe 79.

- 16 Theodore Silverstein, "The Art of Sir Gawain and
| t.he Green Xn ight," UTQ, XXXIIT (1063), 275-2717. |

1. . : . -

o ~: - 17 Derek Pearsall, "A Rhetorical 'Descriptio’ in Sir

| Gawain and the Green Knlght u. MLR, L (1955), 132 133,

55 ««;;jy;1,M R 18 Donald R. Howard, “Structure and bymmetry in Sir o
i ,-._r i-. i G’&Waln," ..E;?’.;C;s mD{ (19614.), LI—.Bl . | o - /A. :

Msemnet, ;9. - 0




L|.|=l
|
1
\
R
;
r
i
b

_|
_____ e

" Footnotes

_‘ __1,

e the Green hnlght" (Cambridge, Mass. , 1916), pp. 1-9,
’“"f *[107-1u3.| o '

-

J. R. Hulbert:di§;g Gawain and the Green'Knight,"
MB, XIII (1916), L433-L462. | |

R - 3 Kittredge, p. 8.

.(L0nd0n: 1955)’ pp. 83-8&

“SSylvan Barnet, "A Note on the Structure of Sir

Gawain and the Green Knight," MLN, LXXI (1956), 319, and

s;gg, - Dale B. Je Randall, YA Note on @tructure in Sir Gawain

and the Green Knight," MLN, LXXII (1957),'161-163; have
both developed this idea briefly.

® sir _(_}_@ain and the Green Knight, ed. J. R. R,

Tolkien and E. V. Gordon (London, 1925), 11. 372-37h,
pe. 12. All further quotations are ffom this editlon, .
- and citations will be included in the text._

1&&_~  . - 7 Henry Lyttleton Savage, The "Gawain"- P et:

[———

pres

:‘ ‘§£2Q19§ in Els Personallgz and Background (ChapelHifl,
N :1956), pe/32—36. |

BN g

i‘  f' .9CbaP1es Moorman, "Myth and Medieval Literature:

v §
< .
w vy

4 Dorothy Everett Essazs on MiddlelEng;ish therature '

George Lyman Kittredge, A Studx of “Gawaln and Eﬁlihta' 
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© and greatmess in 1ife. In his ability to see the di-

.' verse elbemerité/ of life and combine them harmcniousl‘y; o - -
in a .literary'worf{, he has few equals amo_ng medieval o
_Englisb poets, l,wﬁf ” I . f   o f.  S 'f _
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 _“Vsbeut¢eurse1ves.- The poet presents the best of men as
flawed undenieb;yg but not deserv1ng of sententious
s  flngerwagglng or sly, ironic assaults on his pride in p"‘  o
| ~ his perfection. Gawain is indeed "On be faultlest freke B
Vjp_ ' bat euer on-fote‘3ede" (2363), and althovgh he is not
- | perfect he deserves our applause, Such an examlnatlon
also clarlfies some other attitudes expressed in the poemn.
- Gawain is certainly an exemplar of Christian virtue, but
the virtues stressed most heavily in the poem are secular
as well as Christian. Morton Bloomfield is correct in

- saying that the poem is "fairly and squarely Christian."

This does not, however,'preCIude the expressibn in the
poen:of a profound appreciation of the value of the Joys
and difflcultles of life in this world. The poem's

M»serlousness never overshadews its good humor. The
repetltlve structure creates many 1ron1es, the charaeé
ter of Bercilak,‘who, despite his demonic and other-

| worldly origins, happily and justly serves the ends of
Ghristlanlty, is one of the 1argest Others are smaller,
but.no less significant. In accepting the cpallenge, '

' Gawain says, "T am . . . lest lur of my 1yf"-(35u*355),
andBereilak later attributes Gawain's flaws to his love
of life (2368). The temptetioﬁ scenes, among the most
suspenseful ip the poemn, have a1se Their comic side beé“.
'caﬁse of thehreversal of courtiy~love roles.77' The

Gswain—poet sew mnch humor, aS'well as grimness, 1rony,

lwl———ﬂ [ .
I




’p*“  agame; the denouement of the poem. This leaves Morgan ac-

countable for only the initial acticn, the Green Knight's
visit to Arthur's court, which, althcugh an important |
‘f_encugh action, could have been given a hnndred other'
satisfactory mctlvations, cculd even have been handled
'w1th tbe s ame eXplanatlon given for the tenrx.ptations.?-5
Structure and character, then, are successfully and

'artistlcally fused in Sir Gawain. Through his handling of

parallel episodes the poet has created the happily ambl-
valent character of Bercllak, the rhythmic alternation of
mocds of celebration, fear, wonder, despair, and, by means
of these, called forth from Gawain such a variety of re-
actione°tbat he enmrges not only as a triumphant romance
hero, but also as a fully develcped.and admirable.human
character. The poem, 1ike the hero, has its flaws, but
1ike the hero's flaws, these are few and detract fr@mathe
work hardly at all., My treatment cf interpre aticns
d_dealing.with character and structure has shown that these
elements cannot be considered separately or part;ally.

fAny 1nterpretatlon of the poem must take into account the

i

,rec1procal 1nf1uence of character and structure and must

_examlne the entlre poem.

When such an analy31s is made, the meaning ef the

p?aipcemkceccmes quite clear. TIts purpose is to show us what

N o i e R T T S TR SR R e S g et

S A Lo T S A e b

'pan excellent man Gawaln is and tbereby to tell us samethlnai'tt
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~~  for the role of enchantress. Her hatred for

”:p¢;,I sende hir to asay pe" (2360 2362) QBy teking “pon

‘**jjhimself the motivation for the temptatlons, he also as?"f.

l"lMorgan for:many reasons is the inev1table choice

S Artnur and Guinevere was noterious0 - The woods of

-  Arthur1an romance are thlck'with Iorghenetes and

fillleules de Morgain and‘fearsome knlghts on em—

x

‘bassies to Arthur's hall to stir up trouble or to

'entice heroes on doubtful adventures. It le not

ldd fﬁffnf: ’donly in the horn and mantle pleces that Morgan plays

the goddess of discord. Since the poet was alterlng

-;i‘f  the COHClUSlqn that folklore and popular story had

conditiened his readers to eXpect 1t was wise that
1tbe substituted motlve and<3haracter accorded so
| well with the related body of lore on which his
story depended the Arthurlan legend. 7&
Although Friedman's hypothesis is the most acceptable
to date, until more information on the immediate'back—

13
| ground of 8ir Gewaig is discovered it.will remain impos-

| -sible to be quite sure why Morgan is in the poem. It 1is
clear, however, that ber role is of no artistic value and
‘has little real connectlon with the action of the story.
of the testlng "Now know I wel py cosses, and by costes

B als,/,And pe wowyng of my'wyf I wro3t hit myseluen / .

~ sumes responsibility for the result of the'beheading

»

.\ ,




55

= = Friednmn has also offered the‘most plausible expla-
:_natlon for Mbrgan s presence 1n the poem. Using Kit-

’tredge's study as the basis of his argument, he notes that

- _~\4433A'"".'a11 the stories which appear to stand in the immediate back-

most of them_the denouement is a eeeond beheading of the

| ‘giant challenger'which unspells him and restores bis normai

- o L]
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'shape.fiFrledmen conjectures that the Gawain-poet or one:

" of his predecessors, rejeeted this conclusion'because in
- comblnlng thelnotlfs of ‘the lemptation and the Challenge
he made one very significant change. The tester was no
longer a'bespelled ogre, but a sbapeshlfter who could by
his own W111 become either the:monstrous Green Knight or
the genial Berella§ The poet who combined the plots was
'-,probably oblliged to do so in order to allow Berc11ak bo
appear in normal human form at his castle, which was reces-
- sary to prevent Gawain and the reader from.realiZing the
*eXtent to which Gewain wae being tested. By making the
;,  - 71  zehallenger a shapeshifter, the author destrOyed any
| o climaetic'value that the usual final decapitation and

o unspelling might have. The loss of the disenchantment .

requ1red an.adgusomentean the motlvatlon of the action,

and Mbrgan was chosen as a dea ex machina.

"The poet's solutlon'wee to make the Green

Knlght the servant of an eoehentress determ ned

".53 :_;%~_7 %o undermlne ‘the reputatlon of,Arthur's court, and




| . the G@walnepoeu describes in detail (9L46-969), is tradi-

e e e

In an effort to save Mbrgan from.her detractors, two N

"r'more recent crltics have argued thau Bercilakt®s explana—

,tlon is absglu tely ccrrect ana that Morgan's plan does,

,-Bgughan says that Bercilak's intent to test the.éhastity

of Arthur and his court was imposed upon him by Morgan,

| whose "fame as aheéler’ caused her to send him "to purge

and heal the court of its moral corruptness.”’ lother

- Angela Carson agrees wi th Baughan in.esSentials,-eXcept
,"that she does not see Morgan as a healer, but rather as
‘a malign fe® who isrfrustrated in her 1ntent to reveal

Guinevere's'infidelity-with Lancelot. Mother Carson iden-

tifies both the o0ld woman in the castle and Ber011ak'sf
wife with Morgan, and Ber01lak with Urien, Moraan's fairy

lover, to explain her association with Bercilak in the

T2

pcem. - Neither of these arguments has any textual au=-

thorlty, and the main contentlons whlch underlie them,

“that the beheadlng game is a cbastlty test and that the

cour’d is corrupt, have already been refuted As for

Morgan's fame as a healer, ﬂlbert B Friedman, who at--

tacks Baughan's argument in every'way possible, shcws'
" that her charac%erization as perpetrator of ﬁéligh SChémes
_.against Arthu; 18 much more firmly embedded 1n tradltlon

~ than her role as a healer and that her Lgliness, which-

tionally associated with ‘her wickedness.73

s

2;1    f;in facts motivate all the action of the story. Denver E;A_'f}ffiifé.




;% i/.iWhatover motive she might have had thus becomes qulte ;'
if‘ " unclear. Hulbert concludes that she was probably added RO L
Y ‘*lj;{by a late redaeton who was famlllar with morgan's ro&e ;ffl:fnﬁ d  
'4»"‘in other WOﬁKS'bI the Arthurian cyole.ée* Kittredge's
'*V+Tf   view of her presence is similar %o Hulbert's, for he too 

"”7f1j,notes that her plan is a fazlune and 1is not well worked
§' 7i'into the story and adds that it is strange that Bercilak'
and Gawaln.should part on such frlendly terms after
Bercilak's blunt statement of the evil purpose of his
mission. He suggests that she may be a substitution for
.the no doubt nameless enchantress who controlled ‘the ac-
~tion of the story'whlch the Gawaln =poet used as uis source.
Since the poet shows in the flPSt and last stanzas a
‘desire to connect his narrative to "the orthodox Arthur
'saga," his making Morgan Le Fay the motivation of the _
Wwhole plot is probably another means to this end. But | -
—  if Bercilak and Morgan were to be collaborators, then
[ the traditlonal reason for Bercllak's visit to 0 Arthur's
;court his disenchantment ‘had to be discarded, The
poet then found another excuse for Berollak's visit in

MOrgan's traditional hatred of Gulnevere 69 Another

”“explanatlon Tor her presence comes from Roger Sherman

=7 HlLoamis, wno sugaests that the oet knew her in =“he Wélsh A
’story of Pwyll and Arawn, the wild huntsman and lover of
Morgan Le Fay, Loomis does not however, contend tbat B
'hh( Rbrgan is in any way essential to th° plot. 70 &
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g fof Bercilak's lady (947-969) ‘She is not even identified  h hh}e“e°h&

. questioned the loglc and artistic merit of Berc11ak’

o of the entire poem:

SR E RS S Y RCT

’ h fe e?genuine'f1aw;* The charaoter'least inéégwated into the

structure of the poem, she is undeveloped except [ or the

~gdescriptioo which corftrasts her ugliness to.the b63UtY

by name when we see her, and her V131ble participation

in the plot is nil. For these reeeons moet CPithS have

&

explenetlon that it was she who brought about the action f .‘1 “'f'-e

 Morgne be goddes . . e

- Ho Weyned‘me vpon bis wyse to your-wynne halle
For to assay be surquidré, jif hit soth were
. , .

bat rennes of pe' grete renoun of be Rounde Table;

Ho wayned me pis wonder your wytte3 to reue, o i

~  For to haf greued Gaynour and gart hir to dy3e

 w1th glopnyng of pat ilke gome pat gostlych Speked | | _V",o
With his hede in his honde bifore be hy3e table, - ./‘
‘ (2us2, 256-62) S
', J. R. Hulbert finds Bercllak's explanation ”inherently |

e 'unreasonable“ because Morgan’s plan does not achieve her
E intentlons at all. Through her testing, Gawaln and
“Artth?s court win greater glory, and there 1is no reason I

to belleve that any harm came to Gulnevere Altheuéu

/

"gshe seems to have been 1nsp1red by enmlty, Morgan is

"*”\éf.jiperfec ly Just 1n her testing, and being an enchantress,

8he should be able to foresee the resalt of her plan.

