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SIR GAWAIN AND THE GREEN KNIGHT
ca. 1375-1400

etween the Ancrene Wisse and the later fourteenth century, writers deployed

English for many genres, especially saints’ lives and romances. The finest Arthu-
rian romance in English survives in only one manuscript, which also contains three
religious poems—Pearl, Patience, and Purity—generally believed to be by the same
poet. Nothing is known about the author except what can be inferred from the works.
The dialect of the poems locates them in a remote corner of the northwest midlands
between Cheshire and Staffordshire, and details of Sir Gawain’s journey north show
that the author was familiar with the geography of that region. But if author and audi-
ence were provincials, Sir Gawain and the other poems in the manuscript reveal them
to have been highly sophisticated and well acquainted both with the international
culture of the high Middle Ages and with ancient insular traditions.

Sir Gawain belongs to the so-called Alliterative Revival. After the Norman Con-
quest, alliterative verse doubtless continued to be recited by oral poets. At the begin-
ning, the Gawain poet pretends that this romance is an oral poem and asks the
audience to “listen” to a story, which he has “heard.” Alliterative verse also continued
toappear in Early Middle English texts. Layamon's Brut (see p. 137) is the outstanding
example. During the late fourteenth century there was a renewed flowering of allite-
rative poetry, especially in the north and west of Britain, which includes Piers Plowman
and a splendid poem known as The Alliterative Morte Darthur,

The Gawain poet’s audience evidently valued the kind of alliterative verse that
Chaucer’s Parson caricatures as “Rum-Ram-Ruf by lettre” (see p. 359, line 43). They
would also have understood archaic poetic diction surviving from Old English
poetry such as athel (noble) and words of Scandinavian origin such as skete (quickly)
and skifted (alternated), They were well acquainted with French Arthurian romances
and the latest fashions in clothing, armor, and castle building. In making Sir Gawain,
Arthur's sister's son, the preeminent knight of the Round Table, the poet was faith-
ful to an older tradition. The thirteenth-century French romances, which in the next
Century became the main sources of Sir Thomas Malory, had made Sir Lancelot the
best of Arthur's knights and Lancelots adultery with Queen Guinevere the central
event on which the fate of Arthur's kingdom turns. In Sir Gawain Lancelot is only
one name in a list of Arthur’s knights. Arthur is still a youth, and the court is in jts
springtime. Sir Gawain epitomizes this first blooming of Arthurian chivalry, and the
"ePutation of the court rests upon his shoulders.

; ?J:mibly. Gawain's head is what is at n'u‘l;e.w‘l;l:hmm plot belongs to a type tha,
rists classify as the “Beheading Game, @ supernatural challenger off,

10let his head be cut off in exchange for a return blow. The earliest written occurrence
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The poet has framed Gawains
adventure with references in the first and last stanzas to what are called the “Brutus
books,” the foundation stories that trace the origins of Rome and Britain back to the
destruction of Troy. See, for example, the sclection from Geoffrey of Monmouths
History of the Kings of Britain (p. 136). A cyclical sense of history as well as of the.
cycles of the seasons of the year, the generations of humankind, and of individual
Yives runs through Sir Gauin and the Green Kight. "
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SIR GAWAIN AND THE GREEN KNIGHT

The tulk that the trammes of tresoun ther wroght
The man who the plots of treason there wrought

Was tried for his tricherie, the trewest on erthe.
Was tried for his treachery, the truest on earth.

Hit was Ennias the athel and his highe kynde,
It was Aencas the noble and his high race,

That sithen depreced provinces, and patrounes bicome
Who after subjugated provinces, and lords became

Welneghe of al the wele in the west iles.
Wellnigh of all the wealth in the west isles.

Fro riche Romulus to Rome ricchis hym swythe,
Then noble Romulus to Rome proceeds quickly,

With gret bobbaunce that burghe he biges upon fyrst
With great pride that city he builds at first

And nevenes hit his aune nome, as hit now hat;
And names it his own name, as it now is called;

Ticius to Tuskan and feldes bigynnes,
Ticius (goes) to Tuscany and houses begins,

Langaberde in Lumbardie Iyftes up homes,
Longbeard in Lombardy raises up homes,

And fer over the French flod, Felix Brutus
And far over the English Channel, Felix Brutus

On mony bonkkes ful brode Bretayn he settes
On many banks very broad Britain he sets

Wyth wynne,
With joy,

Where werre and wrake and wonder :
Where war and strife and wondrous happenings

Bi sythes has wont therinne,
On occasions have dwelled therein

And oft bothe blysse and blunder
And often both joy and strife

Ful skete has skyfted synne.
Very swiftly have alternated since.
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