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REA's MAXnotes for The Gawain Poet's Sir Gawain and the Green Knight MAXnotes offer a
fresh look at masterpieces of literature, presented in a lively and interesting fashion. Written by
literary experts who currently teach the subject, MAXnotes will enhance your understanding and
enjoyment of the work. MAXnotes are designed to stimulate independent thought about the
literary work by raising various issues and thought-provoking ideas and questions. MAXnotes
cover the essentials of what one should know about each work, including an overall summary,
character lists, an explanation and discussion of the plot, the work's historical context,
illustrations to convey the mood of the work, and a biography of the author. Each section of the
work is individually summarized and analyzed, and has study questions and answers.

From the Back Cover Are there chapters in this book you do not assign? Take control of the
price of the textbook you assign, by customizing your anthology. If you plan to order at least 25
copies, you can remove up to 5 chapters from the book and reduce the net price by $2 per
chapter. Contact your Pearson custom editor or your Pearson Sales Representative for details:
pcp@pearson.com About the AuthorElizabeth McMahan is professor emerita of English at
Illinois State University. She holds a Ph.D. in nineteenth-century literature from the University of
Oregon. While still in graduate school, she wrote her first book, A Crash Course in Composition,
published by McGraw Hill. She has taught on every level, from freshman composition to
graduate seminars, and has published critical articles on works of literature and teaching
composition. She served as the director of writing programs for seven years at Illinois State
University. During her academic career, she received an NDEA Title IV Fellowship, the Kester
Svendson Dissertation Grant, and the 1978 Illinois Arts Council Essay Award. Since taking early
retirement, she has devoted her energies to writing and revising textbooks. Robert W. Funk
taught high school for 10 years before receiving his Ph.D. at the University of Illinois in 1974. He
is currently a professor of English at Eastern Illinois University and lectures in grammar,
advanced composition, Shakespeare, and methods for teaching English in the secondary
school. He has co-authored a number of college-level textbooks with Elizabeth McMahan and
Susan Day, including Literature and the Writing Process (6th ed., 2001), The Simon & Schuster
Short Prose Reader (2nd ed., 2000), Strategies for College Writing (2000) He has also lectured
at Eureka College and Richland Community College and has presented numerous workshops
on composition and the teaching of literature at national and regional conferences, including
CCCC and NCTE, and for state and local in-service training sessions. His current research
interests include contemporary rhetoric, composition theory, and reader-responsecriticism.
Susan X Day is an assistant professor of psychology at Iowa State University of Science and
Technology in Ames. She pursues two research programs, one concerning personality and the



development of interests, and one concerning the use of distance technology in psychotherapy.
Dr. Day taught English at Illinois State University for 20 years before beginning her Ph.D. in
psychology at University of Illinois in Urbana-Champaign. Her specialties in English studies are
writing and pedagogy, and she has done research on the practices of dissertation writers and
the identity development of creative writers. In 1999, Dr. Day won the national American
Psychological Association-sponsored Outstanding Graduate Student Award for excellence in
scholarship and professional development in her field. She is the author and co-author of more
than a dozen college textbooks in rhetoric, grammar, and literature, and her research has
appeared in prestigious journals such as American Psychologist and Psychological
Science.Robert W. Funk is founder of the Jesus Seminar and Director of the Westar Institute in
Santa Rosa, California. He has been a distinguished leader in biblical scholorship for more than
thirty years. A Guggenheim Fellow and Fulbright Senior Scholar, he is the author of a dozen
books, including Honest to Jesus and The Five Gospels.
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as a companion to the actual work, not instead of it. The interaction between the two will greatly
benefit you.To help you in your studies, this book presents the most up-to-date interpretations of
every section of the actual work, followed by questions and fully explained answers that will
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work. The illustrations are designed to place you into the mood and spirit of the work’s
settings.The MAXnotes also include summaries, character lists, explanations of plot, and
section-by-section analyses. A discussion of the work’s historical context and language will help
you put this literary piece into the proper perspective of what is taking place.The use of this
study guide will save you the hours of preparation time that would ordinarily be required to arrive
at a complete grasp of this work of literature. You will be well prepared for classroom
discussions, homework, and exams. The guidelines that are included for writing papers and
reports on various topics will prepare you for any added work which may be assigned.The
MAXnotes will take your grades “to the max.”Dr. Max FogielProgram DirectorTable of
ContentsTitle PageCopyright PageWhat MAXnotes® Will Do for YouSECTION ONE -
IntroductionThe Language of the Gawain PoetHistorical BackgroundThe Figure of Sir
GawainThe Figure of the Green KnightMaster List of CharactersSummary of the
PoemEstimated Reading TimeSECTION TWOPart OneSECTION THREEPart TwoSECTION
FOURPart ThreeSECTION FIVEPart FourSECTION SIX - Sample Analytical Paper TopicsTopic
#1OutlineTopic #2OutlineTopic #3OutlineTopic #4OutlineSECTION SEVEN -
BibliographySECTION ONEIntroductionThe Language of the Gawain PoetIt can be misleading
to speak of the Middle English of the Gawain poet as a “language” in the contemporary sense,
since neither written nor oral communication was standardized. There were, of course,
conventions. If anything, the grammar of Middle English was more complicated than that of
modern English. There was, however, no correct or incorrect usage. Spelling and pronunciation
were subject to considerable local and individual variations.This meant that the language was



more personal and probably, in some respects, more vivid than our own. There are similar
qualities in dialects and in languages such as Yiddish which still are not fully standardized today.
It also meant, however, that verse forms, involving such matters as syllable counts, had to be
used with less precision than in modern times.The Gawain poet is part of a movement known as
the “alliterative revival” of the thirteenth century. Together with some of his contemporaries, he
departed from the forms adopted from Latin languages which were based on rhyme and meter.
Instead, he followed Anglo-Saxon poetic traditions, which used heavily stressed words at
irregular intervals and alliteration.Some scholars dispute that this constituted a “revival,” since,
they maintain, the Anglo-Saxon tradition was never actually eclipsed. We do not have a sufficient
number or range of texts to judge with confidence. But such a revival would certainly be
consistent with the way in which poetry has developed throughout history. When their immediate
predecessors begin to seem either mannered or overly intimidating, poets often react by turning
to models in the more distant past.A similar “alliterative revival” may be found, for example, in the
poems of Gerard Manely Hopkins (1844-1889), who used what he called “sprung meter.” This
involved, like the Anglo-Saxon poems, strongly stressed words at varied intervals, linked
together through repetition of sounds. Here, for example, are some lines from his poem
“Spring”:When weeds, in wheels, shoot long and lovely and lush;Thrush’s eggs look little low
heavens, and thrushThrough the echoing timber does so rise and wringThe ear, it strikes like
lighnings to hear him sing....Although Hopkins was a very subtle and knowledgeable poetic
theorist, his pronunciation of such lines, like his syntax, was often idiosyncratic. He intended five
stresses per line, but readers could legitimately scan these lines in other ways.The work of
Hopkins, however, is a good place to start, for a reader who wishes to get a sense of the rich
verbal texture of alliterative verse. When we come to the Middle English of the Gawain poet, we
must also deal with differences in grammar and vocabulary.The Middle English of the Gawain
poet is, perhaps, roughly as close to modern English as the Dutch language. It is similar to that
of Chaucer, though most readers find it slightly more difficult. With a little practice, it is still
possible for the non-specialist to read Sir Gawain and the Green Knight in the original, though
slowly and with a dictionary.Only very enthusiastic or adventurous readers, however, are likely to
attempt this. For those who do, the edition of the original text used most frequently is the one
edited by J. R. R. Tolkien and E. V. Gordon (New York: Oxford U. Press, 1967). For those who
would like to try only a few pages, samples of the original are contained with most translations of
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight including those of Maria Borroff and Brian Stone. A good
introduction to the language, containing excerpts from many works, is A Book of Middle English
by J. A. Burrow and Thorlac Turville-Petre (London: Blackwell, 1993).Middle English employed
approximately the same range of sounds as our current language, but included some symbols
that are not used today. Among those symbols are ß/ß (“thorn”) and ∂ (“eth”), both of which are
usually pronounced approximately like the modern English “th” in “that.” At ß/ß times might also
be pronounced like the modern English “y” in “yet.”Like the pronunciation, the poetic form of the
Gawain poet can only be approximately reconstructed. It consisted of verses, each of which



