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      Context

      
      The alliterative poem Sir
            Gawain and the Green Knight, likely written in the mid
         to late fourteenth century, survives in a late-fourteenth-century
         manuscript with three other poems—Pearl, Purity, and Patience—by the
         same author. Very little is known about the author of these poems,
         but most scholars believe him to have been a university-trained
         clerk or the official of a provincial estate (this SparkNote refers
         to him as the “Pearl-poet” or the “Gawain-poet”). Though it cannot
         be said with certainty that one person wrote all four poems, some
         shared characteristics point toward common authorship and also suggest
         that the Gawain-poet may have written another poem, called St. Erkenwald,
         that exists in a separate manuscript. All the poems except Sir
            Gawain and the Green Knight deal with overtly Christian
         subject matter, and it remains unclear why Sir Gawain, an Arthurian
         romance, was included in an otherwise religious manuscript.
      

      
      	Sir Gawain and the Green Knight was
         written in a dialect of Middle English that links it with Britain’s
         Northwest Midlands, probably the county of Cheshire or Lancashire.
         The English provinces of the late fourteenth century, although they
         did not have London’s economic, political, and artistic centrality,
         were not necessarily less culturally active than London, where Geoffrey
         Chaucer and William Langland were writing at the time. In fact,
         the works of the Gawain-poet belong to a type of literature traditionally
         known as the Alliterative Revival, usually associated with northern
         England. Contrary to what the name of the movement suggests, the
         alliterative meter of Old English had not actually disappeared and
         therefore did not need reviving. Nevertheless, Sir Gawain
            and the Green Knight exists as a testament that the style
         continued well into the fourteenth century, if not in London, then
         in the provinces.
      

      
      	Sir Gawain and the Green Knight’s adapted
         Old English meter tends to connect the two halves of each poetic
         line through alliteration, or repetition of consonants. The poem
         also uses rhyme to structure its stanzas, and each group of long
         alliterative lines concludes with a word or phrase containing two
         syllables and a quatrain—known together as the “bob and wheel.”
         The phrase “bob and wheel” derives from a technique used when spinning
         cloth—the bobs and wheels in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight help
         to spin the plot and narrative together in intricate ways. They
         provide commentaries on what has just happened, create or fulfill
         moments of suspense, and serve as transitions to the next scene
         or idea.
      

      
      	Told in four “fitts,” or parts, the poem weaves together
         at least three separate narrative strings commonly found in medieval
         folklore and romance. The first plot, the beheading game, appears
         in ancient folklore and may derive from pagan myths related to the agricultural
         cycles of planting and harvesting crops. The second and third plots
         concern the exchange of winnings and the hero’s temptation; both
         of these plots derive from medieval romances and dramatize tests
         of the hero’s honesty, loyalty, and chastity. As the story unfolds,
         we discover that the three apparently separate plotlines intersect
         in surprising ways.
      

      
      	A larger story that frames the narrative is that of Morgan
         le Faye’s traditional hatred for Arthur and his court, called Camelot. Morgan,
         Arthur’s half sister and a powerful sorceress, usually appears in
         legend as an enemy of the Round Table. Indeed, medieval readers
         knew of Morgan’s role in the destined fall of Camelot, the perfect
         world depicted in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.
      

      
      	The poem’s second frame is a historical one. The poem
         begins and ends with references to the myth of Britain’s lineage
         from the ancient city of Troy, by way of Britain’s Trojan founder,
         Brutus. These references root the Arthurian romance in the tradition
         of epic literature, older and more elevated than the tradition of
         courtly literature, and link fourteenth-century England to Rome,
         which was also founded by a Trojan (Aeneas). Thus, Sir Gawain
            and the Green Knight presents us with a version of translatio
         imperii—a Latin phrase referring to the transfer of culture from
         one civilization (classical antiquity, in this case) to another
         (medieval England). The Gawain-poet at times adopts an ironic tone,
         but he also displays a deep investment in elevating his country’s
         legends, history, and literary forms—especially Arthurian romance—by
         relating them directly to classical antiquity.
      

   
      Plot Overview

      
      During a New Year’s Eve feast at
         King Arthur’s court, a strange figure, referred to only as the Green
         Knight, pays the court an unexpected visit. He challenges the group’s
         leader or any other brave representative to a game. The Green Knight
         says that he will allow whomever accepts the challenge to strike
         him with his own axe, on the condition that the challenger find
         him in exactly one year to receive a blow in return.
      

      
      	Stunned, Arthur hesitates to respond, but when the Green
         Knight mocks Arthur’s silence, the king steps forward to take the
         challenge. As soon as Arthur grips the Green Knight’s axe, Sir Gawain
         leaps up and asks to take the challenge himself. He takes hold of
         the axe and, in one deadly blow, cuts off the knight’s head. To
         the amazement of the court, the now-headless Green Knight picks
         up his severed head. Before riding away, the head reiterates the
         terms of the pact, reminding the young Gawain to seek him in a year
         and a day at the Green Chapel. After the Green Knight leaves, the
         company goes back to its festival, but Gawain is uneasy.
      