Y P
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“\by the fact that Gawaln is, after all, a hero to themQ~
t”-Theyy as tnaV'all know, are lesser knights than he,'and
 th@y‘mﬁght well see 11ttl© 1gm@m1ny im'W@aring a symbol
.of,an_lmperfectlon far less than thelr own. What would
. be most importéht to,‘thém would ‘be "‘Gawain's achievemént,

- not his failure, for in their estimation he did not fail.

He ‘succeeded just by returmlng alive, contrary to their S

"IeXpectatlon.,

If such an exPlanatlon\of the final scene of the

poem is not wholly satisfy&ng, it is still, I thlnk, _

_account the‘fact'thatiﬁhere 1s a definite connection

- between structure and charaCterization; I have tried

to shdw‘that the poét-is generally very sucqeésful in

uniting'Structure and character, but 1t is possible that

 ,in this instance he was not, that his desire for struc-
rturaibalanceg to kee§ the mQOd of the coﬁrt ﬁhe Same

at beginning and end got the'better of hlS great abillty
+ for natural characterization.' Such a view does no harsh
-,ingustlce toﬁthe poem@ for-it need not bé;perfect to be
one of the very best, I also prefer this exnlanation

of the final acfion of the poam.because it places emphasis

on tbe ‘good side of gawain's eharacter,'wherc it belongs.

If the Gawain-poet’s deplction dﬁ’tbe court may be 

 ~831d to laci a 1ittle$ then his use of Morgan Le Fay

as tbe ratisnale for the action of theopoemgmay_be called o

S

‘preferable to the others mentioned because it takes‘inté; f

N
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. Gawaln's Symbgl of untruth as 8 badge of hOI’lOrg they

butes to it. The honor attached to it may'be eXplalned

;J“ would not feel so 1ntensely as Gawaln the shame he a+tr1-f 7?e;' 

l_carande for bat comly: !'Bi Kryst hlt is scabe SRR S
bat pou, leude, schal be lost bat art of 1yf noble" B
‘ (672-675) N
’ * 7ee¥S1nce at the beglnnlng of his Journey all thelr concern“is
for Gawaln's safety, his return, partioularly to a group —
8o given to merriment, would be an occasion for great
- happiness and eelebraticn. The poet makes it clear that 1:-"!'”'
4thls is the ‘reason for their high SplI‘ltS. “‘oer wakned )
| wele in pat wone when wyst be greue/pat gode Gawyn wat3,_ o _
.‘. cammen“ (2&90—2&91) K -
| -The/eXperience which Gawain undergees,is 1ntensely
personal, and one would not necessarily expect the court
to understehd-snd Teel it as he does, since they are not
= personally involved/in whetheconsiders to be his shame.
i@deed the readers of the poem, who do accompany Gawain
g - : in hlS adventure and do become personally 1nvolved have 1
; - 'never been able to agree upon a satlsfactory eXplanation :i
? of the,nature of the experience or of its meaning for }
f Gawain or”themseives. Moreover, far from needing to take - L
é; 'Gawaiﬁfs tale as a warning against their own pride and 1
; '<-folly, the court“hes good reason to laugh at parts of _ : ﬁ
éf )tlﬁ it, netably at the temptetion scenes, ﬁhlch are genuinely, i
;1 ‘1humorous. As Tor tbelr assumptlon of the green glrdle, M;
]



~ being childgered explains such a reaction to Gawain's ex-

 'perience3'aﬁd the moral implications of the dventure:may

7 i~be a reason for us not to eXpect then to laugh but it

does not €3 plain why *hey doe. As has been shown, tnere iS‘
o no partlcular reason to- suspect their morality. If Géwainfs -
repentance is extravagant, laughing at him.with no explana~
tion does not seen a very sultable'way of correetlng hxm.'
' There are other eXplanatlons for tbeir conduct, none
-g;"f*of which 1is completely satlsfying esthetically. IFirst of'
- all, the poet was obviously motlvated at least partlally |
-to-depict the court at the end as he dld in order to pre-

- serve the carezul parallellsm of the structure of the

poemﬁ"The_action ends where it began, in Arthur's court, B

~and the festive mood is the same in either case, Further,
to take into account the charactefizau¢on of the court at K
'”the beglnning of the poenh Gawain S return is a rewersal
of their eXpectatlons. They fully anticipated that they
would never see hlm.again. On Gawaln's day of departure,
]Dere wat3 much derue doel driuen in pe sale,
rmi:so worthe as Wawan schulde wende on bat ernde,
To dry3e a delful dynt, and dele no’ more
o o | wyth bronde. |
'L§¥f_ﬂw;»":=,v’-'F°» - (558-561)
'7 ’  As Gawain 1eft the caStle, ;

Al bat se3 pat semly syked in hert

S . _/  Sl

‘;#7>‘{9‘aAnd sayde sobly'al same segges til obef, SRR o




be

him and for tbat reason is undenlably'brave. Gawaln, in -

requestlng the challenge, shows himself still bravere-e

' The characterlzation of Arthur and the. court at tﬁeEJW S
beginnomg of the poem can be satlsfactorlly eXplained but~‘N’
\:!~‘7this is more difflcult for thelr appearance at the enduof'
7g;“14 the poemb where their Joyful mood corresponds to their;
t,l',mlrth at the beginning. When Gawain tells them of hist '

‘ adventu;e,,they "la3en loude perat“ (251&), and decide thatMV’

XQ- each knight should wear a band of green in Gawain's honor

(2516 2518), Laughter seems an 1napproprrate resotlon to

- an adventure as 1ntense and difficult as Gawaln's, and - the |
taklng of the green girdle, which Gawain speciflcally tells
them is -a "token of vntrawpe“ (2509), as a symbol of honor

.__Sseems just as strange. The exPlanatiomsmmlcn critics have |
offered 80 far have been too vague to be satlsfactory.
John Burrow and Donald R, Howard see . the court's reaction
to Gawaln's adventure as a restoratlon of some kind of

I emotional equilibrium, which serves as a corrective to

Gawaln's extravagant penltence.65~ Richard H. Greer says

that they laugh because they are chlldcered and préud, and  'V
”i_ that their leughter represents thelr fallure to learn any
 moral lesson erm Gawaln's experlence.éé Hans Schnyder
~tcontends that they take the glrdTe because they acknowledge'“ |
E 47
., their former corruption, - but he does not mention thelr
'n°i }c'1augnter, which certainly seems 1ncongruous with the former

" notion and with anY'idea oftpenitenCe. %Neither pride nor;ygs;afi*
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Tne 'na"r*rat‘or of Gawain, we may saf ely say, is Piéhl?
o . "‘“”'_*conseieue of the diSpemty be+ween the reputation *

e for valor and warlike prewese of Arthur!s lknights ]

. }and b 86bua .L.Ly takes place when the eroon Knight'
o P 'f  thrusts himself upon therm, But this does not imply |
SEUC S T P ‘hat his abbitude toward ‘them involves either hostil-
i ty or contemptb. B ? c au se he has avoided emphasis |
‘_‘on material 1ux‘ury énd. worldly pdwer in his depic- -

, gtiOl’l of the life Qf the c*@ul"'t the Challenae Episode

e s e S R A, TR S M

1s not seen as a Pebuke to arrogance or sensual
‘_V'selfwllndulgence. Arthur and his knights are charm-} - E L
fingly youthful and joyous; their pleasures are

 innocent.®% . ~ : R 7

" It might be objected that an argument based on what
. 1s'miss-ingfr0m the poem, in this instance the emphaSis. |
R ',en the material wealtﬁ of the court, is not very strong. .
. Granted, but the emphesm that the poet places on the
joyous :mnocence of the members of the court does indicate
o that we are not to condermn them completelv. Certainly
i - ‘»Arthur and hlS knights fall short of the chlvalrlc 1dea1

 Gawain, but this does not mean that they are bad as men |

"ﬁias 1t means that Gawain is good Slnce Gawaln emerges as o |
ﬁ_ the bravest in the court he stands out not only by con- - — ..

S "trast o tbe cther knights, who are af raid ‘but also by

i compem.een with Az‘%thum Al‘theugh Artbur ﬁs disconcert’ed |

| by the Green Knight he can surmon the courage tO face ‘




"”cballenees glven the circumstances, and when he does, he ’

“$”7°7ﬁ L13t luflych adoun and lenge, I pe praye

./‘

'\.‘

’«)sto leave the teble is a Justiflcation of this assumptlon

;(3h3 3L6). Arthur does not take an exeeptlonslly long

 time to answer the Green Knight's first queStiOH or the'

twy3e welcum.lwys to pis place,"  

'Pe hede of bis ostel Arthour I hat"

And quat-so py wylle is we schal wvt after.  ;3
' -~ (e52-255) '

'His hesitation in accepting the challenge is explalnable

'jqin that although he*was hoplng for an adventure or mar-

. velous tsle, the challenge which the Green.Knlght offers
'_1s completely outside Arthur's eXperience ‘as a knightly o

‘combatant. Arthur is willing to engage in:man-to-man

'“,combat\(276-278) but he considers the Green‘Knight'

.request foolish (323-32&) Arthur, however, does accept;'

'fhe challenge, and he shows more confidence than Gawain

- about the outcome of the wnole affair (372 37L).

Although the challenge 1s(met successfully, the

'”°l7sepisode is a humlllation for the court but 2 comic rath&b4
"!{=tman a 3erious one. The Green Knight, because his seczons |

~ and words have dominated the scene, departs the PSYChO‘

logloal victor. Borroff concisely Summarizes the narra-‘ 7ff*“'””

| torfs'attitude\tcward‘the coﬁrt at the beginning of the

poems:




lthrcugh a shift of descriptive technlque. While the .;bﬂ”"'“

’“net thrcugh characteriZing'the court as cowards, but

”7 couru is shcwn in 1eeallzed terms and no one there but

"'\Guinevere (7&e84) receives much Speciflc descriptlon at
':all the Green Knight is presented realistlcally in a |
‘minutely detalled description of sixtyesix lines (136-
f 202), The result is that the audience feelslthe presence
| ‘7i,h©f theGreen.Knight much more keenly thean the presence'of

 the court. Because of the dramatic handling of the Green

Khight's‘entrance,'and because the"narfator repor%s his

. speeches and actlons in a factual and detailed manner, .
the effect of his presence is startllng and fulehtenlng,tv7;'

'although not necessarily awesame or‘terrifylng. The

o stunned 311ence of the eourt is s natural reaction to

bcth the sudden entrance of ‘the huge, green stranoer and'

a to ‘the unusual challenge Wthh he fllngs at them. Their'.