contained an irregular number of unrhymed long lines, followed by a rhymed quatrain of short
lines. Scholars generally believe that the long lines were generally divided into two parts, each of
which generally contained two strong stresses and a varied number of weak stresses. The first
three of these strong stresses would alliterate, while the last would not, so they may be rendered
as a-a/a-b.The opening lines of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight might, then, be rendered as
follows:Sißen ße sege and ße assaut / watz sesed at Troye,aa / abße bor brittened and brent / to
brondez and askeza a / a bBe tulk ßat ße trammes / of tresoun ßer wro ta a / a bWatz tried for his
tricherie, / ße trewest on erthe,a a / a bThere are other alternatives, as the first half of line two, for
example, could very easily be read as having three strong alliterating stresses.It is important to
remember that the poem was intended more for recitiation than for silent reading. The heavy
alliteration is particularly effective in reading narrative verse aloud, since it conveys a sense of
vigorous motion and dramatic tension. Though perhaps not as elegant as rhyme and meter, it is
very easy to respond to. The appeal is so basic that it can accommodate many variations, and
the reader need not worry about too much about correctness.Historical BackgroundThe study of
modern literature consists largely in the collection and interpretation of information about the
authors. It is almost impossible, for example, to appreciate Byron without thinking of the author
and his mystique. We do not, however, even know who the author of Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight (known as “the Gawain poet”) was.We may view this as a restriction, but, in fact, it does
not have to hinder our appreciation very much. We also know nothing substantial of Homer or
Dante yet that does not prevent us from numbering them among the finest poets in history.
Looked at from one perspective, our comparative ignorance of them and the Gawain poet could
even be an advantage. It means there is more room for the imagination.We should certainly take
advantage of the knowledge that is available. Many people find they can enjoy Sir Gawain and
the Green Knight with little or no knowledge of the author’s times. A more sophisticated
appreciation, however, will require some understanding of the historical context. Above all, this
will help us to respond to the poem not merely as a delightful fantasy but as part of a great
tradition.Only a single copy of Sir Gawain and the Green Knighthas been preserved from the
Middle Ages. The manuscript also contains three other poems, Pearl, Patience, and Purity. They
are written in the dialect of the northwest Midlands, the area of England known today as
Lancaster and Yorkshire. Similarities of language, imagery and theme, together with a high level
of artistry, have convinced most scholars that they are the work of a single author. Pearl is a
lament for the death of the author’s daughter, while Patience retells the Biblical story of Jonah
and the whale. Purity is a religious meditation in which the author retells many stories from the
Old Testament. All are considered to be among the foremost works of medieval literature. A fifth
poem, St. Erkenwald, is sometimes attributed to the same writer. He was obviously educated in
both religious lore and courtly ways, but virtually all our knowledge of him comes from his
works.The Middle Ages has been alternately praised as a period of romance or simple faith and
vilified as a time of superstition and ignorance. Perhaps more than any other period of history, it
arouses strong emotions. This is because it is a period of strong contrasts: splendid pageantry



and squalor, gaiety and despair, compassion and cruelty, asceticism and extravagant sensuality.
All of the popular images contain elements of truth, but none of them is complete.The ethic of
the nobility in the Middle Ages is known as chivalry. This is a set of customs that attempted to
reconcile the virtues of a warrior society with Christianity. The ethos of the pagan warriors had
emphasized physical courage and loyalty to one’s tribe and lord. It placed great stress on
fierceness in battle and usually regarded restraining influences including pity with disdain.
Christianity, on the other hand, upheld an ideal universal love.Chivalry retained the martial
virtues of the pagan warriors but in the service of other ideals. It continued to place great value
upon loyalty and courage, but it scorned blood-lust, egotism and unrestrained sexuality. The
Knight, the Christian warrior, was expected to be gentle and refined in his domestic life.Central
to the culture of chivalry was the cult of “courtly love.” Prior to the Middle Ages, there were only a
few literary accounts of idealized lovers in Western culture. Love between the sexes had been
regarded as a highly questionable passion, far less worthy of a hero than love of his companions
or his country. This changed abruptly around the start of the eleventh century, as the Provencal
poets of Southern France began to celebrate erotic love. This new preoccupation quickly spread
to Germany and then to the rest of Europe. It became not only the major theme of lyric poetry but
also a foundation of the chivalric epics.Notions of love varied widely, just as they do today. Often
a knight would elect to fight in jousting tournaments or on the battlefield in the name of a lady
whose favor he wished to win. He was not supposed to expect either physical intimacy or
expensive gifts in return, but he might be given a token of the lady such as a sash or a
detachable sleeve from her dress. He would then take this with him into battle, sometimes using
it as a banner to decorate his lance.Often a knight might choose to serve the wife of another
man. Since marriages among the aristocracy were largely political, love was usually outside of
marriage. As long as the love remained only spiritual, the husband was not very likely to object.
In practice, however, this sort of service could easily slide into adultery. In Mallory’s Mort
D’Arthur, the downfall of the celebrated Round Table comes when Lancelot, once the greatest of
the knights, has a love affair with Queen Guinevere, the wife of King Arthur.The chivalric ideal of
love depended on a very delicate emotional balance. Courtly love may have been an important
civilizing force, but it could easily become an occasion for violence as well. It was surrounded by
all sorts of elaborate conventions designed to keep erotic passions under reasonable
control.When the Gawain poet wrote at the end of the fourteenth century, the age of chivalry was
nearly at an end. An especially virulent outbreak of bubonic plague in 1347-50 had destroyed
about a third of the population of Europe and shaken confidence in traditional ways. New
weapons including longbows, cannons and muskets were rendering the traditional warfare,
together with most of the knightly traditions, obsolete.As it receded into the past, the age of
chivalry began to seem more attractive. The mythical court of King Arthur and his Knights of the
Round Table, especially, became surrounded with growing nostalgia. The chivalric knight
evolved into the English gentleman.Even today, there is a good deal in contemporary culture
which goes back to chivalry. The cowboy is a modern version of the knight wandering in search



of adventure. Soap operas, with their preoccupation with power and adultery, owe quite a bit to
chivalric romances.Almost all literature centers, in one way or another, around human beings,
but it does this in many ways. Literature of the Middle Ages frequently emphasized the
relationship between humanity and God. With the Renaissance, emphasis shifted more to
relationships among different human beings in society. Then, with the romantic movement of the
nineteenth century and the environmental movement of the twentieth century, the emphasis
again shifts, this time to the relationship between human beings and the natural world.The
change of emphasis that began in the Renaissance was the result of gradual secularization that
accompanied the development of science and industry. The reasons for the subsequent
emphasis on nature is related to the same process. As human beings transformed more and
more of the earth by cutting down woods, draining swamps and building settlements, they began
to feel increasingly nostalgic for the primeval landscapes that were being destroyed.These are
only rough generalizations, and the richest and most interesting works from all eras frequently
explore all three relationships, as the hero confronts Divine powers, society and nature. This is
certainly the case with Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. It contains many vivid descriptions of
landscapes scattered throughout the poem. These set the mood of the story, but they are also
included for their beauty.Almost all of them emphasize the seasons. The cycle of the year,
celebrated in the liturgical calander, provides a sort of frame for the poem. Human life is
compared to the year, which as life stirs beneath the snow, then progresses through stages of
maturity to a final end.The powers of nature are sometimes personified in the persons of the
Green Knight, who doubles as Sir Bertilak, and Morgan le Fay, who doubles as Lady Bertilak.
The Green Knight is a sort of personification of the woods. He is at first completely Green,
including his skin, like vegetation. Later, as Sir Bertilak, he changes color, not unlike leaves in
fall. He also possesses the mysterious regenerative powers of nature. Like a tree that has lost a
limb or even its crown, he simply lives on untroubled.As for Morgan le Fay, the Green Knight
actually calls her a “goddess.” To include such a figure is a sort of pagan revival. It anticipates the
Renaissance, which was already old in Italy but was just starting to reach England when Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight was written. Gawain certainly speaks for some of his
contemporaries, when he comes across the Green Knight in a desolate place by a fairy mound
and wonders if he is a devil.Nevertheless, both the Green Knight and Morgan le Fay seem to be
at least as devout in their Christianity as Arthur and his court. At their home in Hautdesert Castle,
they celebrate Mass. Furthermore, though opinions about them will certainly differ, the two
certainly have a sense of fairness, and they are at least reasonably benevolent.If the Green
Knight and Morgan le Fay are ambivalent, that reflects the contradictory attitude of people
toward the natural world. The landscapes in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight may be very
beautiful, but most of them are also harsh. Gawain, in his search for the Green Chapel, must not
only suffer attacks by wild beasts but also cold and sleet.The confrontation of humanity with
nature found, for medieval aristocrats, its most vivid and exhilarating expression in the hunt. This
was not only a means of training for war but also an important social occasion, where people of