      
      	Time passes, and autumn arrives. On the Day of All Saints, Gawain
         prepares to leave Camelot and find the Green Knight. He puts on
         his best armor, mounts his horse, Gringolet, and starts off toward
         North Wales, traveling through the wilderness of northwest Britain.
         Gawain encounters all sorts of beasts, suffers from hunger and cold,
         and grows more desperate as the days pass. On Christmas Day, he
         prays to find a place to hear Mass, then looks up to see a castle
         shimmering in the distance. The lord of the castle welcomes Gawain
         warmly, introducing him to his lady and to the old woman who sits
         beside her. For sport, the host (whose name is later revealed to
         be Bertilak) strikes a deal with Gawain: the host will go out hunting
         with his men every day, and when he returns in the evening, he will
         exchange his winnings for anything Gawain has managed to acquire
         by staying behind at the castle. Gawain happily agrees to the pact,
         and goes to bed.
      

      
      	The first day, the lord hunts a herd of does, while Gawain
         sleeps late in his bedchambers. On the morning of the first day,
         the lord’s wife sneaks into Gawain’s chambers and attempts to seduce
         him. Gawain puts her off, but before she leaves she steals one kiss
         from him. That evening, when the host gives Gawain the venison he
         has captured, Gawain kisses him, since he has won one kiss from
         the lady. The second day, the lord hunts a wild boar. The lady again enters
         Gawain’s chambers, and this time she kisses Gawain twice. That evening
         Gawain gives the host the two kisses in exchange for the boar’s
         head.
      

      
      	The third day, the lord hunts a fox, and the lady kisses
         Gawain three times. She also asks him for a love token, such as
         a ring or a glove. Gawain refuses to give her anything and refuses
         to take anything from her, until the lady mentions her girdle. The
         green silk girdle she wears around her waist is no ordinary piece
         of cloth, the lady claims, but possesses the magical ability to
         protect the person who wears it from death. Intrigued, Gawain accepts
         the cloth, but when it comes time to exchange his winnings with
         the host, Gawain gives the three kisses but does not mention the
         lady’s green girdle. The host gives Gawain the fox skin he won that
         day, and they all go to bed happy, but weighed down with the fact
         that Gawain must leave for the Green Chapel the following morning
         to find the Green Knight.
      

      
      	New Year’s Day arrives, and Gawain dons his armor, including the
         girdle, then sets off with Gringolet to seek the Green Knight. A guide
         accompanies him out of the estate grounds. When they reach the border
         of the forest, the guide promises not to tell anyone if Gawain decides
         to give up the quest. Gawain refuses, determined to meet his fate
         head-on. Eventually, he comes to a kind of crevice in a rock, visible
         through the tall grasses. He hears the whirring of a grindstone,
         confirming his suspicion that this strange cavern is in fact the
         Green Chapel. Gawain calls out, and the Green Knight emerges to
         greet him. Intent on fulfilling the terms of the contract, Gawain
         presents his neck to the Green Knight, who proceeds to feign two
         blows. On the third feint, the Green Knight nicks Gawain’s neck,
         barely drawing blood. Angered, Gawain shouts that their contract
         has been met, but the Green Knight merely laughs.
      

      
      	The Green Knight reveals his name, Bertilak, and explains
         that he is the lord of the castle where Gawain recently stayed.
         Because Gawain did not honestly exchange all of his winnings on
         the third day, Bertilak drew blood on his third blow. Nevertheless,
         Gawain has proven himself a worthy knight, without equal in all
         the land. When Gawain questions Bertilak further, Bertilak explains
         that the old woman at the castle is really Morgan le Faye, Gawain’s
         aunt and King Arthur’s half sister. She sent the Green Knight on
         his original errand and used her magic to change Bertilak’s appearance. Relieved
         to be alive but extremely guilty about his sinful failure to tell
         the whole truth, Gawain wears the girdle on his arm as a reminder
         of his own failure. He returns to Arthur’s court, where all the
         knights join Gawain, wearing girdles on their arms to show their support.
      

   
      Character List

      
      
         Sir Gawain - 	The
            story’s protagonist, Arthur’s nephew and one of his most loyal knights.
            Although he modestly disclaims it, Gawain has the reputation of
            being a great knight and courtly lover. He prides himself on his
            observance of the five points of chivalry in every aspect of his
            life. Gawain is a pinnacle of humility, piety, integrity, loyalty,
            and honesty. His only flaw proves to be that he loves his own life
            so much that he will lie in order to protect himself. Gawain leaves
            the Green Chapel penitent and changed.
         

      

      
      
         Green Knight -  
            A mysterious visitor to Camelot. The Green Knight’s huge stature,
            wild appearance, and green complexion set him apart from the beardless
            knights and beautiful ladies of Arthur’s Camelot. He is an ambiguous
            figure: he says that he comes in friendship, not wanting to fight,
            but the friendly game he proposes is quite deadly. He attaches great
            importance to verbal contracts, expecting Sir Gawain to go to great
            lengths to hold up his end of their bargain. The Green Knight shows
            himself to be a supernatural being when he picks up his own severed
            head and rides out of Arthur’s court, still speaking. At the same
            time, he seems to symbolize the natural world, in that he is killed
            and reborn as part of a cycle. At the poem’s end, we discover that
            the Green Knight is also Bertilak, Gawain’s host, and one of Morgan
            le Faye’s minions.
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