- reaction is further explained by the fact that the Green

o !

Knight's dress and bearing do nct 1ndicate that he is a

knight or that he might have 8 particular mission. The

*narratcr does not call him a kny3t. until line 377, and

" the court's trouble -in 1dentify1ng hlm is shdwnﬁwhen R

‘“j'Arthur addresses.hlm,simply as "wy3e" (252). Mcreover: .

' the narratcr savs Pxplic1t1v alcheugh nct verJ empl atic—

e‘ally, that the silence ‘may not b8 due entirely to fear:

*:”I deme hit not al for doute;/ Bot sum fcr ccntayeye"

'i:-(2M6 2&7) Gawain‘s 1ater speech asking fcr perm1331cn. \'_f
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 place but standing "Talkkande bifore be hyse table of
S trifles'ful'hende" (108)4 and waitinﬁ for "sum,aUeﬁtﬁres
& . ang an vncoupe tale,/'Of sum mayn meruayle" (93- o).

b ‘I‘hus9 when the Green Knight asks for'*Pe gouernour Of bls';

gyng" (225), he is not 1ntentlona11y ignoring APthUL, he

- _simply does not know Wthh one he is. The king's refusal

to take his seat at the table is, of course, tradltlonally

an act of self- denlal but the Gawain-poet gives two rea-

sons for it. The flrst and more emph331zed explanation o

speciflcally attrlbutes Arthur's conduct to his boyish- ﬁ'j
ness. | N
Bot Arthure wolde nbt ete ti1 al were serued |
He wat3 so joly of his Joyfnes, and sumquat childgeredf
_ Hls 1if liked hym.ly3t he louied pelasse |
L Auper to longe lye or to longe sitte,

S0 bisied him.hﬁs=3onge blod and his brayn*wylde.ﬂ
' (85-89) '

The secohd and traditional eXplanation is given less

lmportance and is carefully dlstlngulshed from the first"

| ;_,“_N“And also an oper maner meued him.eke/'f)at he pur3 nobelay

"had nomen" (90-91; 1talics added). The Green Knlght’s
: t;_ unlntentional sllghtlng of Arthur, then, is presented as
W%”fa result of and’ perhaps a rebuke to hlS boyish behavior, “ L

'not hls 1mmorality or cewardlce. |

Tbe narrator achleves the Green Knlght's domlnption

'ﬁf5ﬁfj-of the scene in the ccurt from the moment of his entrance

.,anz-r:q' 5

~I7
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( 11}2), ALorde’j ( }_ﬁ)), each referrlng to all the members of
A the same gl‘foups shows the spirit of brothéjhood of the |
S ‘_..}"knigh s of the Round Table and the noble qualities which
4.they all share. Desplte the celebration in progress, the
| emphagis of the deseriptlon, which occupies only fourteen
}1ires (116- 129), is not placed on the material aspects of
i the moment but on the goodness, innocence, and joy of _

| thelr llves. “Wlth alle be wele of the worlde bay woned

ber samen“ (50) means that they lJ.ved not with all the

' goods of the world, but with all the joy, or all that is

good |

At the same time, however, the poet undercutp this -'
attitude somewhat in the rest of the scene. He does this
occasiomally through his choice of words, as in line 59,

where he descrlbes Arthur's knights as "So hardy a here

- on hille." The proper place for knights to demonstrate

their harclhood is not "on hll]e,"- that is, in the

castle, but in the field The same technigue is wused.

agaln when Arthur is described as sitting "stif in stalle“

(lOu) The word stif, when combined with 3 in stalle," in

his place, connotes woodenness rather than bravery, Fur--.

Fisi

"'~vther, the poet emphas:Lzes the restlessness of the youthful
Aspirit of - the court, and partlcularly of . Arthur, and it

is this quality, .not cowardice, whlch makes the Green

Knight's first discomflture of the court possible, When

the Green nght enters, Arthur is not sitting at his -
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”'7?f=eawaiﬁfs. Further, the quotatlon ts part of a specch by

ﬂArthur at that particular moment, but it need not and, in

the:members of the court‘whlch is szmply reported as fact

‘”“‘t ”by'the narrator. The speech shows the court's opinlon of

2

'fact, does not represent the narrator's*attitude tOWard

~ Arthur, which is more complex and bbjéctive than the

court!s, Schnyder's argument about mortal combat 1gnores

the fact that the poem.ls set solldly in the past previous

to 1179 and would have the poet ignore a great part of the

| subject matter of Arthurlan legend

These critics try to emph331ze Gawain's virtue at

the expense of Arthur and the court. Certainly’Gawain

' is the best of knights, but it is unneceqsary to degrade

Arthur end his court to prove this. Marie Borroff, in

her stylistic analysis of the first part of the poem,

proves that the character of* Arthur and the court is

~almost the antithesis of what the critics mentioned take .

it to be., She shows that the initial description of the . B

court (37-59) is conventionally idealized and that, al- N '
though the style of the passage as far ae‘diction an$

metrlcs are concerned is quite traditional, its effect

is one of elevatioh and dignlty. This results from the

'H'”?leaet that most of the eontent of the passage is subjec-  '.'  f;M"

tive 1deallaauion, expressed w1th 1nten51ty and conv1c-'

‘tion, rather than Tactual statement. The use of such

}terms as lede3 (38)’.;25222 (39), tulkes (L1), knistes
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, wylde“ (89), see him as a foollsh and even corrupn figure,

A and because nei tber he nor the cou“t respond inetenbly to

the GreenkKnlght's challenee, they consider the whole

'V'cQPrt, with the exceptlon of Gawain, to be cowards. Denver =

| Baughen and~MothermAngele Carson accuse Arthur of moral

ity to Arthur, despite the poets statement that the entire
- 62

5 ».'court\was "in her first age" (5l). Hans Sohnyder not

' only agrees with Baughan and Carson, but f r¢her indlots

him.for pride and for sendlng Gawaln 1ntoznortal~coMbat,'
e since the church had outlawed such combat in 1179. He

- then argues that, because accordlng to ‘the theorykof

medieval klngehip afbad king has an adverse effect upon

his sub jects and the subjects in turn reeiprocate this

pernlclous influence to the king, the oourt is also cor-

rupt.é,,3

Scbnyder’s contention that Arthur is & bad knng
rests entlrely'upon his belief that Arthur is exce351ve1y
proud Wthh he supports by citing lines 679-682:
"A lowande leder of lede3 in londe hym wel seme3,
v nAnd so had better haf ben ben britned to no3t,
: Q'Hadet wyth au~alu150h mon, for,angarde3_pryde, -
' itWho Kknew euer anykynensuZh couneel to take .
As knyste3 in caue1301oun3 on Crystmasse gomne3'"

These lines, howeven,do not make it clear that 1t 1s

'*fﬂ_;f Arthur's pride that is referred to, 1t may‘well be

”Tff*a‘ sumquet childgered" (86) end the mention.of "his'brayn L

~ looseness because of the tradition of Guinevere's infidelgh'
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%» ~;'. agreeable. And throughthé plea81ng amblvalence of .
%é ‘“  , .xBercilak's character he has made the supernatural ele~  f
é ‘gn'ment in the pcem:serve Chrlstlan ends.él'
g | .j7-_[ »'. | Berc11ak's character:may be sald -to dépend more
§ ‘ B ‘.'heavily ﬁﬁon the structure in a:mechanical sense than
‘g | Gawain's. That is, the development of his character is
é‘  'not so'much\a naturaliy'pOrtrayed'htman fesponse to the :
; Strﬁéture as it is'é requirement fof the success of thé‘”- |
f story. His characterlzatjon is:more a part of the struc- %
ture than a reaction to any part of it. The poet uses
ﬁf. “him %o create situatlons rather than to give tbem.mean-
ing through bls response to them. | '
A similar relationship between.structure énd char-
acter is 1mmediately apparent in the poet's handllng of
the characterization of Arthur and his court whlgh_
serves as a frame for Gawain's entire adventure. The
festive ﬁood at beginning'and end.fonms_aicOntrast to f
the events'which"occuf within the frame. 1In both in-;
stances the purpose of tﬁe court is to create a back-:
;ground against which Gawaln can act and to reflect mean--
- ingfully upon his- actlons tbrough their opinions of him
;.; and through the implioit camparlson.of his actlons w1th .
Q o ”'fhelrs. The respectful opinlon that they hold of Gawain
e N’_is quite clear,but theilr own characters, the basis of ;

{ ;,,,”2,;jf,;_ any comparison with Gawain, are less so.

| some crities, seizing upon the description of Arthmz
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S 8&6). Although he is not insolent, the host! s manner*--ris?;_ |
| ‘111{@ ‘the Gresn nght's, rough and hearty. We are tola |
that he is "fre of hy's speche" (8)-!-7) Perha@s another

clue would have been given to- &medleval audience by the |

host?s fereelous zeal for hunting. Randall po:mts ou+

that green is tradltionally a hunter's coloz*g,59 and Roger

'-‘Sherman Loomis has shown that it js a tradltion well
| embedded in Welsh and Arthurian legend that tbe figure
| who invites the hero to sta'y in his castle in the ana- —

| ulogues to Sir Gawain 13 a hunter and 1s.freq‘uegtly-in-.

volved in some Way in a ritual combat, the two parts of

which are separated by a year,é’ol At any rate, the at-

tributes which the host and the Green Knight share and

which make the identification possible are, for the most

. part, human ones,

In his thlrd appearance, Bercilak is once agaln ‘the
formidable challenger, but since we have seen both sides

of his c‘h’aracter, the change, although surprising, is

believable when it occurs. We, like Gawain, are eager"at'

this point for an explanation and are willing to acce pt

t..he one Berc'iiakw gives, 1In shortl th; poet has been able
. _to give Bercz.lak two different charac‘ters in k@eping With
the structure of the poem, and through suspense and maglc,

but malnly thr'ou h caref’ul characterlzation, he has made

the- Tinal revelation that the Green Knight and the host

~ are one and the same person not only believable, but

kil




~ pe folk bere-hit‘aemed“’(Zho) And the 1dea 1s carried o

B the emphss;s en the brlghtness of bls eppeeeaace, the wefd

'”'"bry3t" is used there at least elght times. The host'

v

:'l'out later'by Gawaln's assessment of the Green Chapel. The‘
*"'45d;,Green ﬁnlgh is also—lnsel@nt@ He 1mmedlately addresees

QVi *‘}Arthur with the familiar Eou (258‘ 57 and when none of the

knights rises to accept the challenge, he mocks them for

1[1 l%;their fear (309 315) ‘But if the Gawaln-poet is careful

‘-to make the Green Knight a frlchtenlng adversary, he also

T

| 'takes care, as Marie Borroff shows, not to make hlm.ln-‘

hunwnly repellent. The long descrlptlen emphasizes his

"con@llness of form, and the poet tells us that although

he is huge, he is only "Half etayn," and stresses tbat he

is: simply Wmon:mo st" (1L0- lhl) The Green Knlght's hu-

manity here makes his dual characterization, which is

etmportant to the uniflcatlon of the challenge and tempta-

tlon episode, credible.58

During Gawain's stay at Bercilak's castle,'we'arefnot

_ told that the host and the Green Knlght are the same charac-”

ter, but the poet is careful to furnish clues ‘that this may
be/so."When Gawain first meets hls host, we discover that

he is a “hoae hapel" (8l4Ly), and llke the Green Knight (182) .
‘he has a bushy beard (845). One of the:mosf noticeable |

charactef1Su1cs of the descriptlon of the Green Knlght is

G e BFe T -

beard is "prys3t" (845), and he has a “Felle face as pe |

fyre" (BMT) ‘Both men are. described as "sturne" (lu3, ‘»lffip

R




" pest of his character, which is an important unifying

"»Green Knight echoes the triple rhythm.feund in nmny parts

"~ description of his actions and appearance. The line

- element in the poem. o S

Bercilak has essentially two charactefs, and his

| 'valternatlon Trom the Green Knight, to the hoet %o the T

of the StTEC%HPeoS3_ In the first scene at Arthur's court,

'Bereilak'is a genuinely menacing character. Marie Berroff‘
 demonstrates that fram the moment of hlS entrance, he is