the castle were bonded in an exciting common endeavor. Ladies would take part as well as men.
Each participant had a clearly defined role and a corresponding share of the game. Then the
events of the hunt would provide material for tales told around the fire during long winter
evenings. Only animals like boars and deer, known for their speed or fierceness, were
considered worthy to be hunted by a Lord.This could be an exciting confrontation, even if it was
an unequal one. The forests, however, were actually no more wild than our own. The Gawain
poet, anticipating romantics like Tennyson, loves to evoke the terror of primeval landscapes. One
of the best examples is this passage:By a mountain next morning he Gawain makes his wayInto
a forest fastness, fearsome and wild;Oaks old and huge by the hundred together.The hazel and
the hawthorn were all intertwinedWith rough raveled moss, that raggedy hung,With many birds
unblithe upon bare twigsThat peeked most piteously for pain of the cold.(Borroff trans., part II,
lines 740-747).Impressive as this description sounds, it is doubtful whether there were any
forests this primeval in Britain when the Gawain poet was writing. If there were, they could
certainly not have sheltered any big castles, since people needed vast quantities of wood for
everything from building to heating in winter. As, in recent years, the study of nature writing has
become more popular, scholars have subjected it to greater scrutiny. They have realized that the
idea of primal nature unaffected by human activity has usually been a daydream, even if it was a
poetic one. Such natural settings had generally ceased to exist even in prehistoric times. Even
the Native Americans, it turns out, changed the landscapes where they lived by such means as
deliberately starting enormous fires.The aristocratic hunting preserves of medieval Europe
sometimes must have looked very wild, but this was a carefully cultivated illusion. They were
tended by foresters, who wanted them to look dark and dangerous, so that hunters might
experience their confrontation with nature more vividly. In a way, they were not totally unlike the
theme parks of today.Already, when the Romans conquered Britain around the end of the first
century A. D., there were almost no virgin forests. The woodlands had mostly been cut or burned
down by original inhabitants. By the early Middle Ages, a cultivated forest known as the
“coppice” had become a center of economic and social activity in traditional village life. This was
an area where the trees had been, when comparatively young, cut off just above the height of a
tall man. This made many small branches grown out in all directions, so they made a sort of tent
or canopy. It provided a sort of pleasant, natural shelter. Farmers would take livestock there to
feed the animals on nuts and acorns. Markets were held there. The coppice even provided many
thin sticks of wood that could be used as staves. The coppice often looked a bit like a gothic
church with branches for buttresses. It may even have been the inspiration for the idea of the
Green Chapel in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (MAXNotes
Literature Guides)Boria SaxSir Gawain and the Green Knight (MAXNotes Literature
Guides)Boria SaxSir Gawain and the Green Knight (MAXNotes Literature Guides)Boria
SaxMAXnotes® forSIR GAWAIN AND THE GREEN KNIGHTCopyright © 1996 by Research &
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“Spring”:When weeds, in wheels, shoot long and lovely and lush;Thrush’s eggs look little low
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theorist, his pronunciation of such lines, like his syntax, was often idiosyncratic. He intended five
stresses per line, but readers could legitimately scan these lines in other ways.The work of
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verbal texture of alliterative verse. When we come to the Middle English of the Gawain poet, we
must also deal with differences in grammar and vocabulary.The Middle English of the Gawain
poet is, perhaps, roughly as close to modern English as the Dutch language. It is similar to that
of Chaucer, though most readers find it slightly more difficult. With a little practice, it is still
possible for the non-specialist to read Sir Gawain and the Green Knight in the original, though
slowly and with a dictionary.Only very enthusiastic or adventurous readers, however, are likely to
attempt this. For those who do, the edition of the original text used most frequently is the one
edited by J. R. R. Tolkien and E. V. Gordon (New York: Oxford U. Press, 1967). For those who
would like to try only a few pages, samples of the original are contained with most translations of
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight including those of Maria Borroff and Brian Stone. A good
introduction to the language, containing excerpts from many works, is A Book of Middle English
by J. A. Burrow and Thorlac Turville-Petre (London: Blackwell, 1993).Middle English employed
approximately the same range of sounds as our current language, but included some symbols
that are not used today. Among those symbols are ß/ß (“thorn”) and ∂ (“eth”), both of which are
usually pronounced approximately like the modern English “th” in “that.” At ß/ß times might also
be pronounced like the modern English “y” in “yet.”Like the pronunciation, the poetic form of the
Gawain poet can only be approximately reconstructed. It consisted of verses, each of which
contained an irregular number of unrhymed long lines, followed by a rhymed quatrain of short
lines. Scholars generally believe that the long lines were generally divided into two parts, each of
which generally contained two strong stresses and a varied number of weak stresses. The first
three of these strong stresses would alliterate, while the last would not, so they may be rendered
as a-a/a-b.The opening lines of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight might, then, be rendered as
follows:Sißen ße sege and ße assaut / watz sesed at Troye,aa / abße bor brittened and brent / to
brondez and askeza a / a bBe tulk ßat ße trammes / of tresoun ßer wro ta a / a bWatz tried for his
tricherie, / ße trewest on erthe,a a / a bThere are other alternatives, as the first half of line two, for
example, could very easily be read as having three strong alliterating stresses.It is important to
remember that the poem was intended more for recitiation than for silent reading. The heavy
alliteration is particularly effective in reading narrative verse aloud, since it conveys a sense of
vigorous motion and dramatic tension. Though perhaps not as elegant as rhyme and meter, it is
very easy to respond to. The appeal is so basic that it can accommodate many variations, and
the reader need not worry about too much about correctness.Historical BackgroundThe study of
modern literature consists largely in the collection and interpretation of information about the
authors. It is almost impossible, for example, to appreciate Byron without thinking of the author