;made to dmmenete the scene thfough the 1ong and detalled

‘which tells of hlS entrance, ”per hales in at pe halle

dor an aglleh meyster“ (136), suggests through its dic-

tion a powerfully moving (hales)s_fearsame (aghlich), and

damineting (mayster) force. The description goes on to |
em@hasize his huge steture, his greennese and his splenehi
dld appearance (136 220) 5%‘ That the poet intends to
make hlm.e fearsome creature is evident°
- He loked as layt so 1y3t A
8o sayd al bat hymisy3e'
Hit semed as no mon.my3t
[‘__Vnder his eyntte3 dry3e.;
(199-202)

R Jde R. Hulbert and Dale B. J. Raridall show that the Green

hnigbt's color glves hlm.otherworldly55 and poesibly even

demoniae associations.56 The court's 1nitial fear or the

°> ?~».t Green ﬁnight confirms this: ."Forbi for fantoum and fayry3e SR

Vo




.436.v_

" would be unlike Ga ain,lhowever, whose humillty is ap-

f,//‘ LT .

h'frekeﬁpaheuercn foteaéede” (2363).1 After Gawain has
S | A

- proved himself both human and good by almost'withstandinng;»br
 the temptations, we cannot help but applaud him. It

o paren% fram'the beginning,.to'explain his goodness. Thus

the Green Knight cbllglngly ceases his menace and reassumes

' the character, although not the form, of the genial Ber-
fcilak de Hauedeeert in order to praise Gawain. The sudden |

cbange is artistically necessary and artlstlcally'mctl-

vated. Since Gawain is obviously a better man than he

e

claims to be, the author must put a sound opinten of him.'

51

in someone's mouth.”> But however sudden the change, it

is not unduly'surpr581ng, and- not in the least dlsturblng,

because the author has taken some care to prepare us for

~it. As Kittredge has shown, the challenger in the ana-

1ogues, who corresnonds to the Green Knight in this, poem,
1is traditicnally an enchanted person, and his change to a
more human character at the end 1s the result of a deSpel-
ling brought about through a second beheading. Bercilak's

final change of" character is prcbably a vestige of this

'.fcrm.of the beheadlng story. The pcet or one of his
%“~predaceescrs$ has eliminated the second ~beheading and

-wikth 1t any reason for a cuange in Bercilak's form@ He

e o 2 T )

: bas, hOWeVeP ep‘b the Changeg in manner,52 and b.y. pre_

- paring the reader for it and Ey working 1t into the

structure of the poem, has made it as credible as the
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 f§;i;; would have been impossible to intr oduce eceaomlcally
;Aygat another character, a hermit, to hear Gawaln’s confession
0f  it;at the climax of the narrative.

““f-“jupon the much better lidea of hav1ng Gawain confess te the'

R all, but a mound whose aspect is so sinister that

: ""’bute his fall to

o rationallzation is not without ‘humor or trutb bUt 1t

J“‘“ﬁ,f;_:but now, strangely enough, we agree W1th Bercilak

........

k 1nconeruous, the poet, has a good reason to do S0. It f7ifft

Instead, the poet hit

~ person against whom.he actually transgressed Bercilak

- The chapel turns out, of course, not to be a chapel at

"Here
my3te aboute mydny3t/]je dele his matynnes telle'" (2187-
2188) It is, in fact, an inversion of the erthodcx idea
:cf a Christian chapel which makes The Green Chapel ex-
press both the demonic and the Christian elenwnts in the N

‘Green Knlght's character.SOt
After his self-accusation, Gawain goes on to attrl-

the wiles of woman ‘and campares bimself -

to Adam, Solamon, Samson, and DaV1d (2&1&«2&28). Hls

does not me an that Gawain éxcuses himself from guilt. He

still intends to wear the green glrdle "in syghe of my

surfet" (2u33) At thls ‘point, although we agree with

-ftGawain that he bas ehown his imperfectlon, and although
'*we sympathize w1tb hlm fully, we de not accept his an

,'sesament of the serloueness of hls flaw; Ve do not

| ;,«empha51ze the fact that he is "fawty and falce" (°382), R

s our

‘*~hero?s chief tormentor, that Gawaln is "On pe faultlest 




_Why the Green Knight appoints a chapel as the meetiﬁé

 to priests, and the last, which is certainly valid, is

made to Bercilak.u7

*?7f1afa‘rather surprising charactazu Desnite the fact that he f’.'f
 'has nst up to this poﬁnt been given anything resewbling

R | prleatly chafacﬁerwstlcs, he hears what amounts to a full
Vand valid confession from‘Gawain and_then grants him

absolution. Further, the poem does not state explicitly

- place for the final partvof the beheading game.- Smithers
_has_COnvihcingly'demanstrated that tha poet has combined

,Bercilak’s role as the challenger of the beheading game

at the end of the poem with that of a hermit. One of the
lmportant functions of the hermits in'thelstories of the

~Arthurian cycle was to hear the confessions of wandering
‘kﬁights. A person associated with a chapel would normally

 be expected to be a hermit, and thls explains why Bercilak

has been given the name "deiHautdesert” (2445), whlch

means "of the hlgh hermitage. nl - The foreg01ng also

—

) headlng game that the poet bad.ln;mnnd'when early in the
. oem.(uSl) he had the Green K:ught.nmke~the Green Chapel
’  their final meeting place,ug Yet its1is obvious that the :

Creen_Knlght, considering his other cbaracterlsths, cannot

'4[f;i;possioly'be a genulne hermlt. Although the attributvon of

ieremitlcal characterlstlcs bo Bercllak:may at flPSE seem
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| 'f (193u~l935) and rather curtly cuts of f further'cemment
, ;iabou% it '"'Ino3 ' quop Sir Gawayn,/ ‘I ponk yow, bi
'”}”5, ;'.pe rode'" (1948 19u9) 4> A \]_', | ,f';,n

 fx

"w~71635-16h7), the third time, Gawalﬂ brings the mmtter .

S

L,

Several critics cast doubt on the validity of Gawaln'

"confe581eneL6 The author does not tell exactly what

Gewain confesses, but we are I suppose, enticled to e

Wwonder, since whether or not Gawain's cOnfession.makes

him “clene" in God's sight, it obviously does not:make

him so in Bereilak's. As John Burrow shows, Gawein’s

guilt culminates in another and parallel confession, the

third of the poem, after the three strokes of the ax (2378~ .

2388). Here Gawain confesses what was really making nim

feel guilty to the person he had actually offended. That
This is actually a confession is shown'by'Bercilak's

speech | h

Jpou art confessed S0 clene- beknowen.of py'mysses,

- And hat3‘pe penaunce apert of be poynt of.myn egge, N
I halde pe polysed of bat Ply3t and pured as clene

As pou hade3 neuer forfeted sypen bou wat3 fyrst

borne;

(2391 239h)

The similarity of llnes 1883 and 2393 strengthens the
:'*t‘f'parallelism. Bereilak?s treating this as a formal con-

'q? ifess1on is another 1nstance of variation within an estab-i




' ""i'_as 1apses from Christlan mrme. But at the same time,

 df 'the virtues froniwhlch these‘faults are dev:t.atz_ons,9 brav-

" poet is concerned with anythlng nesembllng chevalerie R
. ;,5celeet1el it,is probably safe to say that his interest
’diis not exclusive. ' The weakest part of Smithers! argument,

.uhowever, is his admission that the conflict never is made

exPlicit in the poemou3

After Gawain's failure to withstand completely the

| third temptatlon, an interesting variation occurs on the

' pattern established in.tbe first two scenes. After all

three temptations, Gawain anlses and:makes religious

| cbservance., In the first two scenes he withstands gll

temptation and afterward goes to mass. After the third

he goesﬂtowconfession; Perhaps no 31gnificance or. great o

“irony need be attached to thls, since the next day is

- that app01nted for the meeting at the Green Chapel, and
1Gawain would naturally want to be shriven beforehand
"Yet there are further 1ndications that Gawaln may have

a guilty conscience. His conduct toward Bercilak while

v

| at the castle is always genlal and hearty.' Dorothy
"-f'Everett calls 1t affeoted 4& out it is never.more affec-'

ted than after the thind temptatlon. whereas in the N
pattern of ‘the excbange of the day'S‘winnlngs established

in the first two scenes Bercilak mentlons the matter

first and:makes ambiguous comments afterwaro (1379 139&,

L .
4 -

-

A" ery and loyalty, are also secular virtues, If the Cawaln-  ‘l




 same poet may well have written the poem Purity,

%;mnprynce gomen,/ in vaynes“ (1013 lOlh)

““[j "his life and a slight lackiof 1oyalty, Can’be-represénted.'

Just as

e

f-,there is no conflict here'between Christlanaty and cour-

/ ,teayg there is no inconsistency in Gawain's character

before and during the uemptationeo

_two, where Gawain is indeed extremely attentive Tto

‘-Berc1iax'e lady, the poet describes their conversation,

ueing the S ame terms Just mentioned, as elene cortays

o carp closed fro fylbe,/hbat hor play wat3 passande vche/

Thus, it is quite f
credible that Gawain should show himself eager to talk

'to an attractive lady and still re31st her attempts to

™,
- seduce. him, for never during the temmtations does he show

any great reluctance to talk. The Gawainmpoet's attitude

toward courtesy is thoroughly Christian. The ex?lanation

of the symbolism of the pentangle, which includes the

- five wounds of Christ and the five joys of the Vlrgin,

makes clear enough that Gawain is adhering to & Christian o

- code from the beginning, and that the function of the
| temptation scenes is to test Gawain's ability to adhere

to his eode of conduct rather than to question the code
1tselr

5 With;which‘the.poet obviously agrees,- The humor-

inversion of courtly-love procedures in the tempta-

“tions shows that the poet does not take the Gallic con-

ception of oourtoieie at all seriously.

» Gawain's virtues
% i r

are cer ainly Chnietian virtues, and his flaws, fear for

[l

Near the end of ity
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. his oharacterizationshortly'sfter his arrival at Bercilak's

N I |
R T S &rj—;—w— P

*'*;'cas se, when he glvcs a great deal of attention to Ber=
cilsk?s W1feg and his charscteri?stlon dursng the ts taé;_
'ftionS, when he regects hsr advances._ rinally3 bcoause

. . “M"M\‘.

'“Bercilak's name and his role as confesso” at the ‘end of

Sir Gawain resemble closcly a-sumllsr eplsOde in Lg Questc

del ssﬁmt Graal, Smlthers concludes that the Gawalnapoet

like the ooct of’ the Queste, is opposing the values of

earthlyﬁknlghohood to those of chsvslericcslsstiel in
"-ordér to show thesuperiority.of the 1atter.u2v

Smithers! argument is‘interesting5 but not convincing.

The'GaWsinapoct'apparcntly does not feel that the diSparity
betwesr Christian virtue and courtesy is ‘as great as
Smlthcfs does. One of the five virtues which correspond

to the flfth p01nt in the symbolic erplanatlon of Gawaln's

pentangle is courtesy

‘pe:fyft fyue pat I finde pat be frek'vsed o
'Wat3 fraunchyse and fela3schyp forbe al byng;' o
His clannes and cortaysye croked were neuer,
/sl‘__'~ -And pité) bat psssc} alle poynte3, byse pure fyue
' | ‘ ‘Were harder happed on bat habel ben on any opcr. B
. (es1-655)
y- That he mentions courtesy'in ths same line wlth "clannes"

» and then refers to the whole group as "pyse pure fyue““

 .shows clsarly that he considers it a virtue, an idea '

whlcb galns weight when one takes into account that the f&ﬂ’-;ﬁis'




\ gqﬁalifiea one, Hewever, we must remember that if Gawain

“lacks. loyalty, he lecks,'as Ber01lak says, only "a; lyttelww “t,-“

»and if he seeme not so brave as he ought We should elso

 remember that he does keep his promise to recelive the re=

" turn blow, despite his lack of confidence in the girdle's

power to save his life.