and his mystique. We do not, however, even know who the author of Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight (known as “the Gawain poet”) was.We may view this as a restriction, but, in fact, it does
not have to hinder our appreciation very much. We also know nothing substantial of Homer or
Dante yet that does not prevent us from numbering them among the finest poets in history.
Looked at from one perspective, our comparative ignorance of them and the Gawain poet could
even be an advantage. It means there is more room for the imagination.We should certainly take
advantage of the knowledge that is available. Many people find they can enjoy Sir Gawain and
the Green Knight with little or no knowledge of the author’s times. A more sophisticated
appreciation, however, will require some understanding of the historical context. Above all, this
will help us to respond to the poem not merely as a delightful fantasy but as part of a great
tradition.Only a single copy of Sir Gawain and the Green Knighthas been preserved from the
Middle Ages. The manuscript also contains three other poems, Pearl, Patience, and Purity. They
are written in the dialect of the northwest Midlands, the area of England known today as
Lancaster and Yorkshire. Similarities of language, imagery and theme, together with a high level
of artistry, have convinced most scholars that they are the work of a single author. Pearl is a
lament for the death of the author’s daughter, while Patience retells the Biblical story of Jonah
and the whale. Purity is a religious meditation in which the author retells many stories from the
Old Testament. All are considered to be among the foremost works of medieval literature. A fifth
poem, St. Erkenwald, is sometimes attributed to the same writer. He was obviously educated in
both religious lore and courtly ways, but virtually all our knowledge of him comes from his
works.The Middle Ages has been alternately praised as a period of romance or simple faith and
vilified as a time of superstition and ignorance. Perhaps more than any other period of history, it
arouses strong emotions. This is because it is a period of strong contrasts: splendid pageantry
and squalor, gaiety and despair, compassion and cruelty, asceticism and extravagant sensuality.
All of the popular images contain elements of truth, but none of them is complete.The ethic of
the nobility in the Middle Ages is known as chivalry. This is a set of customs that attempted to
reconcile the virtues of a warrior society with Christianity. The ethos of the pagan warriors had
emphasized physical courage and loyalty to one’s tribe and lord. It placed great stress on
fierceness in battle and usually regarded restraining influences including pity with disdain.
Christianity, on the other hand, upheld an ideal universal love.Chivalry retained the martial
virtues of the pagan warriors but in the service of other ideals. It continued to place great value
upon loyalty and courage, but it scorned blood-lust, egotism and unrestrained sexuality. The
Knight, the Christian warrior, was expected to be gentle and refined in his domestic life.Central
to the culture of chivalry was the cult of “courtly love.” Prior to the Middle Ages, there were only a
few literary accounts of idealized lovers in Western culture. Love between the sexes had been
regarded as a highly questionable passion, far less worthy of a hero than love of his companions
or his country. This changed abruptly around the start of the eleventh century, as the Provencal
poets of Southern France began to celebrate erotic love. This new preoccupation quickly spread
to Germany and then to the rest of Europe. It became not only the major theme of lyric poetry but



also a foundation of the chivalric epics.Notions of love varied widely, just as they do today. Often
a knight would elect to fight in jousting tournaments or on the battlefield in the name of a lady
whose favor he wished to win. He was not supposed to expect either physical intimacy or
expensive gifts in return, but he might be given a token of the lady such as a sash or a
detachable sleeve from her dress. He would then take this with him into battle, sometimes using
it as a banner to decorate his lance.Often a knight might choose to serve the wife of another
man. Since marriages among the aristocracy were largely political, love was usually outside of
marriage. As long as the love remained only spiritual, the husband was not very likely to object.
In practice, however, this sort of service could easily slide into adultery. In Mallory’s Mort
D’Arthur, the downfall of the celebrated Round Table comes when Lancelot, once the greatest of
the knights, has a love affair with Queen Guinevere, the wife of King Arthur.The chivalric ideal of
love depended on a very delicate emotional balance. Courtly love may have been an important
civilizing force, but it could easily become an occasion for violence as well. It was surrounded by
all sorts of elaborate conventions designed to keep erotic passions under reasonable
control.When the Gawain poet wrote at the end of the fourteenth century, the age of chivalry was
nearly at an end. An especially virulent outbreak of bubonic plague in 1347-50 had destroyed
about a third of the population of Europe and shaken confidence in traditional ways. New
weapons including longbows, cannons and muskets were rendering the traditional warfare,
together with most of the knightly traditions, obsolete.As it receded into the past, the age of
chivalry began to seem more attractive. The mythical court of King Arthur and his Knights of the
Round Table, especially, became surrounded with growing nostalgia. The chivalric knight
evolved into the English gentleman.Even today, there is a good deal in contemporary culture
which goes back to chivalry. The cowboy is a modern version of the knight wandering in search
of adventure. Soap operas, with their preoccupation with power and adultery, owe quite a bit to
chivalric romances.Almost all literature centers, in one way or another, around human beings,
but it does this in many ways. Literature of the Middle Ages frequently emphasized the
relationship between humanity and God. With the Renaissance, emphasis shifted more to
relationships among different human beings in society. Then, with the romantic movement of the
nineteenth century and the environmental movement of the twentieth century, the emphasis
again shifts, this time to the relationship between human beings and the natural world.The
change of emphasis that began in the Renaissance was the result of gradual secularization that
accompanied the development of science and industry. The reasons for the subsequent
emphasis on nature is related to the same process. As human beings transformed more and
more of the earth by cutting down woods, draining swamps and building settlements, they began
to feel increasingly nostalgic for the primeval landscapes that were being destroyed.These are
only rough generalizations, and the richest and most interesting works from all eras frequently
explore all three relationships, as the hero confronts Divine powers, society and nature. This is
certainly the case with Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. It contains many vivid descriptions of
landscapes scattered throughout the poem. These set the mood of the story, but they are also



included for their beauty.Almost all of them emphasize the seasons. The cycle of the year,
celebrated in the liturgical calander, provides a sort of frame for the poem. Human life is
compared to the year, which as life stirs beneath the snow, then progresses through stages of
maturity to a final end.The powers of nature are sometimes personified in the persons of the
Green Knight, who doubles as Sir Bertilak, and Morgan le Fay, who doubles as Lady Bertilak.
The Green Knight is a sort of personification of the woods. He is at first completely Green,
including his skin, like vegetation. Later, as Sir Bertilak, he changes color, not unlike leaves in
fall. He also possesses the mysterious regenerative powers of nature. Like a tree that has lost a
limb or even its crown, he simply lives on untroubled.As for Morgan le Fay, the Green Knight
actually calls her a “goddess.” To include such a figure is a sort of pagan revival. It anticipates the
Renaissance, which was already old in Italy but was just starting to reach England when Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight was written. Gawain certainly speaks for some of his
contemporaries, when he comes across the Green Knight in a desolate place by a fairy mound
and wonders if he is a devil.Nevertheless, both the Green Knight and Morgan le Fay seem to be
at least as devout in their Christianity as Arthur and his court. At their home in Hautdesert Castle,
they celebrate Mass. Furthermore, though opinions about them will certainly differ, the two
certainly have a sense of fairness, and they are at least reasonably benevolent.If the Green
Knight and Morgan le Fay are ambivalent, that reflects the contradictory attitude of people
toward the natural world. The landscapes in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight may be very
beautiful, but most of them are also harsh. Gawain, in his search for the Green Chapel, must not
only suffer attacks by wild beasts but also cold and sleet.The confrontation of humanity with
nature found, for medieval aristocrats, its most vivid and exhilarating expression in the hunt. This
was not only a means of training for war but also an important social occasion, where people of
the castle were bonded in an exciting common endeavor. Ladies would take part as well as men.
Each participant had a clearly defined role and a corresponding share of the game. Then the
events of the hunt would provide material for tales told around the fire during long winter
evenings. Only animals like boars and deer, known for their speed or fierceness, were
considered worthy to be hunted by a Lord.This could be an exciting confrontation, even if it was
an unequal one. The forests, however, were actually no more wild than our own. The Gawain
poet, anticipating romantics like Tennyson, loves to evoke the terror of primeval landscapes. One
of the best examples is this passage:By a mountain next morning he Gawain makes his wayInto
a forest fastness, fearsome and wild;Oaks old and huge by the hundred together.The hazel and
the hawthorn were all intertwinedWith rough raveled moss, that raggedy hung,With many birds
unblithe upon bare twigsThat peeked most piteously for pain of the cold.(Borroff trans., part II,
lines 740-747).Impressive as this description sounds, it is doubtful whether there were any
forests this primeval in Britain when the Gawain poet was writing. If there were, they could
certainly not have sheltered any big castles, since people needed vast quantities of wood for
everything from building to heating in winter. As, in recent years, the study of nature writing has
become more popular, scholars have subjected it to greater scrutiny. They have realized that the