Smithers sees further 1mplications for the meaning of&

““l"ﬁ'lthe poem in Gawain's-flaw., He contends that there is in

theepo* at least potentially, 8 clash beeween the secular l
and the Christian values of knighthood He argues as fol-
lows. First of all, the poet is obviously interested in

~ the spiritual side of the action. Chastlty is a Chrietian
Avirtue, and loyalty to one's pledge, the focal point of
the poem, should probably be con31dered as one also, since

the poet uses the words "trawpe" (626), "faythful" (631),

"‘and "trwe" (638) 1n describing the pentangle and thus con-

nects f1delity with Gawain's devotion to Christ and to the
Blessed VLléiﬂa Further, if Gawain is chaste, he cannot

' possibly be courteous, "If court0131e meant what it said,

tand‘was not 2 hollow fiction devised for the purpose of a

fpolite literature, a knlght who was a paragon of courtoiele///

as Gawain is declared to be (e.g 1297-1301), might have

',“*,;;-been expected tg cenform‘to one of its main requlrements,

lWhich was that love was necessarlly adulterous or extra-,A»

“]”i?ej;;fnmrite‘; i The pee s by repreeentlng uawaln %s both

Eh H .- —

cheste and courteous, 1ntroduces an 1ncon81stency between N |

—




:"T Smithers, hoWéVer, has propased an exPlanationwhicb-doeS'

 more to clarify the text. He suggests "that cowardice led B
Cawain into a breach of 1ewt%3 and that couetyse is the = . = )

antitheses of 1arges; t1iberality, a generous disposztlon..

~ The 1aauer'was a vital quality in a kmlght since it orig- |

" 1§§1&? sthgulshed ‘him from tbe vilain or *churl“g and

- vylany is said in 1. 2375 to be (alemg'W¢%h vyse) the

o impllcation of euuetvse and cowarddvsee"?g | o e

But, the only fault, of all th@se of'whlch Gawain ac-"
' cuses himself that the Green Knlght recognlzes as such is.
| 1ack of loyalty.uc "Bot here yow lakked a lyttel, Sir,
|  and lewté yow wonted" (2366) He does recognize Gawaln's

| ’fear for his life, but more a8 8 reason or an eycuse than‘

 £""~_ as a fault: "Bot for 3e lufed your lyf; be lasse I yow
| blame“ (2368) Just as Gawain's empha31s in describlng =
his lapse falls on cowardiee (23 u, 2379), rcilak

":stresses loyalty in keeping W1th the terms of the behead- .
ing game and the temptation. Slnce it is Bercilak who
',origlnates these terms, it is ‘bound to be his opinion of f
e 1'*Gawa1n's fulflllment of them,that counts, and he makes it
o “",quite clear that Gawaln is a success: "and sothly me e

pynk %3/ On pe faultlest freke pat euer on fote Bede,/
f'SL 5Q_ As peﬁlé bi be quite pese is of pr S'QQPe;ijo 13 G Jayn
L in god fayth, bi oper ay~kny3te3" (2362- 2365). As they

 part, Be%01lak eammends Gawain for hlS "grete traube"'-’

(2&70) Gawain's success is, of.course, a slightly
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"'3-over his love of God. 38. If 1nterpreted in this way,

=4 . —
3
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.
(2338 2397), made the outcome of the beheadlng game aepend

upon the result of the temptatlon and thus 1ncreased the:_*

e of 1QvaltYo

Immedlately'after the Green.Knlght's explanation of

"1‘number of faults.

~ Corsed worth cowarddyse and'ceuetyse bOpeﬁ*’

In yew is vylany'and vyse bat vertue disstrye3 c e e

LT For care ofr pyeknokke cowardyse me ta3t
| ' To accorde me with eouetyse, mw'kynde to forsake
'pat is larges and lewte'pat longe3 to kny3te3
Ncw T am fawty and falce, and ferde kaf ben euer
6f trecherye and vntrawpe: bope bityde sorie

- and care!

. (2374-2375, 2379-238L) "
-ﬁSince,the~poet haS‘expressly denied any m otlve other than

| ’Q-:‘self~preservation for Gawain's accepting the girdle (2036'

201;.2)‘9 it seems strange that Gawain sheuld here twice ac-

'cuse himself of coveteusness. Dy F, Hille has suggested

: 4that ”couetyse“ sheuld be read in the theological sense as '

the equ1valent of ¢ ugldltes, the desire for any‘worldly

lfgood which would cause one's self- leve to take precedence o

/

"g.couetgee could be understood To mean Gawain's care for

 his life, Whlch caused hlm.te defleet frem.his bonesty.

s 4__.»., . ) )
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<

”“" .unitv he had already glven\by maklng the temptation a test   1  efe

7f the three strokes of the ax, Gawaln.accuses h1mself of a .




2
 lasse bi bat lace bat lemed ful bry3t . the line is
B  ”_trans1ated as Malarkev and Toelken quite plauwib?y suggest» 
— T ’mbe aﬁ/'was no smal?@? by reason of tbat lace (theA
:\4girdlEsWhlch Gawaln is weq%lﬂg OVGP his surcoat) which
"*gleanﬁd 30 brlghtly" - it shows that even the girdle i
”    iwhich Gawaln a@@epted to save his life has not given him Ly

35

"'4'.‘cmmpl@te conf’idenceo His shrinklng from.the first stroke,   "
o of the ax is, of course, another indication that he is
, "-3[ Lafraid. ‘That Gawain's fear fsr his life hum&mlzgs hls

. characterization I hardlY'needS saylng, and although' we
.~ ' ﬂ£ g;‘might net ‘really expect it of him, we are hardly shocked. 36
- ‘The 1mp11catlons of Gawain s fear for his life, hOW“
?°%f7/ever, do not stop there, for, as Kittredge, Day, and'

,:[  fff-_Smithers all point out, the host's bargain, or exchange of

| c‘winnlngs, is the chlef means of unifying the challenae and

the temptation because it makes the temptation, like the

 7~»\'f/cha11enge, a test of Gawain?s loyalty to his pledged

word Ihus,:most of the testlng in the poem.bears upon

/

the theme of fidellty In the beheading game Gawain must

2,

-*_keep his oath to vi31t the Green Chapel to recelve the
:"Vga;;freturn blow from the Green Knight, which, as far as Gawainf'"t' 

”ﬂkndwsg will mean hlS death. In the temptation Gawain 13'

°“ ,p1edged to exchange what he obtalns at the casﬁle'W1th

"5f7ng Berc1lak for whﬂtever anlmal is kllled in the hunt. 'The

POG L#g b hav:!_nﬂ’ the ‘tﬁl’*@e S‘trokes Of the ax and Bercllak!s

. explanatlon of then correspOnd to the three temptations

R o e e I T s
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Howard polnts out a structural parallel not yet noted

. that relnforoes this 1dea. In lines 536- 669 there is a

*-  "-descrlptlon ofa Gawain's anmlng, whlch ends Wlth a descrip-7

tion of the sh%er@‘ In lines 2011=20hl there is another

‘and bniefer descriptlon of Gawain's arming, this time for

his second Journey.- The . same general order is followed

o both times, the descrlption of the clothes and the anmor

(2015- 2029), the men*ion of Grlngolet (20&7), and the giving
of the shield (2061) . This time it is the green girdle that
receives most attentlon (2033 2039) In lines 20L0- 20&2

‘the poet says that the function of the glrdle is to pno eet"

| Gawain from bl@ws. This is, of course, ‘also the funection

of Gawain's shield ’3 The shield is the symbol of Gawain's

character, his perfection, and when Gawaln confesses to the

" Green Knlgh% he. throws the girdle away and 1mments fore-

n'saking mainly through cowardice his "kynde" (2380), his

_natural charactea. w34 This vieW'of the herois failing is
strengthened by the fact that on the second Journey to tbe
Green Chapel the temptation the guide offers is to flee

ﬂand save his life (2091-2125) Further,:Gawain is fearfuI’ ,f

" when he arrives at the Green Chapel0 He descrlbes the -

;5, sinister aspect of the ohapel to himself (2185-9196), and

yafter heaning the sound of an ax being sharpened, he re-

B solves not to be afraid. The deplctlon of his sts+e of

"mind culminateS‘with the descrlption of the ax the Green

- Knight carries when he arrives in line 2226, "Hit wat3»no: R




’”*“=11;§po&m,make it clea%-enough that he has failed in samething.

Another analy31s of Gawaln’s fault and of the struc-

. H1 i5Q;-tura1 unity of the temptatlen scenes with the restlof the‘
"fj"'Poam.has been advanced by Donald R. Howard who showg that | ¥1  7:

 2" botn outrlght statemenﬁ and parallel structure of eplsodes

N ;'.'indica‘t@ that Gawain's initial misstep, and his major

: . “ L
S fault as far as he is concerned is wantlng to save hlS

. life. The poet reveals waain's reason for acceptlng the

‘  girdle flrst by shmwlng'us his thougnts as he takes it' |
} 'Pen kest be kny3t; and hit come to his hert, S

Hit were a juel for'be joparde pat hym.iugged were,
When he auheued to be chapel his chek for to fech;
My3t he haf slypped to be vnslayn, be sle3t were noble.
| (1855-1858) | \
Then the poet tells us that it was»not for the beauty ér~
the value of the gold that Gawain wore the glrdle, "Bot to
‘sauen himgelf" (20&0} Finally, the Green Kﬂight analyzes :
Gawain's conduct: "Bot here yow lakked a lyttel, Sir, and
‘1ewté yow wonted‘/ﬁBot bat wat3 for no wylyde werkqf ne
wowyng nauber,/ Bot for 3e lufed your lyf be lasse I yow

blmne“ (2366-2368) the that Bercilak speclfleally rules H
- - out unchastlty (wowyng) and decelt (wylyde werke) as the
| 'reasons fGL Gawainis lack of lO”alﬁV. The Preen Knight
punlshes Gawain for'breaking his oath, but Gawaings first
  fah1u9 whlch prompts him to conceal the glrdle, is what "‘._

,. : he/ says it lS, _fe ar for hiS life (2379) .
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says that Gawain is tested for his fidelity to his host s

and for his loyalty to the chivalric ideal of”truth 30

In bh@ analogues which Kittr edge tranglates neither the

““J,beheading game nor the temptation is speclficalTy .

‘, chastity test. They are, r‘a"’a}:ze-:éxi9 usually a @@ﬁdltion for

theudiS@nehantment of the one beheaded or pa? @f the ~

°€ fﬁfis forced to obey his host in order to preserve hlS life,'

win the hand of the host/; daughter, and so on. Ge VQ

”". Smithers examines briefly three of the closest analogues

to the temp+ation, Hunbaut, Le Chevalier.m._ Epee, and

Yder, and shows that there Gawain's courtliness ddes not

imply chasﬁity’at all. It is only in the last of these

,storl@s that %he hero rebuffs the lady's advances,'and he

‘g“1F<Yet as Smithers a&mits, chastlty 1s one of G awain'
virtues9 and if ehastlty is not in question 1n the story-
~ in its origlﬁal form, the Gawaln=poet;has made 1t "to
'Same.extent a live issueg“BQ For, as I have sbowh pré-?-
'viously,_the charaeteflzatlen of Gawain and of Ber01lak'

'V»'wife, and the. narrative comment in line 1768 create some

-~ doubt in the audience wbether or not he will glve in.__: 

*55]1 The temptatlons then may quite 1em1t1mat@1y be seen as.