idea of primal nature unaffected by human activity has usually been a daydream, even if it was a
poetic one. Such natural settings had generally ceased to exist even in prehistoric times. Even
the Native Americans, it turns out, changed the landscapes where they lived by such means as
deliberately starting enormous fires.The aristocratic hunting preserves of medieval Europe
sometimes must have looked very wild, but this was a carefully cultivated illusion. They were
tended by foresters, who wanted them to look dark and dangerous, so that hunters might
experience their confrontation with nature more vividly. In a way, they were not totally unlike the
theme parks of today.Already, when the Romans conquered Britain around the end of the first
century A. D., there were almost no virgin forests. The woodlands had mostly been cut or burned
down by original inhabitants. By the early Middle Ages, a cultivated forest known as the
“coppice” had become a center of economic and social activity in traditional village life. This was
an area where the trees had been, when comparatively young, cut off just above the height of a
tall man. This made many small branches grown out in all directions, so they made a sort of tent
or canopy. It provided a sort of pleasant, natural shelter. Farmers would take livestock there to
feed the animals on nuts and acorns. Markets were held there. The coppice even provided many
thin sticks of wood that could be used as staves. The coppice often looked a bit like a gothic
church with branches for buttresses. It may even have been the inspiration for the idea of the
Green Chapel in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.SECTION ONEIntroductionThe Language of
the Gawain PoetIt can be misleading to speak of the Middle English of the Gawain poet as a
“language” in the contemporary sense, since neither written nor oral communication was
standardized. There were, of course, conventions. If anything, the grammar of Middle English
was more complicated than that of modern English. There was, however, no correct or incorrect
usage. Spelling and pronunciation were subject to considerable local and individual
variations.This meant that the language was more personal and probably, in some respects,
more vivid than our own. There are similar qualities in dialects and in languages such as Yiddish
which still are not fully standardized today. It also meant, however, that verse forms, involving
such matters as syllable counts, had to be used with less precision than in modern times.The
Gawain poet is part of a movement known as the “alliterative revival” of the thirteenth century.
Together with some of his contemporaries, he departed from the forms adopted from Latin
languages which were based on rhyme and meter. Instead, he followed Anglo-Saxon poetic
traditions, which used heavily stressed words at irregular intervals and alliteration.Some
scholars dispute that this constituted a “revival,” since, they maintain, the Anglo-Saxon tradition
was never actually eclipsed. We do not have a sufficient number or range of texts to judge with
confidence. But such a revival would certainly be consistent with the way in which poetry has
developed throughout history. When their immediate predecessors begin to seem either
mannered or overly intimidating, poets often react by turning to models in the more distant
past.A similar “alliterative revival” may be found, for example, in the poems of Gerard Manely
Hopkins (1844-1889), who used what he called “sprung meter.” This involved, like the Anglo-
Saxon poems, strongly stressed words at varied intervals, linked together through repetition of



sounds. Here, for example, are some lines from his poem “Spring”:When weeds, in wheels,
shoot long and lovely and lush;Thrush’s eggs look little low heavens, and thrushThrough the
echoing timber does so rise and wringThe ear, it strikes like lighnings to hear him
sing....Although Hopkins was a very subtle and knowledgeable poetic theorist, his pronunciation
of such lines, like his syntax, was often idiosyncratic. He intended five stresses per line, but
readers could legitimately scan these lines in other ways.The work of Hopkins, however, is a
good place to start, for a reader who wishes to get a sense of the rich verbal texture of alliterative
verse. When we come to the Middle English of the Gawain poet, we must also deal with
differences in grammar and vocabulary.The Middle English of the Gawain poet is, perhaps,
roughly as close to modern English as the Dutch language. It is similar to that of Chaucer,
though most readers find it slightly more difficult. With a little practice, it is still possible for the
non-specialist to read Sir Gawain and the Green Knight in the original, though slowly and with a
dictionary.Only very enthusiastic or adventurous readers, however, are likely to attempt this. For
those who do, the edition of the original text used most frequently is the one edited by J. R. R.
Tolkien and E. V. Gordon (New York: Oxford U. Press, 1967). For those who would like to try only
a few pages, samples of the original are contained with most translations of Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight including those of Maria Borroff and Brian Stone. A good introduction to the
language, containing excerpts from many works, is A Book of Middle English by J. A. Burrow and
Thorlac Turville-Petre (London: Blackwell, 1993).Middle English employed approximately the
same range of sounds as our current language, but included some symbols that are not used
today. Among those symbols are ß/ß (“thorn”) and ∂ (“eth”), both of which are usually
pronounced approximately like the modern English “th” in “that.” At ß/ß times might also be
pronounced like the modern English “y” in “yet.”Like the pronunciation, the poetic form of the
Gawain poet can only be approximately reconstructed. It consisted of verses, each of which
contained an irregular number of unrhymed long lines, followed by a rhymed quatrain of short
lines. Scholars generally believe that the long lines were generally divided into two parts, each of
which generally contained two strong stresses and a varied number of weak stresses. The first
three of these strong stresses would alliterate, while the last would not, so they may be rendered
as a-a/a-b.The opening lines of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight might, then, be rendered as
follows:Sißen ße sege and ße assaut / watz sesed at Troye,aa / abße bor brittened and brent / to
brondez and askeza a / a bBe tulk ßat ße trammes / of tresoun ßer wro ta a / a bWatz tried for his
tricherie, / ße trewest on erthe,a a / a bThere are other alternatives, as the first half of line two, for
example, could very easily be read as having three strong alliterating stresses.It is important to
remember that the poem was intended more for recitiation than for silent reading. The heavy
alliteration is particularly effective in reading narrative verse aloud, since it conveys a sense of
vigorous motion and dramatic tension. Though perhaps not as elegant as rhyme and meter, it is
very easy to respond to. The appeal is so basic that it can accommodate many variations, and
the reader need not worry about too much about correctness.Historical BackgroundThe study of
modern literature consists largely in the collection and interpretation of information about the



authors. It is almost impossible, for example, to appreciate Byron without thinking of the author
and his mystique. We do not, however, even know who the author of Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight (known as “the Gawain poet”) was.We may view this as a restriction, but, in fact, it does
not have to hinder our appreciation very much. We also know nothing substantial of Homer or
Dante yet that does not prevent us from numbering them among the finest poets in history.
Looked at from one perspective, our comparative ignorance of them and the Gawain poet could
even be an advantage. It means there is more room for the imagination.We should certainly take
advantage of the knowledge that is available. Many people find they can enjoy Sir Gawain and
the Green Knight with little or no knowledge of the author’s times. A more sophisticated
appreciation, however, will require some understanding of the historical context. Above all, this
will help us to respond to the poem not merely as a delightful fantasy but as part of a great
tradition.Only a single copy of Sir Gawain and the Green Knighthas been preserved from the
Middle Ages. The manuscript also contains three other poems, Pearl, Patience, and Purity. They
are written in the dialect of the northwest Midlands, the area of England known today as
Lancaster and Yorkshire. Similarities of language, imagery and theme, together with a high level
of artistry, have convinced most scholars that they are the work of a single author. Pearl is a
lament for the death of the author’s daughter, while Patience retells the Biblical story of Jonah
and the whale. Purity is a religious meditation in which the author retells many stories from the
Old Testament. All are considered to be among the foremost works of medieval literature. A fifth
poem, St. Erkenwald, is sometimes attributed to the same writer. He was obviously educated in
both religious lore and courtly ways, but virtually all our knowledge of him comes from his
works.The Middle Ages has been alternately praised as a period of romance or simple faith and
vilified as a time of superstition and ignorance. Perhaps more than any other period of history, it
arouses strong emotions. This is because it is a period of strong contrasts: splendid pageantry
and squalor, gaiety and despair, compassion and cruelty, asceticism and extravagant sensuality.
All of the popular images contain elements of truth, but none of them is complete.The ethic of
the nobility in the Middle Ages is known as chivalry. This is a set of customs that attempted to
reconcile the virtues of a warrior society with Christianity. The ethos of the pagan warriors had
emphasized physical courage and loyalty to one’s tribe and lord. It placed great stress on
fierceness in battle and usually regarded restraining influences including pity with disdain.
Christianity, on the other hand, upheld an ideal universal love.Chivalry retained the martial
virtues of the pagan warriors but in the service of other ideals. It continued to place great value
upon loyalty and courage, but it scorned blood-lust, egotism and unrestrained sexuality. The
Knight, the Christian warrior, was expected to be gentle and refined in his domestic life.Central
to the culture of chivalry was the cult of “courtly love.” Prior to the Middle Ages, there were only a
few literary accounts of idealized lovers in Western culture. Love between the sexes had been
regarded as a highly questionable passion, far less worthy of a hero than love of his companions
or his country. This changed abruptly around the start of the eleventh century, as the Provencal
poets of Southern France began to celebrate erotic love. This new preoccupation quickly spread



to Germany and then to the rest of Europe. It became not only the major theme of lyric poetry but
also a foundation of the chivalric epics.Notions of love varied widely, just as they do today. Often
a knight would elect to fight in jousting tournaments or on the battlefield in the name of a lady
whose favor he wished to win. He was not supposed to expect either physical intimacy or
expensive gifts in return, but he might be given a token of the lady such as a sash or a
detachable sleeve from her dress. He would then take this with him into battle, sometimes using
it as a banner to decorate his lance.Often a knight might choose to serve the wife of another
man. Since marriages among the aristocracy were largely political, love was usually outside of
marriage. As long as the love remained only spiritual, the husband was not very likely to object.
In practice, however, this sort of service could easily slide into adultery. In Mallory’s Mort
D’Arthur, the downfall of the celebrated Round Table comes when Lancelot, once the greatest of
the knights, has a love affair with Queen Guinevere, the wife of King Arthur.The chivalric ideal of
love depended on a very delicate emotional balance. Courtly love may have been an important
civilizing force, but it could easily become an occasion for violence as well. It was surrounded by
all sorts of elaborate conventions designed to keep erotic passions under reasonable
control.When the Gawain poet wrote at the end of the fourteenth century, the age of chivalry was
nearly at an end. An especially virulent outbreak of bubonic plague in 1347-50 had destroyed
about a third of the population of Europe and shaken confidence in traditional ways. New
weapons including longbows, cannons and muskets were rendering the traditional warfare,
together with most of the knightly traditions, obsolete.As it receded into the past, the age of
chivalry began to seem more attractive. The mythical court of King Arthur and his Knights of the
Round Table, especially, became surrounded with growing nostalgia. The chivalric knight
evolved into the English gentleman.Even today, there is a good deal in contemporary culture
which goes back to chivalry. The cowboy is a modern version of the knight wandering in search
of adventure. Soap operas, with their preoccupation with power and adultery, owe quite a bit to
chivalric romances.Almost all literature centers, in one way or another, around human beings,
but it does this in many ways. Literature of the Middle Ages frequently emphasized the
relationship between humanity and God. With the Renaissance, emphasis shifted more to
relationships among different human beings in society. Then, with the romantic movement of the
nineteenth century and the environmental movement of the twentieth century, the emphasis
again shifts, this time to the relationship between human beings and the natural world.The
change of emphasis that began in the Renaissance was the result of gradual secularization that
accompanied the development of science and industry. The reasons for the subsequent
emphasis on nature is related to the same process. As human beings transformed more and
more of the earth by cutting down woods, draining swamps and building settlements, they began
to feel increasingly nostalgic for the primeval landscapes that were being destroyed.These are
only rough generalizations, and the richest and most interesting works from all eras frequently
explore all three relationships, as the hero confronts Divine powers, society and nature. This is
certainly the case with Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. It contains many vivid descriptions of



landscapes scattered throughout the poem. These set the mood of the story, but they are also
included for their beauty.Almost all of them emphasize the seasons. The cycle of the year,
celebrated in the liturgical calander, provides a sort of frame for the poem. Human life is
compared to the year, which as life stirs beneath the snow, then progresses through stages of
maturity to a final end.The powers of nature are sometimes personified in the persons of the
Green Knight, who doubles as Sir Bertilak, and Morgan le Fay, who doubles as Lady Bertilak.
The Green Knight is a sort of personification of the woods. He is at first completely Green,
including his skin, like vegetation. Later, as Sir Bertilak, he changes color, not unlike leaves in
fall. He also possesses the mysterious regenerative powers of nature. Like a tree that has lost a
limb or even its crown, he simply lives on untroubled.As for Morgan le Fay, the Green Knight
actually calls her a “goddess.” To include such a figure is a sort of pagan revival. It anticipates the
Renaissance, which was already old in Italy but was just starting to reach England when Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight was written. Gawain certainly speaks for some of his
contemporaries, when he comes across the Green Knight in a desolate place by a fairy mound
and wonders if he is a devil.Nevertheless, both the Green Knight and Morgan le Fay seem to be
at least as devout in their Christianity as Arthur and his court. At their home in Hautdesert Castle,
they celebrate Mass. Furthermore, though opinions about them will certainly differ, the two
certainly have a sense of fairness, and they are at least reasonably benevolent.If the Green
Knight and Morgan le Fay are ambivalent, that reflects the contradictory attitude of people
toward the natural world. The landscapes in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight may be very
beautiful, but most of them are also harsh. Gawain, in his search for the Green Chapel, must not
only suffer attacks by wild beasts but also cold and sleet.The confrontation of humanity with
nature found, for medieval aristocrats, its most vivid and exhilarating expression in the hunt. This
was not only a means of training for war but also an important social occasion, where people of
the castle were bonded in an exciting common endeavor. Ladies would take part as well as men.
Each participant had a clearly defined role and a corresponding share of the game. Then the
events of the hunt would provide material for tales told around the fire during long winter
evenings. Only animals like boars and deer, known for their speed or fierceness, were
considered worthy to be hunted by a Lord.This could be an exciting confrontation, even if it was
an unequal one. The forests, however, were actually no more wild than our own. The Gawain
poet, anticipating romantics like Tennyson, loves to evoke the terror of primeval landscapes. One
of the best examples is this passage:By a mountain next morning he Gawain makes his wayInto
a forest fastness, fearsome and wild;Oaks old and huge by the hundred together.The hazel and
the hawthorn were all intertwinedWith rough raveled moss, that raggedy hung,With many birds
unblithe upon bare twigsThat peeked most piteously for pain of the cold.(Borroff trans., part II,
lines 740-747).Impressive as this description sounds, it is doubtful whether there were any
forests this primeval in Britain when the Gawain poet was writing. If there were, they could
certainly not have sheltered any big castles, since people needed vast quantities of wood for
everything from building to heating in winter. As, in recent years, the study of nature writing has



become more popular, scholars have subjected it to greater scrutiny. They have realized that the
idea of primal nature unaffected by human activity has usually been a daydream, even if it was a
poetic one. Such natural settings had generally ceased to exist even in prehistoric times. Even
the Native Americans, it turns out, changed the landscapes where they lived by such means as
deliberately starting enormous fires.The aristocratic hunting preserves of medieval Europe
sometimes must have looked very wild, but this was a carefully cultivated illusion. They were
tended by foresters, who wanted them to look dark and dangerous, so that hunters might
experience their confrontation with nature more vividly. In a way, they were not totally unlike the
theme parks of today.Already, when the Romans conquered Britain around the end of the first
century A. D., there were almost no virgin forests. The woodlands had mostly been cut or burned
down by original inhabitants. By the early Middle Ages, a cultivated forest known as the
“coppice” had become a center of economic and social activity in traditional village life. This was
an area where the trees had been, when comparatively young, cut off just above the height of a
tall man. This made many small branches grown out in all directions, so they made a sort of tent
or canopy. It provided a sort of pleasant, natural shelter. Farmers would take livestock there to
feed the animals on nuts and acorns. Markets were held there. The coppice even provided many
thin sticks of wood that could be used as staves. The coppice often looked a bit like a gothic
church with branches for buttresses. It may even have been the inspiration for the idea of the
Green Chapel in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.SECTION ONEIntroductionThe Language of
the Gawain PoetIt can be misleading to speak of the Middle English of the Gawain poet as a
“language” in the contemporary sense, since neither written nor oral communication was
standardized. There were, of course, conventions. If anything, the grammar of Middle English
was more complicated than that of modern English. There was, however, no correct or incorrect
usage. Spelling and pronunciation were subject to considerable local and individual
variations.This meant that the language was more personal and probably, in some respects,
more vivid than our own. There are similar qualities in dialects and in languages such as Yiddish
which still are not fully standardized today. It also meant, however, that verse forms, involving
such matters as syllable counts, had to be used with less precision than in modern times.The
Gawain poet is part of a movement known as the “alliterative revival” of the thirteenth century.
Together with some of his contemporaries, he departed from the forms adopted from Latin
languages which were based on rhyme and meter. Instead, he followed Anglo-Saxon poetic
traditions, which used heavily stressed words at irregular intervals and alliteration.Some
scholars dispute that this constituted a “revival,” since, they maintain, the Anglo-Saxon tradition
was never actually eclipsed. We do not have a sufficient number or range of texts to judge with
confidence. But such a revival would certainly be consistent with the way in which poetry has
developed throughout history. When their immediate predecessors begin to seem either
mannered or overly intimidating, poets often react by turning to models in the more distant
past.A similar “alliterative revival” may be found, for example, in the poems of Gerard Manely
Hopkins (1844-1889), who used what he called “sprung meter.” This involved, like the Anglo-