“”'g\i.chastlty tests, and, altnough Gawaln.cannot be said te o

'“” ”   1ngfu1 sense o-.the word, the last several scenes of the

' theme of the Imperlous Host, 1n*whlch the VlSlting Knight JR

.  5f[  _have failed this test to have been unchaste 1n ary'mean- it ;f*f'f
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\" tY i§\27 Albert B Friedman, arguing fram a similar .
i

} poem@ T@lkien,and Gordon and Mabel Day, agree that the

£

’5ff{~i to a softening of his moral fiber. For Green'tbe'P0em 15  

- a hum@g@uslv seriousg wafnlng that failure and corruption

| 25

,-_5 ; lurk.b@n@ath the mgst attractive ideals.

SOmg‘@PitieS contendthatdthe'témptationStéit OBlY f?j¥*}7‘”

. Gawain's chastity. Denver E. Baughan and Mother Angela
f , CarsQn argué that both the beheading game and the tempta-
o 'tions arecbastity tests'because Beréilak's infentg impdsed N
| 'gﬁon hlﬂ.by M@rgan Le Fay, was tc demgmstraﬁe that Arthur‘s |

o céurt was unchaste and that for this reason Arthur failed

to behead Bercllak, despite his "mayn dlnte3“ (336), at

| the beginning o{\?hg poem, Gawain, on the other hand, is
 &ble to decapitate Bercilak and wi thstand the tamptaulons

'ﬂ and hardships.of the rest of the poem.because he is

chaste,zé'ABaughan's and Carson's arguments, which differ
only in the motivation atuributed to Morgan, have no

textual auﬁharlty at all. Other eritics, however, argue

. in a camplgﬁely opposite direction. J. R,.Hulbert,

- reasoning from the tests in the anaicgues, states'flatly

that chestity is not being tested at all, bub that loyal-

~ basis, doubts_that chastity is being tested at all.28 o
~ The editors of the two most prominent editions of the |

tem@tablon is a test of both loyalty and Qhastlty,_'

~a1though they.do not»Spec;fy wbat Gawain's flaw is.29

e
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“}6r7wbat his'failur@'méans; Hans Schnyder, on/the basis of o
'~7an exeg@ti@al 1nt@rpretation, cantendg that @a@h uemmba ionF
‘ : °° :H1s a dlffe rent kind of teste He says that the first be- ‘ e
";.cause th@ lady simply @ffers Gawain her bcdys is a test far ‘

T greed and that the s&csnd because she praises hi@ ﬁ@wuta-

tiong is a test for ‘vainglory. Tbe tblrd temp‘tat‘ien9 he ﬁ '
. says, is a test for avariceQ which Gawain fails because he
i’}\"has been so'weakened by the previous temptations that he.'

e accepts the green glrdle with a "lylng rationalization“ "

fquite obvﬁnusly trying to seduce Gawain., And as I shall
' show presently, Gawain's reason for accepting the green

3 girdle is not exaetly a rationallzation,.

"been,advanced by Geowge Je Ehglehafdt and Richard H Green.

 AcGGPdlhg to Englehardt, Gawain is an exemplary, SUpposedly | 'Qf

 va1or, is found deficient in the last two qualltlﬁs be~ 9_1”4,7
V:*gcause he puts his Taith in a magic talisman, tbe green - o
girdle, to save his life. As a r@sult Englahardt says, . . :
.‘Gawain’s goodness 1s ‘more apparent than real 2h - Green

- sees the poem as a tes of the whole fourteenth-century | |
xﬁ*,,chivalrlc way of llfe in the person of Gawain, He argues ‘?;-.";h

e jthat Gawain fails because he puts hls faitu in a megie

’“*77}'_g1rdle-wh11e he talks of God. His self-decepthn leads

S

that 1t will save his 1ife.?3 schnyaerts Interpretation
ignores the fact that in all three temptatlons the lady is

Two similar 1nterpretatlons of Gawain's flaw have

perfect knight who, being tested for courtesy, piety, and

—_—
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.~ she frequently uses throughout the scenes.’

—
Treplies seen elaborateand iabored,'he'gradually becomes so
_ at case that on the third day he even addresses the lady

 with the familiar second-person-singular form (1802), which

22

‘The»poet‘strikes a balancé‘inAthese scenes between the.---

~peril and the humor of the situation. The seme sort of

equilibrium iSIQXpreésed in the narrative ¢ omment in lines

9

and diminishes it in the next: "Gret perile bitwen hem

stod,/ Nif Maré of hir kny3t mynne."™ It also appears in

the factthat-although Bercilak‘méke§ it quite clear that

 Gawain is being tested for his fidelity to his word (1679), .
~ the only motive explicitly ascribed to the lady for tempting
~ Gawein is love (173&),' The purpose of this balance is to

- help make the relative importance Qf the se Scenes clear --

in effect, to keep the temptation from becoming the whole

- poem. 'Altheugh we must take these scenes seriously,wwe mugt

not take them too seriou31yo The temptation is essential
to the poem in that it brings out Gawain's flaw, his most

humen side. But it does not show those sides of his char-

acter which the poet emphasizes most at the end of the  ~

“~i768-1769, where the poet-emphaSizes’the dahger in one line -‘.

With Gawain's acéep%anc@ of tbé green'girdle, we c0me'
-~ ’ e ‘ _ ol ¥ LU

_ _t@ffhe crux of his character, for it'is Ef"%hislpoint, 3f

H**7f at any, that GéWéin can be said to have failed. Although ‘f'. 

- most would agree to this, few agree on exactly how he fails, -

... poem, his goodness and his bravery. | ]




“ -f7(}_He se3 hir so glorious and gayly atyred

) the reluctant female and makes the whole ‘proceeding rather

'f 'Fé11e ouer his fayre facé; and'fetlylhym'kySSed;‘

'“°  7,°He welcumeB hir worbily with a wale chers., .

- So fautles of hir fetures and of so fyne hewes,-' 

| ~-."-_;.*w13t‘wallande joye warned his hert

 With smobe smylyng and amelt bay sme ten into merpe,
‘Pat al ‘wat3 blis and bonchef pat breke hem bitwene,

| ‘and wynne. | . . |

. (1757-1765)

BUtifthe’Poétmakes“Gawain'SPredicamEnﬁ seem véf?

“*'acute in one way, he tempers the anxiety the audienoe feels
~ for Gawain in ancther@ As J. F. Klteley shows, her manner
};ef temptation varies each day, and all of the temptations

'are elther contrary to, or are inversicns of, courtly love.h

h On the'firstoday, she simply offers him her bodygian offer

- Which is not in keeping With.courtly,traﬁition. The most .

direct approach passib1@ having failed, she assgﬁés on the

'second and third days the role of the aspiring lever, which

© is usually assigned to the male. On the second wuy, she

asks Gawain to teach her the art of true love (1516), and

on the third she asks for a token of his regard (1799).

:* JHer aggre831veness places the brave Gawaln in the role Of

| 21
| ridiculeus. Further.humor arises from the fact that
’  74_7Gawain, particularly on the first day, is nOticeably un-

5{f7'~eomfortablein his situation, iﬁnd; although aﬁ'first'his'31 “%' 




'”  eIn the third tamptation’ Gawain breaks his covenant with

' °' “7,:his hcst by accepting f’rc:m tbe 1ad¥ a areen girdle &nd

i,him ‘like the fcx, take a false turn. For, Just aS'the fcx '

,agreeccg to ecnceel it frcm her huebendE and thue becomes

A1‘ encfalse and deceitful himself. His fear for his life makes

-?

: is caught by one of the hcunde in jumping eelde tc evoid |

Bercilak's blOW'(1900-1905), Gawain is unkncwingly caught :

-'in trylng to avoid the eXpected consequences of blOWS'Whlch,

'Bercilak. Savage points out that the fox's movement of

the glrdle, but alsc by his shrinking frcm the first strcLe

of the ax (2267)

~ Other quallties of characters are alsc develcped in

this part cf the poem. These scenes are all we see of

 Bercilak's wife, but the way in which she is characterized
 makes the temptation more credible and Gawain's situation

qmcre‘precarieus. The pcet\emphasizes her ettractivenesS

when she first appears'by deecriblng her beauty and ber

dress, and by comparing her to Gulnevere and to the old.

| eweman‘whc accompanies her (9&3 956)., Tbe poet ccntinues

to stress the allure cf the lady's beauty'and its effect

1111

11kelihcod that Gawaln'wlll succumb to her advances seems

greatest.

pe 1ady, 1“1'1““ cop 1a3ande swete, PR R R

[l
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At sa3e oper at seruyce pat I sette mth E

,}: To be pleasaunce of your prys =- hlt'were a pure 1oye. Al  ¢‘
o amemn
#cic,}f’-l T%e parallelism.between the hunt and tbe temptation Vf{ “
et _'cf the second day is similar. The boar was also considered
a noblc anlmal and was associated in heraldry with resoclu-
tion, dlrectness,éand boldness, since when préssed it'would-
w turn_and face its attacker. For that reason it was thought
fa-dangerous adversary. The temptress is again unsuccessful,
o and Gawain's replies to her advances, although still quite | o
courteous, are somewhat more direct. He does not feign
sleep, but "Sir wawen her welcomed worby on fyrSt“ (1&77);
When she goes so far as to suggest that Gawalﬂ is strong
encugh tc force her to submit to his W1ll, he replies sim-
ply, "'33, be God,' qucp Gawayn, 'good is your specbe,/'Bct
Pprete is unpryuande in pede per I 1ende,/ And vche gift
",bat is geuen not with goud wylle!'" (lu98-1ﬁ00) His direct-
ness and a bit of uncourtliness show when he announccs
‘point blank that it'wculd be folly on his part tc under-
take to teach anvthlng of love to her (lShO ISLS) B gs_f
On tbe thlrd day, Bercilak runs down a fcxy an animal %
not prominent-n“medieval heraldry‘because it was generally
ccnsidcfed little better than a vermine ItS‘cutstanding'
1characterlstics were craft and dupllcity, and the medieval

*attitude toward it 1 pparent in Bercilak's descrlptlon of

"it' no3t haf I gcten/'Bot bis fOU1e fox felle" (19h3-19uh)
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"~ between the hunts and the temptations reinforces through

' the heraldic associations with the animals hunted the _

~ development of Gawain's character and emphasizes the mean- . =

i"lOn the first day, Bercilak chases*and kills a deer, an

N ing of his reactions.tothe lady‘syettempts to seduce him.

thed for 1its caution, Speed and its tendency to lie low
“under cover, the hart was associated in medieval'heraldry
“lwith the qualities of tact, caution, and discflmine%icn.
'While Bercilak is pursuing noble. gar ame in the Pield his
wife 1s also pursulrg noble game at the castle, although
she is unsuccessful., Her first speech makesﬁit obv1ous
~that she too has a chase in mind: |
'God moroun, Sir Gawayn,' sayde_pat gay lady,
'3e ar a sleper unsly3e, pat mon men.slyde~hider;
ﬁew.ar 3e ten astyt! Bot true vus may schape,
'iﬁg_ "-- I schal bynde 3e in_ycur bedde, bat be 3e trayst !
S ~ (1208-1211) -
- The qualitieS'which Gawain discloses on this day are those
Aattributed to the hart. When the lady first emters the -

-rcem, Gawaln lies low "and let as he slepte" (1190).’ He

~ the lady's invitatlon.;ﬁHisrefusal‘cf her advances is
;u'extremely tactful. - | ' .
I am‘wy3e vmworpy, I wct'wel myseluen., |

. Bi God, I were glad,-and;yow godp03t,':s1«un~:

a

animal which in medieval tlmeS'was reSpected as noble game.-

'Spends the resn of the interV1ew 11ghtheartedly parrying .
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' >1nto a situation.which he knows will bring about his

_death. ‘Yet Gawaln is not superhwman. He does flinch

o

”_&I‘lS@S and makes religious ()'bs’,e"'bva;ngeﬁ A? tbe end of

|

' fare internal. The hero must fight off not a wild anlmal

'or the weather, but his own natural 1mbul €S. Men have

ﬂt* 'a1waya had a multitude of reasons for ‘enduring bad weatherTf

.h, and for elay ng dragons and giants. There are, I think
'erwer plau31ble explanatlons for a handsome young baohe-
',Alor's exteﬁding his courtesy and tact to the utmost to
'l7'keep an lmportunate and beautiful lady out of his bed, and-

:h'certalhly etlll fewer for his walklng almost unflinchingly

i

somewhat, and that is what is most important about these

L
=%

,scenes._

N J , ’

The three temptations make up slightly’more Than half

”the entire poem, and in them we see perhaps the greatest

1influenoe of structure on Gawaln's character. The author's

juxtap081tlon of scenes adds in a very subtle way to our
pnderstanding of the hero's character, which in turn
giVes to the incidents themselves greater:meaning. The

episode has a trlple structure. There are three hunts,

| each .of which is split into two parts and enoloses a
.Itemptationg giving a etructure whlch one critic has com-

~ fg-pared to a triptych.l9 After each temptationg Gawain

feaoh hunt, there are oourtly esﬁiv1ties, and Gawain and

. the host exchange the day's winnings.