Saxon poems, strongly stressed words at varied intervals, linked together through repetition of
sounds. Here, for example, are some lines from his poem “Spring”:When weeds, in wheels,
shoot long and lovely and lush;Thrush’s eggs look little low heavens, and thrushThrough the
echoing timber does so rise and wringThe ear, it strikes like lighnings to hear him sing....When
weeds, in wheels, shoot long and lovely and lush;Thrush’s eggs look little low heavens, and
thrushThrough the echoing timber does so rise and wringThe ear, it strikes like lighnings to hear
him sing....Although Hopkins was a very subtle and knowledgeable poetic theorist, his
pronunciation of such lines, like his syntax, was often idiosyncratic. He intended five stresses per
line, but readers could legitimately scan these lines in other ways.The work of Hopkins, however,
is a good place to start, for a reader who wishes to get a sense of the rich verbal texture of
alliterative verse. When we come to the Middle English of the Gawain poet, we must also deal
with differences in grammar and vocabulary.The Middle English of the Gawain poet is, perhaps,
roughly as close to modern English as the Dutch language. It is similar to that of Chaucer,
though most readers find it slightly more difficult. With a little practice, it is still possible for the
non-specialist to read Sir Gawain and the Green Knight in the original, though slowly and with a
dictionary.Only very enthusiastic or adventurous readers, however, are likely to attempt this. For
those who do, the edition of the original text used most frequently is the one edited by J. R. R.
Tolkien and E. V. Gordon (New York: Oxford U. Press, 1967). For those who would like to try only
a few pages, samples of the original are contained with most translations of Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight including those of Maria Borroff and Brian Stone. A good introduction to the
language, containing excerpts from many works, is A Book of Middle English by J. A. Burrow and
Thorlac Turville-Petre (London: Blackwell, 1993).Middle English employed approximately the
same range of sounds as our current language, but included some symbols that are not used
today. Among those symbols are ß/ß (“thorn”) and ∂ (“eth”), both of which are usually
pronounced approximately like the modern English “th” in “that.” At ß/ß times might also be
pronounced like the modern English “y” in “yet.”Like the pronunciation, the poetic form of the
Gawain poet can only be approximately reconstructed. It consisted of verses, each of which
contained an irregular number of unrhymed long lines, followed by a rhymed quatrain of short
lines. Scholars generally believe that the long lines were generally divided into two parts, each of
which generally contained two strong stresses and a varied number of weak stresses. The first
three of these strong stresses would alliterate, while the last would not, so they may be rendered
as a-a/a-b.The opening lines of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight might, then, be rendered as
follows:Sißen ße sege and ße assaut / watz sesed at Troye,aa / abße bor brittened and brent / to
brondez and askeza a / a bBe tulk ßat ße trammes / of tresoun ßer wro ta a / a bWatz tried for his
tricherie, / ße trewest on erthe,a a / a bSißen ße sege and ße assaut / watz sesed at Troye,aa /
abße bor brittened and brent / to brondez and askeza a / a bBe tulk ßat ße trammes / of tresoun
ßer wro ta a / a bWatz tried for his tricherie, / ße trewest on erthe,a a / a bThere are other
alternatives, as the first half of line two, for example, could very easily be read as having three
strong alliterating stresses.It is important to remember that the poem was intended more for



recitiation than for silent reading. The heavy alliteration is particularly effective in reading
narrative verse aloud, since it conveys a sense of vigorous motion and dramatic tension. Though
perhaps not as elegant as rhyme and meter, it is very easy to respond to. The appeal is so basic
that it can accommodate many variations, and the reader need not worry about too much about
correctness.Historical BackgroundThe study of modern literature consists largely in the
collection and interpretation of information about the authors. It is almost impossible, for
example, to appreciate Byron without thinking of the author and his mystique. We do not,
however, even know who the author of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (known as “the Gawain
poet”) was.We may view this as a restriction, but, in fact, it does not have to hinder our
appreciation very much. We also know nothing substantial of Homer or Dante yet that does not
prevent us from numbering them among the finest poets in history. Looked at from one
perspective, our comparative ignorance of them and the Gawain poet could even be an
advantage. It means there is more room for the imagination.We should certainly take advantage
of the knowledge that is available. Many people find they can enjoy Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight with little or no knowledge of the author’s times. A more sophisticated appreciation,
however, will require some understanding of the historical context. Above all, this will help us to
respond to the poem not merely as a delightful fantasy but as part of a great tradition.Only a
single copy of Sir Gawain and the Green Knighthas been preserved from the Middle Ages. The
manuscript also contains three other poems, Pearl, Patience, and Purity. They are written in the
dialect of the northwest Midlands, the area of England known today as Lancaster and Yorkshire.
Similarities of language, imagery and theme, together with a high level of artistry, have
convinced most scholars that they are the work of a single author. Pearl is a lament for the death
of the author’s daughter, while Patience retells the Biblical story of Jonah and the whale. Purity is
a religious meditation in which the author retells many stories from the Old Testament. All are
considered to be among the foremost works of medieval literature. A fifth poem, St. Erkenwald, is
sometimes attributed to the same writer. He was obviously educated in both religious lore and
courtly ways, but virtually all our knowledge of him comes from his works.The Middle Ages has
been alternately praised as a period of romance or simple faith and vilified as a time of
superstition and ignorance. Perhaps more than any other period of history, it arouses strong
emotions. This is because it is a period of strong contrasts: splendid pageantry and squalor,
gaiety and despair, compassion and cruelty, asceticism and extravagant sensuality. All of the
popular images contain elements of truth, but none of them is complete.The ethic of the nobility
in the Middle Ages is known as chivalry. This is a set of customs that attempted to reconcile the
virtues of a warrior society with Christianity. The ethos of the pagan warriors had emphasized
physical courage and loyalty to one’s tribe and lord. It placed great stress on fierceness in battle
and usually regarded restraining influences including pity with disdain. Christianity, on the other
hand, upheld an ideal universal love.Chivalry retained the martial virtues of the pagan warriors
but in the service of other ideals. It continued to place great value upon loyalty and courage, but
it scorned blood-lust, egotism and unrestrained sexuality. The Knight, the Christian warrior, was