- s Henry L. Savage shows, the structural parallelism

-

\
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:ﬂ?_ ) * ij  tempts him te flee to save hlS llfe and agrees to tell no T
X; ;j_ene.ls Gaweln faces this test Wlth the same hardihood and |
vl ;,._:._-____,,-;j*_-_f-*'Areselution that enabled him to endure the first jour*‘ney
:ﬂ? f“"without any real hepe of retmrning allve' . Ef'f:
;%i Lo ‘Bot I wyl to be chapel, for chaunce bat may falle,
;#f 1[ - And talk wyth pat ilk tulk'pe tale bat me 1yste,
- i Wbrbe hit wele ober. Wo, as pe wyrde 1vke3
- - hit hafe. | | S
(ag-a13)
. These twé seehes, both of which emphasize the danger -
in.which Gawain is placed and his ability to W1thstand
+both phyeieal and moral peril, fonm an admirable frame
-  .for the temptation scenes, the artistic and morel center
6f the poem.‘IIn the firSt paft of the poem, Gewain is
| :made human enough in his demonstration of the typical
knightlv V1rtues that we would expect of him. We see
’him there as a courteous, hardy, loyal, brave, humble,
e"in short, idegl medleval knightg and all of these quali-
'ties are carefully and humanlyeshown. But in the tempta-J;
 tion eeenes, and in those that follow,Gawain emerges
) “‘ae:more fully human %han.in eny'other part of the poem..

.- delineated vefore are tested here,
© in a way that reaches more deeply into the

| conduct than beforee

Most of the same knightly, Christian virtues that are

but they are tested

roots of human_"

Until this point all of Gawain's
eenrliets’are external

; But in the“temptation scenes they .

b,
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scription of the same tre;s as “QOhyr oke3“ (7?2)17 :
Gaualmﬂ@ ﬁemdency to desmalr about his own shortcom,ngs,'

e mg_@@ is to be pmmin ent at the ‘end of ‘the peﬁme ap‘o@&rs

‘L%f%lhere as he‘”cryed for his ‘mysdede® (760), and the’ change

in his mood 1s carried out in the description‘of the bright

shinlng castle.
Fitt four,'whose first major action is the second
) 'if;hi‘ parallel Journey to the Green Chapel, also opens with a

B descert ion of nature whlch again,empha81zes winter and

| the passlu& of tlme'

Now nene3 be Nw 3ere, and be ny3t passe3,

'pe day dryu@3 to be derk, as dry3tyn'bldde3,
Bot wylde wedere3 of be worlde wakned'peroute,

Clowdes kesten kenly be colde to be erpe,

| - (1998-2001) |
- These lines certainly recall the mood of the description at
| the beginnlng of fitt two,’and Gawain's sleeplessness (2007)
| shows that he again looks forward to danger. Wthe the

:"second journey has its obvious. parallels with the first

"it also has some differences. Since the Green Chapel is .

'closer this time, the Journey is much %h@rterg and Gawain

:6lhas a gpiae to lead hlm.there. On both journeys he is

i  ’fbeset bj difflcul%ies. On the Iirst the dangers are great
. |

: enoughg but stlll ”ather conventional, and amy good hero

of a romance would overcome thmm. On the second however,
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~ Now benk wel, Sir Gawan,

g ] 'Pis auenture f or t@ frayn "

L v , _’ _bat bou ha ts tan on honde °

For wobe bat bou ne wonde .

Gawan'wat3 glad to beginne pose gomn93 in halle,-_g_ o

/

Bet pa3 pe ende be heuy, haf 3e no wonder.

- (495- h96)

,,“dfffiThis attitude tdward the impending adventure is sustained

by the mood—of the members of the court, who all fear for

| Gawain's 1life (557 560 67“ﬁ686)

The journey which follows 1s the first of three

"ﬁarallel journeys, the intended'destination.of the first

tWO»of which is the Green Chapel. On tbe first journey,

’whleb tekes Gawelﬁ fd\Bereilak's castle, our eXpectatione
of danger are fulfilled, He meets and overcomes dragons,
~ wolves,. forest. ‘trolls, bulls, bears, boars,-and giants
;“v;(?ZO 723). The'weather is frigid, and Gawaln is “nearly

7“slain‘with the sleet” (729) The despair that the jeur-  ;

ney creates in Gawaln is revealed.in hlS 81gh1ng prayer |

‘wfor lodglngs for the night (753-762), and also, as Derek,.l
PfPearsall shdws,'by the poet's choice of words in bi
desc rimﬁlons of Gawaln's surrdundlngs. As Gawain rides

o unhappily iﬁto the forest where he is to flnd Bercilak'

,eHisw“' lief at seeing the castle is}m;rrored in;the:de-f““”ﬂ“d.%l“




" more direot, almost aorupt with the Green Knighﬁ“ ﬂrwyt

Gawalmve hum11ity comes out again bere after he learns whyf "

~ he was tempted and why the Green Knlght spares hls life
- (2369-2442). Given the situations, all of Gawain's re-

actions seem.qu1te netural. Because by the last scene we

 knoW of Gawain's attempt to save his 1ife through decep-

| and the challenoe to be tests of his character, Gawain's .
| ramersefulohumilityis much more meaningful, |
There are several other parallels whose-influehce on

Gawain's oharaoter, although less obvious at first are

just,aa'im@ortant After tbe first part of the beheading

challenge, Gawain has a year to flnd the Green Chapel
where he must once again meet his opponent.v The’seCOnd
fitt opens with the famous description of the passing of

~ the year, which brlngs Gawain to the point at which he must

prepare to set out on his Journey to flnd;the Green Knlghtgﬂm.

~As Theodore Sllversteln has shown tbrough an examination

of the rhetoric, thls paesage is lmportant in establiehlng,-'

_f the audlence’s eXpectatlon of peril and death for the hero
'-tbrough its emphasis on the 1nev1tab1e p3331ng of time and

“ on the tradltionally harsh qualltles of summe? and wlnter,

eeo-parficularly when oonsidered in tbe 1ight of the author's

| fwarnlngS'

/

;':bresch on, pou bro mon, bou brete3 to longe:n (2300) |  [ f

, :°? ”of the poenmn, Gawain, convinced that his death is near, is




??f 10
%i "ﬂ;makesAbim;sensitive to«the differences in the s1tuations,
s 2 "and hls reactions arb never quite the same@ By calling | el
.fortb vari@d Peactionsg the framework also exercises some.f;_;vgj;4)
eontrol . over Gawaln's character..IFurther9 the author's 5
- :manlpulation and con301n1ng of events also serve to glve %
E infonmation about the hero and thus broaden his character.- | g
R The lnfluence of the pars lle*'epi ' s‘@n uawain's'-,_f*'.>--§
‘£ “' character is most easily observable in his reactions to' ;
the two parts of the beheading challenge. In the first S
fitt wishing to preserve the ~threatened dignlty of the
king and the court, he is extremely courteous in address-_ o 'ﬂ?”
ing Arthur. o | - - I
"Wolde 36, worbilych lorde, quob Wawan to be kvng,
'Bld me bo3e fro bis benche, and stonde by yow pere
- ' tﬁat I wythoute vylanye my3t voyde bis table, I
And bat my legge lady lyked not ille, o %
| I wolde com to your counseyl'bifore your cort ‘ryche, gy
\ For me bink hit not semlyg 28 hit is sop kgawen, §
'Per such an askyng is heuened so hy3e in your sale, | “é
'Pa3 36 3ourse1f be talentﬁyf to take blt to yourseluen. ;) S é 
He also shows great humili ty when he says, "I am.pe wakkest %
EEREE, ¢ wot, and of wyt feblest,/ And lest lur of my 1yf . . M

>~(35h.355) In the first eplsode his conduct’toward the




‘ to extrlcate himself more or less unsuccessfully. He ar;

gues that such a reading explains the graphic symbolesm.of

the pentanale, since each predicament ﬁests a separate

'delsef  v1rtue012 Such epproaehes as these may‘be helpful in ex-

amining certaln portions or elements of the poem, but the

. problennwith them is that one cannot exPlaln the entire

poem.by looklng at only a single part or aspect of 1t. Two

other crltios, Hans Schnyder and Charles Moorman, describe

' _the structure'as the Pilgrimage-of-Llfe:motif. -This may
be fine for pigeonholing the story according to its type

in folklore, but it is Too vague to explain much of the
characterlzatlon and leads to o understandlng of the

1
Gawalnmpoet's me thod of handllhg his narrative. 3

Dorothy Everett has described those aspects of the

” structure WblCh have SO far'been discussed -- that is, the

symmetrlcal arrangement of the narrative -~ as an “exterhal

. order,“ but she points out that there is an “internal order”

1
é as wellg the character of Gawaina But the'two are not.