expected to be gentle and refined in his domestic life.Central to the culture of chivalry was the
cult of “courtly love.” Prior to the Middle Ages, there were only a few literary accounts of idealized
lovers in Western culture. Love between the sexes had been regarded as a highly questionable
passion, far less worthy of a hero than love of his companions or his country. This changed
abruptly around the start of the eleventh century, as the Provencal poets of Southern France
began to celebrate erotic love. This new preoccupation quickly spread to Germany and then to
the rest of Europe. It became not only the major theme of lyric poetry but also a foundation of the
chivalric epics.Notions of love varied widely, just as they do today. Often a knight would elect to
fight in jousting tournaments or on the battlefield in the name of a lady whose favor he wished to
win. He was not supposed to expect either physical intimacy or expensive gifts in return, but he
might be given a token of the lady such as a sash or a detachable sleeve from her dress. He
would then take this with him into battle, sometimes using it as a banner to decorate his
lance.Often a knight might choose to serve the wife of another man. Since marriages among the
aristocracy were largely political, love was usually outside of marriage. As long as the love
remained only spiritual, the husband was not very likely to object. In practice, however, this sort
of service could easily slide into adultery. In Mallory’s Mort D’Arthur, the downfall of the
celebrated Round Table comes when Lancelot, once the greatest of the knights, has a love affair
with Queen Guinevere, the wife of King Arthur.The chivalric ideal of love depended on a very
delicate emotional balance. Courtly love may have been an important civilizing force, but it could
easily become an occasion for violence as well. It was surrounded by all sorts of elaborate
conventions designed to keep erotic passions under reasonable control.When the Gawain poet
wrote at the end of the fourteenth century, the age of chivalry was nearly at an end. An especially
virulent outbreak of bubonic plague in 1347-50 had destroyed about a third of the population of
Europe and shaken confidence in traditional ways. New weapons including longbows, cannons
and muskets were rendering the traditional warfare, together with most of the knightly traditions,
obsolete.As it receded into the past, the age of chivalry began to seem more attractive. The
mythical court of King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table, especially, became
surrounded with growing nostalgia. The chivalric knight evolved into the English gentleman.Even
today, there is a good deal in contemporary culture which goes back to chivalry. The cowboy is a
modern version of the knight wandering in search of adventure. Soap operas, with their
preoccupation with power and adultery, owe quite a bit to chivalric romances.Almost all literature
centers, in one way or another, around human beings, but it does this in many ways. Literature of
the Middle Ages frequently emphasized the relationship between humanity and God. With the
Renaissance, emphasis shifted more to relationships among different human beings in society.
Then, with the romantic movement of the nineteenth century and the environmental movement
of the twentieth century, the emphasis again shifts, this time to the relationship between human
beings and the natural world.The change of emphasis that began in the Renaissance was the
result of gradual secularization that accompanied the development of science and industry. The
reasons for the subsequent emphasis on nature is related to the same process. As human



beings transformed more and more of the earth by cutting down woods, draining swamps and
building settlements, they began to feel increasingly nostalgic for the primeval landscapes that
were being destroyed.These are only rough generalizations, and the richest and most
interesting works from all eras frequently explore all three relationships, as the hero confronts
Divine powers, society and nature. This is certainly the case with Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight. It contains many vivid descriptions of landscapes scattered throughout the poem. These
set the mood of the story, but they are also included for their beauty.Almost all of them
emphasize the seasons. The cycle of the year, celebrated in the liturgical calander, provides a
sort of frame for the poem. Human life is compared to the year, which as life stirs beneath the
snow, then progresses through stages of maturity to a final end.The powers of nature are
sometimes personified in the persons of the Green Knight, who doubles as Sir Bertilak, and
Morgan le Fay, who doubles as Lady Bertilak. The Green Knight is a sort of personification of the
woods. He is at first completely Green, including his skin, like vegetation. Later, as Sir Bertilak,
he changes color, not unlike leaves in fall. He also possesses the mysterious regenerative
powers of nature. Like a tree that has lost a limb or even its crown, he simply lives on
untroubled.As for Morgan le Fay, the Green Knight actually calls her a “goddess.” To include
such a figure is a sort of pagan revival. It anticipates the Renaissance, which was already old in
Italy but was just starting to reach England when Sir Gawain and the Green Knight was written.
Gawain certainly speaks for some of his contemporaries, when he comes across the Green
Knight in a desolate place by a fairy mound and wonders if he is a devil.Nevertheless, both the
Green Knight and Morgan le Fay seem to be at least as devout in their Christianity as Arthur and
his court. At their home in Hautdesert Castle, they celebrate Mass. Furthermore, though opinions
about them will certainly differ, the two certainly have a sense of fairness, and they are at least
reasonably benevolent.If the Green Knight and Morgan le Fay are ambivalent, that reflects the
contradictory attitude of people toward the natural world. The landscapes in Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight may be very beautiful, but most of them are also harsh. Gawain, in his search for
the Green Chapel, must not only suffer attacks by wild beasts but also cold and sleet.The
confrontation of humanity with nature found, for medieval aristocrats, its most vivid and
exhilarating expression in the hunt. This was not only a means of training for war but also an
important social occasion, where people of the castle were bonded in an exciting common
endeavor. Ladies would take part as well as men. Each participant had a clearly defined role and
a corresponding share of the game. Then the events of the hunt would provide material for tales
told around the fire during long winter evenings. Only animals like boars and deer, known for
their speed or fierceness, were considered worthy to be hunted by a Lord.This could be an
exciting confrontation, even if it was an unequal one. The forests, however, were actually no
more wild than our own. The Gawain poet, anticipating romantics like Tennyson, loves to evoke
the terror of primeval landscapes. One of the best examples is this passage:By a mountain next
morning he Gawain makes his wayInto a forest fastness, fearsome and wild;Oaks old and huge
by the hundred together.The hazel and the hawthorn were all intertwinedWith rough raveled



moss, that raggedy hung,With many birds unblithe upon bare twigsThat peeked most piteously
for pain of the cold.(Borroff trans., part II, lines 740-747).By a mountain next morning he Gawain
makes his wayInto a forest fastness, fearsome and wild;Oaks old and huge by the hundred
together.The hazel and the hawthorn were all intertwinedWith rough raveled moss, that raggedy
hung,With many birds unblithe upon bare twigsThat peeked most piteously for pain of the cold.
(Borroff trans., part II, lines 740-747).Impressive as this description sounds, it is doubtful
whether there were any forests this primeval in Britain when the Gawain poet was writing. If there
were, they could certainly not have sheltered any big castles, since people needed vast
quantities of wood for everything from building to heating in winter. As, in recent years, the study
of nature writing has become more popular, scholars have subjected it to greater scrutiny. They
have realized that the idea of primal nature unaffected by human activity has usually been a
daydream, even if it was a poetic one. Such natural settings had generally ceased to exist even
in prehistoric times. Even the Native Americans, it turns out, changed the landscapes where they
lived by such means as deliberately starting enormous fires.The aristocratic hunting preserves
of medieval Europe sometimes must have looked very wild, but this was a carefully cultivated
illusion. They were tended by foresters, who wanted them to look dark and dangerous, so that
hunters might experience their confrontation with nature more vividly. In a way, they were not
totally unlike the theme parks of today.Already, when the Romans conquered Britain around the
end of the first century A. D., there were almost no virgin forests. The woodlands had mostly
been cut or burned down by original inhabitants. By the early Middle Ages, a cultivated forest
known as the “coppice” had become a center of economic and social activity in traditional village
life. This was an area where the trees had been, when comparatively young, cut off just above
the height of a tall man. This made many small branches grown out in all directions, so they
made a sort of tent or canopy. It provided a sort of pleasant, natural shelter. Farmers would take
livestock there to feed the animals on nuts and acorns. Markets were held there. The coppice
even provided many thin sticks of wood that could be used as staves. The coppice often looked
a bit like a gothic church with branches for buttresses. It may even have been the inspiration for
the idea of the Green Chapel in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.
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Keith C., “Exellent ( but some odd illustraions). The notes are very scholarly, but the book has
some illustrations that should have been checked - one has an arm drawn out of place which
seems to enter the scene out of nowhere. Perhaps they could not afford a professional illustrator.”

Paulette Carter, “Helped with class. Helped with English class”

Heather J., “Very Helpful. I have always used Spark notes or Cliff's notes, but this set of notes is
extremely helpful. It even comes with pictures to help with association. My daughter loves it and
it is working great for her.”

SJSmith, “Fab!. Really good and gave me loads of ideas to approach with teaching. The essays
included in the back helped me structure a critical response to the poem. An easy to access
book on the kindle as well.  Thanks for a great book to accompany a poem.”
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