N

really easily separable. As she shows, Gawaln is charac-

| terized in several ways, through descrﬁption, such as that

ef the pentangle on the shield (619-665), through the compV'

- ments of other characters about him (the court, 67h°575:

_Bercilak 2u70), but most of all dramatically, through his

“.g;ho'own speech and actlohs°15 He reao%s naturally to the

events withln the parallel framework and his actions give~

‘. meanlng ‘Bo the structure ef the StOl’YO Yet the author




D L T N P o - A A I P R S e s A AT e DY) g : B T - RN —— — —_— T I——— 0
PP Ty o et o Xy s O o T e N et N i ST P e Y e Tt S O R I - vine rn e s
e A A R L A IR e et 0 T L S S Tt R T T e L A TR S T R VR AT S : . 0

:=‘so far as to adopt the green girdle,‘whlcb Gawain calls a

.‘_, .4“toKen of vntrawpe" (2509), as a badge of bonor.' In meny

,einsteneesg *he“, a similarltywof,eplsode makes the epiéodea

w2

7**"“l0bvious parallels, and yet a diSSiMilarity Within the in-

cidents serves not only for varietyg but also for compli-

'cation of plot emd development of character.8 'Further;

the parallelism of events keeps the tone of the poemn,

| *whieh alternates regularly'between the galety of the court

scenes end the herdshlp and fear of the Journeys and the

vlvisit to the Green Chapel, con51stent

Some crltlcs see the structure in terms of elements o

:ether than those of the narrative. »Alan M, ZMekaen de- |

scribes it as "attraction and "deflectlon. In the first

inetenceﬁaattraetlon, the unknown in theffonm of the Green

' Knight comes to Gawain, end in the second, Gawain is "de-

. flected" to the adventure in Bercilak!s castle without

his knewledgeo ‘Markman uses these terms to analyze the

Vrole of the supernatural whieh he finds to be dominant

L 10 {
in the poem." Sacvan Bercovitch, in order to stress the

humorous 8ide of the poem, v1ews the structure as the o |
Il E y . | H’;g‘

regular elternation of rommnce and anti ~-romance elements.q

He contends that the poet carefully'balances stock, and

x',suppeeedly serious, romance situatlons egeinst comic

situations in order to make the poem a caricature of the '
7+ romance style.  George J. Englehardt regards the poem

o ;;yelifjﬁ as a series of five predicaments from which Gawain tries




| is foreshadewed'by Arthur early in the ‘poems:

- AGXpeCt the memba'ns Af the cour

e chgl}&pge scene of»the first £itt 1s so managed that the o »

»»»»»

audience eXpeets another'beheading scene 1aten as a ful-;!-
fillment of tbe first When,the third hunting scene be- |
gV"'gins, the audience naturally'anticipates a third tempta- 

! tion.; |

: Describeduso barely, the story'of the poem.no doubt *

‘ seunds repetitloae to the'p01nt of monotony. Such a

ST Judgment is far from accurate, for, although the pattern

ef eXpectation created by the structure is fulfilled in

. every case, it is frequently:fulfilled in an unexpected

L)

“manner, Because of the conditions of the beheadlng bar-
gain, and because .of the warnines of the author (u86 u90
'h96 535), the audience antlcipates the worst for Gawain
in.the flnal beheading scene, although the actual result

"'Kepe pe,
cosyn,! quop be kyng, 'pat bou on kyrf sette,/'And if

bou redes htm.“th redly T trewe/}ﬂat bou schal byden be

6
| bur ‘bat he schal bede after.'“ . After the fipst two temp- 5

“tation Scenes, one might well eXpect Gawain to withstand

a third cemptatlon,

is adumbrated in the animal that Bercilak hunts that day,

 7; the fox, a8 cresture ef duplic1ty.7" When, at the end of

the poem, the hero.retunns to Arthur'

t, wWho Ieared for his sefety’

lA  (676~ -685), to eympethlze with him, Not only do they Sym-

pathize with him,

He does, but not completely, and this

s court— we naturally

T T T B O A A RS b s sk per T T T e = e

but’ they also laugh at hlm, and even go _4 7




S0 that the berc‘is made to emerge unhanmed fram the dan-
._¢; " ~' gers of the Challenge because he has stood the test im-

”' fposed by the IEmptatlcn.“ Kittredge also gave tnansla-

':_“artless by ccmparlson tc 8ir Gawain and which point up

the Gawain- poet's great ability to develop his characters.

In the past several years critics have become mcre

"¢cencerned with the artistic effects of the structure of

'the pcems As many cf them have noted, the events of the

‘“Tutiona of many of the analogues, most of Wthh seem.fairly

r.

‘boem are ordered into a nearly~symmetrical—pattern thrcuoh

the repeti ion of parallel inc:?.dents.)4 Similar elements

in diffenent parts of the poem are paired with one
another, such as the first and last stanzas witb thelr
reference to Troy and}the founding of Britain,
,in.Arthun?s court, and the two beheading scenes, Mithin
- the structure of paired elements there is also a three-

“ fold structure, Which sets the ‘rhythm of the frame of the

entire peem@ The challenge, the temptation, and the com-

pletion of the challenge. Thls pattern is repeated in

the ‘three temptation scenes, each of which is enclosed by

a descrlptlcn of a hunt, giving the same tniple rhythm as

¢ ¢ the frame, hunt -- temptation -- hunt; and 1% i echoed
by Gawaln’s three winter journeys,

R

by tbe three kisses,

5
and by'the three strckes of the ax. The manner 1n'which

this repetition is eSuablished creates g ccnstant nattern

of fcreshadowing. Fcr instance, the beheadlng in the -

.‘B » -

the scenes,,

T




L f.:*f"rgmancese This view of the hero disagrees with that of

~ J. R, Hulbert's view, publlshed in 1915, ‘that the present

=tredge's elaborate study of the genealogy of the story,

© adventure hae greater:meanlng in human terms than do most

_—

nost crirﬁ% g, Uhc empheelze Gawain's flaws at the eXpense -

41[  0£ his goodness. Such con51deration will also ehow that,

P although always good humored and often funny, the poem is g "\éf§

morally eerneet and not a game or a joke.,

In order to support thls view a‘brief descrlption of

'T _the structure of the poem.and a summary of pertlnent

scholarly opinion regarding it will be helpful at this

point.t‘Although critics have almost always been concerned

with the structure in one way or another, until falrly |

recently they have concentrated their energy upon at-
tempte to discover the source of the poem and to trace

the ultimete derlvation of the present form of the story. : e
Y | o

- form of the story had 5*3 roots in a type of folktale in

wbich the hero'wae tested for his worthiness to beconme

the lover of a fairy mistreSS'was superseded by Kit-

whicn showed thet the poem is a combinatlon of the Chal-
lenge and the Temmtation,.two comuon folk notrfeoz

Throughout hlS etudy Klttredge stressed the extraordinary

'“unity'whlch the Gewelnapoet or one of his predeoessors, .
gave to the tale by showing that the poet made the tempta- L
‘1'(_ tion a part of the ouallenge' "In the structure of the

romance . . ., the combinatlon is very skilfully'worked I

PR
A LT
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" a character who develops within the framework of a.series,"

| of closely related situations. The poet's juxtaposing
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'iand perallellng of elemente of the narrative often add
lsdimen31on to Gawaln‘s character, and in-burn, Gawaln‘s
“reactions»to-the‘circumstances in_which he finds bimself
.give meaning to the events themcelves. The hero!'s de4 
- veloping character is one of the chief devices usedto'
urifycthe episodes in the poemn. SomeJof the character-
izatlon, however, pertrcularly in the minor flgures, 1s
1not sSo finely balanced agalnst the structure. Occasion-

ally, the poet'!s de31re to preserve the integrlty and

| 4
i

-balenoe of'hisrnarretive structure seemsrto take pree
cedence\over his ability to make his cheracters react in:4
a natural and human'wey; and in.one instence”tbe poet
completely,fails to motivate a character, P

I hope to show that any examination of the char-”

“acters in Sir Ggwgin must also deal with the structﬁre of

- the poem, for so completely has the poet woven‘tocether:
these elemenus of his work that the srgniflcance of
'_ neither is very clear unless the other is taken inté-:ac-

_cOunt. When, moreover, the reciprocal influence of struc-

‘.,ture and character is given consideration, one can justi-

- Tiably see Gar é in as a berecter who, deSpite his fault,

m"{..l

',thorou hly deserves not our crltlclsm or sly condemnation,

"°**Tbut our full approval and applause. Gawain is %hus not a

completely exceptional romance hero, but the story of his |

a2t ) -
1




~ about the poem have‘praised not on1y<the subtlety and

. of romances Gaweln is nct a Qimple, statlc figure who

The main concern cf Sir Gawain and the Green Knight

md:eeis the character of its bero9 Gewazn@ Throughout the
':tadventure, the reader shares Gawaln's ‘hope, fear, despair,
. and, nerhaps most of all, his ccnfusicn. His appeal is
7 that he is amazingly human, It is nct thecheracter of
| Gawain alone, however, that absorbs us, for practi cally

-.all cf the characterizatlon in the poem is fine and subtle.

@

Bercllak, hlS wife, Klng Arthur and his court all involve

'the reader in the poem in different ways because they re-

act to the events of the story in a manner that 1s human

~and usually understandable. Most critics who have written °

- richness of characterizationg but also the unity and \
structure of thepoem,‘in 1916, Kittredge,vﬁcrking~
nminly‘with.scurces, showedlthat'~Sir Gawain was an ﬁn-

Mccmmonly elaborate and sklllful fusion of two separate 2 

- plots. - Since Kittredge, critics have turned ingreasingly

"~ to examinaticn of the structure of the pcem.in efforts to

explain the great appeal that the story and the characters

of the poem.have fcr 1ts audlence.,

- The relatlonship between characterization and struc-

3 “-¢f,ture in this pcem‘is fcr the most part quite dellcate,l

| particularly in tbe case of Gawain. Unlike many heroes

‘le m‘ gallops v1ctoriously from,one adventure to ancther, but\.’

| :3 . |
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-~ character is considered

~ acter‘who, despite his fault, deserves not eende

meamng 1n human terms than do most romances.

8ood humored and often funny,

.

-~ precedence over his ability to make his ChafaCtera re;'

‘act in a natural and human way,'and'in\éne'instance the
f/"
poet ccmpletely fails to motivate E: character.
Any examin_a_tion of the characters must also deal

With the structure, for so completely has the poet woven

N

together these elements of his work that the signlflcance

of neither is very clear unless the other is taken into

account, fWhen-the'reciprocal influence of structure and

mmation.
but applause. Gawain is thus not a campletely‘exceptional

romance hero, but the story of his adventure has greater

This view

of the hero dlsagrees with that of many crities, who

'1emphasize Gawain's flaws at the expense of hisﬁgoothSS.

Such consideration will also show that, although always

the poem is morally earnest
and not a game or a joke.

s One can see Gawain as a char- -
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»SIR GAWAL AND THE GREEN KNI [GHT
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Two of the qualities of Sir Gawain and the Greeﬁ\

Knight which eritics elngle out for praise are the flne
chareeberizatlon and the unity given to the poem.thrcugh
the parallel structure of episodes, The relationship

between characterlzaﬁiom and strueture in this poem,ls

for the most part quite dellcate, rt cularly in the

case of Gawain. Unlike many heripes of ramances Gawain

1s not a static figure who goes victorieuely from one

_adventure to the next, but a character who develops withe .
in a series of closely related situations. The poet's
juxtaposing and paralleling of elements of the narrative
add depth to Gawaln's character, and Gawaln's reactions
te the circumetences in which he finds himself give mean-
ing to- the events themselves. The hero's developlng char-
acter is one of the chief unifylng devices in the poem.
It is not only Gawain's eheracter, however,that
'absorbs the audience, for almost all of the character-
ization in the poem is fine and subtle, The other char-
acters all involve the reader in different ways because~

they react to the events of the story in a manner that

. hls human end usually understandable.' Some of the char-
acterlzatlon, however, is not so well belaneed‘against'

" the structure. O"casionally, the poet's desire t°.

L B
preserve the integrlty of his narrati?% seems to take o
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il. Two of the qualities of - Sir Gawain and the Green ifT'

Knight which critics single out fcr praise are the fine
'l. characterization and the unity given to the pcem through
 the parallel structufe of episodes. ~The relationship
_between characterization and structure in this poem is
- for the most part quite delicate, particularly in the
- case of Gawain., Unlike manv herces of romances Gawain
j‘:l.s not a static figure who goes victoriously from one
iadventure to the next but a character who develops With-
/  in a series of closely related situations. The poet's
'juxtaposimg and_paralleling,of elements of the narrative'.
- add depth to Gawain's character, and Gawain's reactions
_to the circumstances in which he finds himself give mean- .
ing to the events themselves, The hero's developing c har-
dacter is one of the chief unifying devices in the poem. /'
It is not only Gawain's character, however, that

absorbs the audience, for almost all of the"character-

izatiou in the poem is fine and subtle. The other char-

acters all involve- the reader in’ dii?erent ways because B
.they react to the events of the story in a manner that

is human and usually understandable..,Smme of the char-
7t:%: l acterization, however, is not so well balanced against

'l the structure. Occasionally, the poet's desire to @ -

preserve the integrity of his narrativ seems to-take'
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